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GLOSSARY 

Agroecology: The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has defined agroecology as “an 

integrated approach that simultaneously applies ecological and social concepts and principles to 

the design and management of food and agricultural systems.” Agroecology emphasizes the 

interconnectedness of socio-ecological systems and seeks to utilize these relationships in the 

cultivation of a just and sustainable food system. The FAO names 10 key elements of 

agroecology: diversity, co-creation and sharing of knowledge, synergies, efficiency, recycling, 

resilience, human and social values, culture and food traditions, responsible governance, and 

circular and solidarity economy. (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 

2019)  

 

Alternative Agriculture: I use alternative agriculture to indicate a juxtaposition to the large-

scale and highly mechanized farming that is highly prevalent in the U.S., much of the Global 

North, and, consequently, in many areas where agricultural development initiatives have been 

attempted. 

 

Alternative Farm(ing): This is an intentionally broad term. For the purposes of my research, I 

use it as a signifier for the myriad agricultural methods that stand outside of the modern or 

conventional norm. In this study, my participants define what “alternative” means for them. It 

could indicate the use of the following methods or approaches to farming: agroecology, 

polycropping, biodynamic systems, organic, permaculture, aquaculture, urban farming, vertical 

farming, etc. 

 

BIPOC: Black, Indigenous and People of Color is an acronym that is used to emphasize the 

multiple experiences of persons of color, with attention to the specific ways in which Black and 

Indigenous persons are impacted by the legacy of colonialism and systemic racism. The use of 

BIPOC in the following chapters is intended to center the ways in which food and agricultural 

systems in the U.S. have violently exploited and structurally oppressed Black, Indigenous, and 

communities of color.  

 

Certified Naturally Grown: The Certified Naturally Grown designation presents one alternative 

to USDA organic certification. The review and award process are overseen by an independent 

nonprofit organization that is able to reduce the cost to the farmer in part by relying on other 

farmer members in the region for inspection and certification. This tenet of the program also has 

the potential to foster a sense of community a/or mentorship between established or senior 

farmers and those new to farming or natural and organic farming methods. Farmers hoping to 

gain certification pay into the program on a sliding scale that is tailored to size, sales, and farm 

tenure. Some farmers use the program as a steppingstone to organic certification due to the 

significantly lower amount of time needed to demonstrate compliance, while others use the 

certification in lieu of certified organic. The designation also provides an alternative to the 

organic program which has come under increasing criticism for its inaccessibility to small scale 

and beginning farmers, as well as the more general criticisms of large-scale or industrialized 

organic agriculture. (Certified Naturally Grown 2015) 

 



 

11 

Conventional Farming: In the Western context, conventional agriculture is used almost 

interchangeably with industrialized or modern agriculture. The implicit presumption is that these 

methods are the norm against which other methods should be compared or measured. However, 

this presumption does a disservice to marginalized farmers and rural communities that may 

espouse other methods or for whom other methods are better suited. A point of emphasis within 

my research is that modern methods are highly reliant upon extractive frameworks and 

technoscientific innovations, while “alternative” forms of agriculture were the norm worldwide 

until a few generations ago. 

   

Community Supported Agriculture: A model of agricultural production and sales that 

emphasizes the sharing of risk by the producer or farmer and the consumer. Traditional models 

require payment by the consumer in advance of the farming season to fund the crops being 

planted. They then receive a portion or “share” of the products harvested throughout the growing 

season. Implicit is the understanding that during a good growing season, they will likely receive 

more than in a season with inclement growing conditions. Newer or alternative models have 

developed in recent years. These could include the requirement of consumers logging volunteer 

or service hours on the farm as part of their membership, or a storefront type model. In the 

“storefront” model, consumers still pay a lump sum in advance of the growing season, but then 

use the dollars in their account to purchase the items they like. This option can provide more 

flexibility for picky eaters, individuals who travel frequently during the growing season, or those 

who are new to and unsure of the CSA model. 

 

Family Farm: The use of the term family farms has become contentious in some advocacy 

circles. The USDA defines a family farm in terms of ownership operation and notes that 96% of 

farms in Indiana are family owned or operated. Many of these farms would be classified as 

conventional and emphasize commodity row crops that are farmed using industrial methods. 

Advocates note, however, that many consumers associate family farms with diversified farming 

operations that utilize alternative farming methods. As a result, the usage of independent as a 

qualifier for family farm has become common, noting the distinction between commodity 

contract growers and smallholders who often sell their products locally and in direct markets. 

 

Food Justice: Food justice is a grassroots holistic approach to food systems work that 

emphasizes food as a human right and seeks to establish equity throughout the food value chain, 

with recognition of the specific ways that women and BIPOC (Black Indigenous and People of 

Color) communities have been harmed by the conventional food system. It often intersects with 

environmental justice work and is influenced by the civil rights movement. (Alkon and Agyeman 

2011) 

 

Food System: The Food and Agriculture Organization describes a food system as encompassing 

the entire range of actors and activities involved in the food value chain for products that 

originate from agriculture, forestry, or fisheries. The emphasis on a global food system refers to 

the globalization of supply chains and markets, and acknowledges the embeddedness of this 

system and its broader impact on economic, societal and natural environments. (Hanh 2018) 
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Foodways: Foodways describe the interplay between social, economic, biological, and cultural 

factors in the production and consumption of food. It serves as a marker for the complex nature 

of food and the integral role it plays in so many segments of one’s life. 

 

Global Food System: A global food system refers to the globalization of supply chains and 

markets, and acknowledges the embeddedness of this system and its broader impact on 

economic, societal and natural environments. (Hanh 2018) 

 

Industrial/Modern Agriculture: Industrialized or “modern” agriculture has in many cases 

become the norm against which other forms of agriculture are measured. It has grown in 

prominence since the middle of the twentieth century, and particularly in Western cultures. It is 

most frequently characterized by a “high input” model that emphasizes efficiency and is 

predicated upon the use of machinery and chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Proponents of this 

type of farming note the potential for large crop yields and thus theoretically higher returns for 

farmers. However, the high input system does require often significant financial investment and 

is typically best-suited for monocropping. 

 

Land Stewardship: A methodology or an ethos that was brought to the forefront by Aldo 

Leopold. It bears some similarities to the tenets of conservation, but also emphasizes the 

relationship between humans and their environment. Also emphasized is the importance of 

making mindful choices in relationship to the land and recognizing that it must be cared for in 

the interest of future generations. (Berry, Bringing it to the Table: On Farming and Food 2009) 

 

Local Ecological Knowledge (LEK): Local Ecological Knowledge is used as a complement to 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge by Fikret Berkes to denote locally situated and contextual 

knowledges that are more recent. In the context of this study, Local Knowledges are developed 

and transmitted by smallholder and alternative farmers as an adaptive strategy that supports 

production and market success. (Berkes, Sacred Ecology: Traditional Ecological Knowledge and 

Resource Management 1999)  

 

Local Food System: A local food system refers to the local or regional production, distribution, 

and consumption of food that often emphasizes values within the supply chain (i.e., point of 

origin, specific production methods, equity). A local food system is juxtaposed to the 

globalization of supply chains and markets and acknowledges the embeddedness of food systems 

system and their broader impact on economic, societal and natural environments. (Hanh 2018) 

 

Locavore: This term is a product of the local food movement and describes an individual who 

prioritizes eating local a/or regional foods whenever possible. They might also eat more 

seasonally, meaning they choose to eat foods that are in season in their area and avoid those that 

are not (i.e., one would avoid tomatoes in Indiana in the winter months). Reasons for this 

approach to diet might include lessening their ecological footprint, supporting local farmers and 

businesses, or support of local food cultures and unique varietals.  
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Monoculture: A type of agriculture wherein the farmer grows one crop per season or year. The 

chosen crop is often a commodity crop that is accompanied by some sort of guarantee on 

investment via subsidies, crop insurance, a/or corporate contracts. During the off season, fields 

may lie fallow or may be used for cover crops in an effort to maintain soil health and stave off 

erosion. 

 

Poly-cropping: Poly-cropping describes an agricultural method in which multiple crops are 

planted. In some cases, they are planted seasonally, and in others complimentary plants are inter-

planted. This method aims to avoid soil nutrient depletion as well as maximize the potential 

harvest and profit from each plot. A well-known historical example of poly-cropping would be 

the three sisters model used in indigenous plots wherein corn, squash, and beans are planted in 

groupings that form a symbiotic relationship. The corn provides a stalk for the squash vines to 

climb, while spreading squash vines help to choke out weeds. Beans replenish the nitrogen that is 

depleted by corn, and so on. (LaDuke 2005) 

 

Regenerative Agriculture: Regenerative agriculture is a system or method of farming that is 

cited for its ability to improve soils and sequester carbon. It seeks to support whole farm health 

with a systems approach that seeks to use human-scale farming to rebuild local ecosystems and 

biodiversity, with specific attention paid to soil health and inputs. Participants in this study 

frequently discussed the importance of soil and of “building” something more for the future. 

(Perkins 2020)  

 

Smallholder: Within the context of the US, smallholder farms are defined by the USDA as those 

farms measuring less than 180 acres. It is worth noting that elsewhere in the world, and 

particularly within the Global South, most farming is done on plots that are less than 1% of this 

number. The quantitative definition of smallholder farms in the US is further complicated by the 

fact that many small farms (as defined by the USDA) are leased to larger scale operations and 

thus are operated using methods more suited to large and mega farms. In other contexts, the 

USDA defines small farms as those with less than $250,000 in annual sales. Thus, I believe it 

important to acknowledge qualitative and inclusive definitions of smallholder farming that move 

beyond acreage and consider farming method, inputs, status as a family or household farm, etc. 

This framework has also been employed by Robert Netting. (Netting 1993)  

 

Socio-ecological Resilience: Socio-ecological resilience recognizes that humans and the 

environments they inhabit are interdependent on one another. In this study, I emphasize the use 

of adaptive strategies to work towards transformative systems change that embodies the 

interrelated nature of human and ecological systems. (Folke, et al. 2010) 

 

Sustainability: Sustainability, in reference to agricultural systems, frequently refers to the 

managed use of resources to avoid their depletion and ensure the continued viability of 

ecosystems into the future. In this study, I utilize the triple bottom line model of sustainability 

that is used by the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education Program and emphasizes the 

equal importance and interrelatedness of environment, economy, and sociocultural systems. 

Study participants, however, most frequently used sustainability in reference to social and 

economic systems, with a preference for the term regenerative when speaking about 

environmental factors. (SARE 2020) 
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Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK): Traditional Ecological Knowledge has been defined 

by Fikret Berkes as the “cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by 

adaptive processes and handed down through generations by cultural transmission.” It 

emphasizes relationships and exchanges between human beings and the environments they 

inhabit. (Berkes, Sacred Ecology: Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Resource Management 

1999) 

 

USDA Definition of a Farm: The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) has defined 

a farm broadly as a place that sells (or could sell) $1000 worth of agricultural products. 

(O’Donoghue, et al. 2009)  

 

Values Based Food System: A values-based food system or food value chain shifts focus from 

an overemphasis on economic value (i.e., cheap food), by centering other factors in food 

production and distribution: environmental stewardship, quality, taste, social relationships, 

locality, animal welfare, labor practices, etc. (Burnett 2019) 
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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is a policy driven ethnography of smallholder and alternative farmers in Indiana 

that centers food justice and utilizes interdisciplinary frameworks to analyze the adaptive 

strategies that farmers use to address the specific challenges they face. Through the 

implementation of adaptive strategies such as regenerative growing practices, the cultivation of 

community, stewardship of the land, and an emphasis on transparency, the smallholders I worked 

with over the course of this study negotiate complex agricultural spaces and build the resilience 

of their farmsteads and the communities they serve. Smallholder and alternative farmers in 

Indiana are reimagining the agricultural spaces they occupy and driving transformational change 

of dominant narratives and local food systems. Critiques of conventional agriculture and 

commodity production are not intended to reify binary perceptions of the agricultural paradigm, 

but rather to demonstrate that the critical role of smallholder and alternatives farmers should be 

valued as well.  

 

This research draws on four years of ethnographic research, archival sources, and close readings 

of policy measures and media reports to illuminate the historical context that has positioned 

smallholders in juxtaposition to large-scale conventional agriculture, and the critical role of 

smallholder farmers in driving food systems change while centering food justice and community 

resiliency. The driving research questions for the following essays follow: Why have small scale 

and alternative farmers chosen to farm (and farm differently)? What specific challenges do they 

face and how might these challenges be better addressed by existing support systems and new 

legislation? What can be learned from the alternative narratives and reimagined spaces 

smallholder farmers engage with? This work joins the growing body of research that challenges 

agricultural meta-narratives by presenting a counter-narrative of smallholder resilience and the a 

priori notion that posits agricultural technology as a panacea for everything from world hunger 

to economics to environmental concerns.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

“Agriculture may well be the field upon which the battle for the hearts and minds of Americans 

is first fought…The best hope for building a more sustainable agriculture may be to begin by 

ensuring the future of small farm families—for without farmers, agriculture cannot be 

sustained.” 

--John Ikerd (2008, 6-7) 

 

According to the most recent United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Agricultural 

census data, smallholder farms are the fastest growing segment of agriculture in the U.S. (USDA 

NASS 2019). Unlike their large-scale conventional counterparts, they are also more likely to be 

operated by historically underrepresented1  individuals than their conventional counterparts 

(Ember 1983). Specifically, census data indicates that small scale and alternative farms are more 

likely to be owned or operated by women and individuals that identify as Black, Indigenous, or 

Persons of Color (BIPOC). Additionally, small farms appear to be particularly attractive to 

emergent and first-generation farmers who frequently work off-farm jobs to facilitate their entry 

into farming livelihoods and ensure a stable source of income to improve the viability of the farm 

in the early years. Although the necessity of working other jobs could be perceived as a failure to 

those unfamiliar with the specific challenges of establishing a small farm business, I argue that 

income diversification is an intentional adaptive strategy that enables emergent and small-scale 

farmers to transition more smoothly to a farm-based income. Given the widely recognized 

“graying of [conventional] agriculture,” an evaluation of the re-imagined agricultural spaces 

inhabited by smallholder farmers is indicated to identify challenges and the responsive adaptive 

strategies used to address them. This analysis will support the development of scale-appropriate 

policy and support systems that are positioned to support the transformation of Indiana’s 

agricultural spaces and local food systems. It will simultaneously facilitate conversations about 

the actualization of food justice. 

 

 
1 Historically underrepresented is a term frequently used in USDA reports as a signifier for farmers that are from 

BIPOC communities, women, veterans, or some combination thereof. 
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An analysis of small scale and alternative2 farmers illuminates local food systems, cultures, and 

economies, while fostering food security and biodiversity, and supporting food justice efforts. In 

spite of recent USDA funding initiatives for beginning farmers, specialty crop growers, and 

alternative farming methods, the dominant narratives of agriculture in the United States 

frequently obfuscate the alternative narratives of smallholder farmers that illuminate the specific 

needs and motivations of individuals who operate outside of the conventional agriculture norm. 

In the following chapters I will amplify these voices that are frequently unheard, and provide an 

analysis of the re-imagined agricultural spaces they inhabit as well as the adaptive strategies that 

they engage in to improve market access, cultivate community, steward the land, and support 

food justice initiatives. The smallholder farmers I worked with over the course of this study all 

utilize adaptive strategies that are specifically tailored to their farmsteads to improve the viability 

of their farm. I contend that these adaptive strategies embody a commitment to improving the 

resilience of the farm and socio-ecological environments smallholder farmers inhabit. One of the 

more widely recognized adaptive strategies that is used by smallholder farmers is an intentional 

utilization of niche and direct to consumer agricultural markets3 that provide spaces for farmers 

to interface directly with consumers, thus facilitating the building of relationships and supporting 

opportunities for consumer education about local food systems and food justice.  

 

A review of historic agricultural census data, archival material, and traditional agricultural 

narratives reveals that, in terms of commodity production and sales, Indiana consistently ranks in 

the top ten for various agricultural commodities, such as hogs, layer hens, soy, and corn. In the 

2017-2018, for example, Indiana ranked 10th in the nation for overall agricultural sales, 8th for 

overall crop sales, 5th in production for both dent corn and soybeans, and 5th in hog production 

(Matli and Reynolds 2018). Despite the overall success of Indiana’s agricultural sector and the 

potential for a renaissance of local and regional food value chains, the majority of agricultural 

income in 2017 came from a combination of commodity crops- non-food items such as hay, and 

 
2 Alternative is used in this study as a signifier for farming that exists outside of the construct of modern, industrial, 

an input intensive types of agriculture that are so dominant in Indiana and in the rest of the U.S. Alternative, 

therefore, signifies an approach that prioritizes some combination of poly-cropping, organic, permaculture, 

biodynamic systems, hydroponics, urban farming, etc.  
3 By niche a/or specialty agricultural markets, I am referring to direct to consumer sales models like farmers’ 

markets, farm stands, or food hubs. Also included in these descriptors would be cooperative models like community 

supported agriculture (CSA) and direct marketing to locally sourcing restaurants and artisanal food processors. 
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crops cultivated for secondary processing (Matli and Reynolds 2018). In spite of Indiana’s 

positioning as an agricultural leader, Ken Meter, founder of the Crossroads Resource Center and 

an expert in agricultural economics and local food systems, notes that the state imports 90% of 

its food, and 98% of its fresh produce (Meter 2012). Additionally, nearly 16% of Indiana 

residents are food insecure, with the number of food insecure children falling closer to 22% 

(Mills, Weinfield, et al. 2014). The impact of food insecurity has been further exacerbated more 

recently since the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic with increased rates of unemployment, 

school closures, and conventional supply chain shortages throughout 2020. Feeding America, a 

national organization that tracks food insecurity in coordination with local food banks, projected 

that food insecurity rates in Indiana would reach up to 19%, and up to 26% for children (Hake, et 

al. 2020). Early anecdotal reports from around Indiana indicate that in some of the most 

vulnerable communities these rates are higher.4 The illumination of the fragility of the 

conventional food system that has occurred since the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic is 

discussed further in Chapter 6.  

 

It is critically important to engage the alternative farmers operating outside the conventional 

commodity paradigm if we hope to support their success and thus local food systems, economies, 

socio-ecological communities, and food justice. If the above statistics are any indication, the 

current agricultural paradigm is doing little to solve hunger issues on a local level. By engaging 

with farmers outside of this conventional construct, we can facilitate the continued growth and 

reinvigoration of local food chains and local economies, while at the same time providing an 

alternative solution to the question of food insecurity. The driving research questions for the 

following essays are: Why have small scale and alternative farmers chosen to farm (and farm 

differently)? Who are these farmers, and why have they chosen their particular farming spaces? 

What specific challenges do they face and how might these challenges be better addressed by 

existing support systems and new legislation? What is indicated by this relatively recent shift in 

agri(culture)? How does this alternative agricultural model contribute to the socio-ecological 

resilience of nearby ecosystems and communities? What can be learned from the alternative 

 
4 Community based organizations and unofficial reports from employees in the ISDH have expressed concern about 

food access for Indiana’s most vulnerable populations, including children, the elderly. BIPOC communities, and 

rural communities. 
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narratives and reimagined spaces smallholder farmers engage with? How do adaptive strategies 

contribute to farm viability and food systems resiliency? What role does food justice and 

advocacy play in farming?  

1.2 Methodology 

The essays in this study are based on ethnographic research conducted in Indiana from 2016-

2019 and are supplemented with archival analysis of papers related to Purdue University’s 

College of Agriculture, Agricultural Extension program, and historical leaders in the 

development of their programs, as well as close readings of relevant policies at multiple scales 

(National, State, and Local). Within Indiana, interviews and ethnographic research built upon 

recruitment from three market areas situated in urban and peri-urban regions within the state that 

provide more salient market access for smallholder farmers: Indianapolis, South Bend, and the 

greater Northwest Indiana region. Preliminary ethnographic research was conducted in 2014-

2015 and consisted of farmers’ market observation and interviews utilizing interdisciplinary 

perspectives and frameworks to develop questions and analysis. My early analysis, confirmed by 

ongoing ethnographic research, indicated that smallholder farmers are as diverse as their crops. 

Multiple identities, motivations for farming, and highly diversified production systems coalesced 

around emergent themes and challenges that characterize the smallholder farmers I worked with: 

intellectual and financial support, community, land and market access, and ill-suited policy. 

 

In his explanation of the distinction between individual data and cultural data, Russel Bernard 

explains that both can provide useful information in the correct contexts. While individual data 

are useful in establishing population parameters, “Cultural data are different. We expect cultural 

facts to be shared, so cultural data require experts.” (Bernard 2011, 113) These experts provide 

context, nuance, and detail to our understandings of a culture, as well as the contested spaces 

within it. While the agricultural census and other similar quantitative instruments can provide 

valuable information about the attributes of farmers and farming over time, they remain 

imperfect measures of locally situated knowledges and expertise. Moreover, agricultural census 

data frequently misses the mark in unpacking the complexities of agricultural methods, land 

tenure, and the farming community due to the required emphasis on quantitative measures of 

acreage, sales, and crop type. Although more recent census surveys have attempted to 
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accommodate these complexities through additional questions about market channels or through 

separate surveys on land tenure and organic production, it remains difficult to make long range 

comparisons due to changes in survey structure and sampling methods. In this study, census data 

provides a broad framework for understanding statewide trends in farm size and operation, but 

purposive recruitment and subsequent interviewing and observation provide a more detailed and 

nuanced understanding of the intricacies of alternative farming spaces and the people who farm 

them. 

 

Russell Bernard argues that nonprobability samples are appropriate in specific circumstances, 

and that they are particularly well-suited to in-depth ethnographic studies of culture when the 

sample includes expert informants (Bernard 2011). Recruitment of informants for this study 

relied upon a combination of purposive and network sampling. Beginning in 2014 with my 

preliminary research, I utilized farmers’ markets as an accessible point of entry for study 

recruitment. Farmers’ markets provide distinct spaces wherein smallholder, alternative, and 

diversified farm(er)s are celebrated and where their stories are amplified; these markets provided 

one entry point wherein alternative farmers were identifiable, and where their voices and stories 

were amplified. Alternative farmers are still in the minority within the broader farming 

population in Indiana and are frequently isolated within both rural and urban communities, 

positioned as an island amidst a sea of amber waves of grain a/or post-industrial landscapes. 

Thus, purposive sampling and chain referral methods facilitate the identification of isolated 

community members and enable the development of relationships and trust-building with experts 

and key informants. Regarding sample size, Russell notes that a sample size of 10-20 

knowledgeable informants provides a sound foundation for illuminating and understanding 

themes within a defined cultural context (Bernard 2011). 

 

My preliminary observations and semi-structured interviews were conducted at four field sites 

loosely defined by geography: the Indianapolis metropolitan area, South Bend, the Northwest 

Indiana region (a part of the Chicago foodshed), and Bloomington. These geographic foci 

facilitated sampling in a timely matter, though they omitted some regions of the state (most 

notably Eastern Indiana and large segments of Southern Indiana). My decision to prioritize these 

urban and peri-urban communities was based on population density and the robustness of their 
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markets, which were known to attract farmers from surrounding counties. As I transitioned into 

my fieldwork in 2016, I ultimately eliminated Bloomington from the study due to a lack of 

engagement from farmers there and difficulties securing interviews. Thus, this study has a 

stronger sampling of farmers from Central and Northern Indiana, but my observations, informal 

conversations, and advocacy work since the conclusion of my fieldwork indicate that farmers 

throughout the state face many of the same challenges, and the saturation of the themes discussed 

throughout these essays within most if not all of my interviews, as well as in national survey 

data, indicates that these challenges are common to smallholder and alternative farmers. 

Additionally, as I transitioned from preliminary research to fieldwork, I identified a need for the 

cultivation of relationships and trust building with the farmers I recruited. Though most farmers 

were more than willing to engage in informal conversations at market, many were hesitant to 

speak with me in an “official” capacity until I had demonstrated my commitment to the farming 

community through consistency and deep listening. By the end of the study, I recruited 23 farmer 

participants and utilized semi-structured interviewing in my data collection. Additionally, I 

engaged in passive and participant observation at market sites, on farms, at meetings, and in 

advocacy spaces. 

 

In this study, the incorporation of local ecological knowledge (LEK) provides insight into the 

embeddedness of environment with sociocultural spaces. Through this lens, subsistence and 

community may be illuminated in addition to more conventional markers of agricultural success 

such as financial viability and efficiency (Posey 1982) (Nadasdy 2003). The re-valuing 

of localized perspectives provides invaluable information about heirloom plant varieties and 

alternative farming methods, and fosters a beneficial environment for the support of biodiversity 

(Shiva 2007) (Shiva 2012). In this study, the illumination of localized and marginalized 

perspectives of small farmers in Indiana provides insight into the specific challenges alternative 

farmers face and multiple markers of self-defined success; this lens facilitates a more 

comprehensive understanding of the state of agriculture and local food systems in the 

Indiana. Anthony Davis and John Wagner have argued that in LEK systems livelihoods are 

deeply embedded within specific localities. This embeddedness catalyzes the production of 

specific knowledges of local environments and ecologies that is distinct from Western Science 

and is rooted in reciprocity between human actors and the environments they inhabit (Davis and 
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Wagner 2003). In the case of LEK utilized by alternative farmers in this case study, these 

knowledge systems also provide a distinct departure from the technoscientific fixes that are 

characteristic of conventional agriculture.  

 

Davis and Wagner have also noted the importance of time referencing in studies that seek to 

incorporate LEK. “It [time referencing] is even more important to situating and relating the 

experiences and observations of local knowledge experts.” Situating local knowledge systems in 

this way is, “essential to building the understanding of LEK as a developed and shared “system” 

of knowledge.” (Davis and Wagner 2003, 477) I argue that Indiana is in a significant period of 

transition that has been catalyzed most recently by the COVID-19 pandemic and the broad 

realization that the conventional food system is far more fragile than most would have thought. 

Despite this recent attention, however, this transitional period was fomented during the years in 

which I was conducting fieldwork and is evidenced by increased attention to local food and 

alternative farming that reaches far beyond locavores and foodies, to people who are seeking 

increased transparency in the food they eat and by stakeholders who are cognizant of the 

potential economic and public health benefits of a localized food value chain. Conversations in 

2018 and 2019 acknowledged that there was a growing customer base in rural communities, 

accompanied by the emergence of multi-stakeholder alliances in the advocacy space. Though 

Hoosiers still purchase the majority of their food from conventional grocery stores, my 

interviews indicate that smallholder farmers have noticed increased demand for food and 

knowledge in recent years. Though each individual experience may differ, the collective 

experiences of smallholder farmers in Indiana coalesce around specific themes that are 

characteristic of their local knowledge systems, and represent coherent patterns and saturation 

points. 

 

Russell Bernard stated, “The biggest problem in conducting a science of human behavior is not 

selecting the right sample size or making the right measurement. It’s doing those things ethically, 

so you can live with the consequences of your actions.” (Bernard 2011, 21) Because smallholder 

and alternative farmers still comprise a relatively small fraction of the agricultural community in 

Indiana, it was critical to my endeavor of trust-building with my participants that their anonymity 

be preserved. For those familiar with alternative farming spaces in the state, a single detail can be 
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enough to reveal the identity of the farm(er) in question. Over the course of my fieldwork, it 

became apparent that for some farmers the reticence to speak with me in the “official” context of 

interviews was directly related to my affiliation with Purdue University. Many farmers in 

alternative farming spaces hesitantly relayed that they did not feel supported by local extension 

agents, the Indiana State Department of Agriculture, and other entities that operate in agricultural 

support capacities. The time spent building trust with them created a space in which they felt 

comfortable expressing these frustrations and their perception that these supports were designed 

for conventional farmers, and not them. Collaborative engagement and reciprocity were critical 

to the development of my study, and was demonstrated through my continued involvement in 

advocacy and support work within the local food system. 

 

Farmer participants in this study represent a broad sampling of experience, farming methods, 

crops grown, and identity. My interviews included three farmers who expressed they were 

nearing retirement and six multi-generational farmers who were working to establish alternative 

production systems on land that had previously been used for conventional production. Fourteen 

participants were first generation emergent farmers or individuals who began farming with a 

family history in agriculture that was one or more generations removed. Of note in both my 

observations of market spaces and my recruitment was the fact that the majority of the 

smallholder and alternative farmers I interacted with identified as historically underrepresented 

as defined by the USDA (i.e., beginning farmers, women, BIPOC individuals, a/or veterans). All 

of the farmers I interviewed implemented diverse production systems that emphasized specialty 

crops in lieu of commodities, and explained a commitment to stewardship and alternative 

farming methods that were defined by regenerative practices, (beyond) organic, agroecology, 

efforts to extend conventional growing seasons, etc. My affiliation with Purdue University over 

the course of this study presented some challenges in the recruitment process, and illuminated 

some tensions between my position as a Purdue graduate student and researcher and farmer 

perceptions of the University’s School of Agriculture and Agricultural Extension program. The 

School of Agriculture’s commitment to conventional agriculture and receptiveness to research 

investment from agribusiness has, I argue, contributed to the distrust of the university by 

alternative farmers. This expression of distrust was most pervasive in the first half of my 

fieldwork, and necessitated extensive trust building and emphasis on collaborative research. 
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More recently, the continued growth of the Diversified Farming and Food Systems research 

group, a growing acknowledgement and support of urban farming systems, and the annual 

Indiana Small Farms Conference have revitalized connections between diversified farmers and 

the university. The emphasis on collaboration and responsiveness to feedback at the Small Farms 

Conference in particular has fomented spaces wherein farmers feel seen and, more importantly, 

heard.  

1.3 Indiana Smallholder Farms 

Farming spaces in Indiana were chosen for this study for several reasons. First, Indiana is still 

largely comprised of rural and farming communities. A Purdue report indicates that, in 2013, 

38% of Indiana’s population, or more than 2.7 million people, resided in rural or mixed rural 

counties; additional residents live in rural areas of counties classified as urban (Ayres, Woldorf 

and McKendree 2013). Although not all food production occurs rurally,5 food production and 

farming are two of the primary industries in these areas. The state of Indiana is also ranked tenth 

in the nation for agricultural output, and fifth in the production and sale of corn, soybeans, and 

hogs, which are some of the most criticized agricultural outputs in terms of deleterious 

environmental impact (Meter 2012). Specifically, they are criticized for their contributions to 

rapidly falling water tables, the preponderance of chemical inputs that contribute to runoff, 

pollinator decline, and extractive tendencies that contribute to an overall decrease in the 

resilience of agriculture and our rural landscapes (Jackson, Berry and Colman 1984) (Steward, et 

al. 2013). The focus on a few commodities has furthermore altered the culture of rural 

communities, by prioritizing large scale farming that has effectively reduced the number of 

farmers while necessitating heavy machinery and other inputs to mitigate the fluctuations of 

nature (Berry 2014). Indiana has been built upon a long historical foundation of farming 

communities and thus is situated to provide a snapshot into how farming adaptations and 

methods have changed over the years. Moreover, Indiana holds much in common with other 

states in the Midwestern breadbasket that have also shifted to large-scale production of 

commodities over the course of the 20th century, and thus agricultural landscapes and narratives 

in Indiana can provide insight beyond state boundaries.  

 
5 This fact will be addressed in more detail in the dissertation through my inclusion of urban and peri-urban 

agriculture.  
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Second, Indiana is home to many large-scale industrial agricultural operations that focus 

primarily on the production of corn and soybeans- both crops that have been subsidized by the 

federal government since the 1930s. As a result of these subsidies and other historical processes 

in agriculture, large-scale farms have been able to grow even larger (often at the expense of 

smallholder and mid-sized family farms) (Ackerman-Leist 2013). From 1920 to 2017, the 

number of farms in Indiana decreased by more than two thirds, while the size of farms has 

simultaneously more than doubled (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1950) (USDA NASS 2019). 

Additionally, the use of land tenure systems marked by the rental of land to other farmers or land 

management companies has increased in this time. The increase in these land tenure agreements 

complicates analysis of census data by skewing the numbers of small acreage farms, though 

rented land may in fact be farmed as part of a larger managed tract of land. The stronghold of 

mono-cropped landscapes throughout the state has effectively shifted public perception of 

farming in Indiana to a notion that corn and other subsidized crops define farming within the 

state.  

 

Third, Indiana boasts a rapidly growing community of food justice activists, locavores, and 

artisanal value-added producers. The rapid growth this community has facilitated a space 

wherein smallholder farmers are celebrated. In addition, I perceive a growing awareness of the 

lack of access to nutritive foods for individuals impacted by food apartheid that reaches far 

beyond impacted communities. This awareness is accompanied with increased efforts by food 

banks and pantries to provide produce and other perishable goods, community gardens, public 

“free pick” gardens, and cooking demonstrations. These trends are particularly visible in urban 

and peri-urban communities with higher concentrations of young professionals, but are 

strengthened by ties to nearby rural communities and farmers. Ken Meter’s (2012) report 

indicates that smallholder farms are most successful in rural areas that are near urban centers 

where they have better access to markets for their goods. Meter’s observation suggests an 

interesting paradigm wherein the financial viability of rural farmers is often dependent upon the 

existence of urban and peri-urban markets. Although the concentrated populations of consumers 

and restaurants found in urban and peri-urban centers can provide some peace of mind for 

farmers who engage in direct marketing, all of the farmers I spoke with during this study 

repeatedly emphasized their commitment to feeding their local communities and improving 
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biodiversity as at least as important as financial returns. Smallholder farmers’ emphasis on local 

and regional food systems has the capacity to reinvigorate local economies and provide better 

access for nutritive foods (Ackerman-Leist 2013). 

 

Commodity corn is king in Indiana (Matli and Reynolds 2018), and thus the dominant 

agricultural narrative here elicits visions of expansive fields of gold and green, perhaps with a 

tractor or combine in the distance, presumably operated by a (male) farmer. Further, these 

narratives imply that commodities are the only way for farmers to earn a “decent” wage and that 

the efficiency of agro-industrial systems and technoscientific fixes are an indication of American 

agricultural primacy. The “conquer” of natural ecosystems and redesign of rural landscapes in 

the 20th century has thus become a primary indicator of agricultural success. In this construct, 

smallholder alternative farms are positioned as the other and are measured against the 

conventional norm; they are frequently criticized for their perceived inability to produce enough 

food to adequately supply consumers, curb food insecurity, and remain financially viable. My 

critiques of conventional agriculture and commodity production throughout the following essays 

are not intended to reify binary perceptions of the agricultural paradigm, but rather to 

demonstrate that the critical role of smallholder and alternatives farmers should be valued as 

well. Moreover, farmers involved in reimagining agriculture spaces and methods have the 

capacity to affect transformative agricultural systems change through their implementation of 

successful adaptive strategies that improve the general resiliency of their farmsteads. 

 

If the measure of farming success is defined solely in terms of efficiency, productivity, and 

extraction, then the modern agro-industrial paradigm and technoscientific fixes provide a logical 

framework for farming in the 21st century. However, I propose a paradigm shift that also values 

small scale and alternative farmers. If quantitative measurements are to be the benchmark, then 

why not reward the planting of more varieties via support for polyculture? Or more nutrients per 

acre? Or, at a more foundational level, simply recognize the value of more farming methods and 

more farmers that fall outside of the current modern agricultural context? In so doing, and in 

providing adequate support and education for alternative models, I argue that the agricultural 

industry will have the capacity to build greater resilience in the face of climate change, dropping 

water tables, food insecurity, and other issues of increasing concern. This paradigm shift would 
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also directly defy the assumption that man (via technology) can conquer nature and that 

agriculture is a singular entity with one-size-fits-all solutions (Netting 1993) (Berkes and Folke 

2000). Moreover, a complete reimagining of our food systems would also emphasize the inherent 

value of community, transparency, equity, and stewardship. 

1.4 Interdisciplinary Approaches to Food Studies 

Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin once said, “tell me what you eat and I will tell you what you are,” 

a statement and an ethos that has since reached saliency in its reductive form, “you are what you 

eat.” (Brillat-Savarin 1994, 13) For the purposes of the following essays, I propose a 

restructuring and additive version of this framework that is inclusive of production as well as 

consumption of food- perhaps “show me how what you eat is grown and I will show you what 

you are.” This additive version provides a sound foundation for the multiple frameworks I use to 

explore the complexities of food production and consumption, and of the positionality of 

smallholder and alternative farmers in Indiana. This work will join the growing body of research 

that challenges agricultural meta-narratives by presenting a counter-narrative of smallholder 

resilience (Ackerman-Leist 2013). Specifically, the following essays engage with the growing 

body of literature that challenges the a priori notion that posits agricultural technology as a 

panacea for everything from world hunger to economics to environmental concerns (Patel 2007) 

(Shiva 2016). 

 

The following essays inform and are informed by multiple disciplinary perspectives, including 

anthropology, history, and political studies, and utilize resilience and food justice frameworks for 

analysis. These essays also have practical implications for agricultural and food systems policy 

in Indiana, and the United States more broadly. This ethnographic study provides much needed 

insight into the specific situations of smallholder farmers in Indiana who produce a diverse array 

of agricultural and food products. By fostering a more complete understanding of small scale and 

alternative farmers and the specific challenges they face, as well as the adaptive strategies they 

implement to address them, this study provides a framework to better facilitate education, 

support, and policy analysis that is tailored to scale and the expressed needs of the farmers 

working outside of the conventional paradigm. Moreover, this work contributes to better 

understandings of local food systems and food justice initiatives by unpacking the position of 
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alternative farmers within a state that is an agricultural leader in commodity production and agro-

industrial methods. I argue that many of the insights provided also have applicability in other 

Midwestern agricultural states that are characterized by an emphasis on industrial commodity 

production. 

1.4.1 Resilience 

Alternative food movements provide a space for the practical application of the theories 

espoused in political ecology. These movements facilitate a space to affect transformative socio-

ecological change with a well-defined and tangible entry point, while simultaneously providing 

an opportunity for much insight into both cultural and environmental markers. Fikret Berkes and 

Carl Folke, noted scholars of socio-ecological resilience, emphasize the importance of linking 

the social, ecological, and economic in analyses of ecosystems with an eye toward sustainability 

and resilience (Berkes and Folke 2000). This holistic approach recognizes the entwined and 

embedded relationships between these three sectors and facilitates a lens through which to 

consider the reciprocal relationship between humans and their environments. This approach is 

similar to concepts of human health that take an integrative, biocultural, and holistic approach in 

acknowledgement of the intersecting and simultaneous impact of culture, environmental 

markers, socioeconomics, and physical capacity.6 Just as health is dependent upon multiple 

interrelated factors, so too is socio-ecological resilience upon the exchange between farmers, the 

communities they serve, and the ecological systems they steward. Through this lens, 

sustainability is thus not an end goal, but rather an ongoing process that is dependent upon 

localized adaptive strategies that seek to affect transformative systems-wide shifts in agricultural 

production, food systems, consumer perception, and food justice. 

 

Berkes and Folke (2000) also note that the improvement of natural resource systems requires 

integration of localized ecological knowledges and the social institutions behind them as an 

alternative to technoscientific knowledge systems that emphasize efficiency and extraction. In 

Indiana farming spaces, the reintegration of Local Knowledges necessitates the incorporation of 

“traditional” agricultural practices in lieu of modern conventional or agro-industrial methods that 

 
6 The World Health Organization has defined health since the 1940s as a “state of complete physical, mental, and 

social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” 
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are heavily reliant upon synthetic inputs and necessitate significant capital investment into the 

farmstead. In this context, “traditional” methods that prioritize the use of natural inputs and 

labor-intensive methods such as compost, inter-planting with companion species, mulching, etc. 

can simultaneously be read as “alternative”. It is important to note that traditional as used by 

Berkes and Folke does not imply stagnation, it instead allows for a flexibility and continual 

redefining by societies and cultures that use TEK and LK. For alternative farmers using 

traditional methods and management systems, the development and transmission of alternative 

knowledge systems can facilitate a space in which farmers define what traditional (i.e., 

alternative) means in highly specific and localized ways. 

 

The situatedness of traditional whole systems approaches described above contributes to 

understandings of improved resilience. Berkes and Folke describe Holling’s (1995) definition of 

resilience: 

Resilience is the buffer capacity or the ability of a system to absorb perturbations; 

the magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed before a system changes its 

structure by changing the variables and processes that control behavior. 

They go on to describe three types of capital that contribute to resilience feedback loops and a 

flow of benefits: a) human-made capital, involving economic activity and human impact on 

production (i.e. corn syrup, biodiesel, or preserved foods); b) natural capital, non-renewable and 

renewable resources extracted from or produced by ecosystems (i.e. petroleum or crops); and c) 

human capital, those factors that allow individuals to adapt to or modify their surrounding 

environment (i.e. synthetic inputs, tilling, or biodynamic systems) (Berkes and Folke 2000). 

These types of capital can improve or detract from the resilience of ecosystems and thus 

highlight the interrelatedness of humans or social systems and ecosystems.  

Folke contends that traditional knowledge systems that recognize the interrelatedness of human 

and ecological systems are better situated to support generalized resilience, while those that 

consider humans apart from or superior to nature ultimately decrease resilience because of their 

narrowed focus on specific challenges (Folke, et al. 2010). This point is particularly poignant in 

considerations of agricultural methods and systems. Conventional systems that are predicated 

upon efficiency are reliant on a series of synthetic inputs that strive to work against instead of 

with the environment by attempting to conquer or eradicate system feedbacks such as pests, 
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weeds, or even weather. By failing to adapt to feedbacks, conventional systems are effectively 

decreasing their resilience to future events and increasing vulnerability to systems change. 

Berkes and Folke (2000) state, “The very success of management, in the short term, “freezes” the 

ecosystem at a certain stage of natural change by actively blocking out environmental variability 

and feedbacks that govern change.” While it could be argued that the application of synthetic 

inputs and irrigation is an adaptive strategy of sorts, technoscientific solutions ultimately reduce 

resilience by attempting to stabilize ecosystems into acceptable manifestations of the natural 

world in an effort to maximize efficiency and production.  

By contrast, adaptive strategies utilized by the smallholder farmers I worked with attempt to 

work with the environment and emphasize the rebuilding of ecosystems that are more resistant to 

ecological pressures, thus minimizing the use of synthetic inputs. As petroleum becomes scarcer 

and weather events intensify, these adaptive strategies hold much promise for improving 

resilience and mitigating the effects of climate change. These approaches also embody the 

second definition of resilience offered by Berkes and Folke: 

…emphasizes conditions in which disturbances (or perturbations) can flip a 

system from one equilibrium state to another. In this case, the important measure 

of resilience is the magnitude or scale of disturbance that can be absorbed before 

the system changes in structure by the change of variables and processes that 

control system behavior….Resilience in this context is a measure of robustness 

and buffering capacity of the system  to changing conditions. 

This definition emphasizes the importance of localized and traditional knowledge in building 

resilience while working towards transformative systems change and recognizes that 

conventional methods have been largely unsuccessful in achieving sustainability or staving off 

the cumulative effects of climate change. Moreover, Berkes and Folke note the efficacy of 

biodiverse crop models in contributing to ecosystems resilience as compared to the monoculture 

models that dominate conventional agriculture (Berkes and Folke 2000). 

 

The smallholders I worked with have established a middle ground that acknowledges the 

importance of multiple knowledge systems and hyper-local production methods that are tailored 

to individual farmsteads (Conklin and Graham 1995). Interestingly, some of these methods 

(particularly low/no till and the use of cover crops) have been embraced by conservation 
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programs targeted to commodity growers as well.7  This expansion implicitly places greater 

value on traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) and recognizes that production methods cannot 

successfully be applied universally regardless of climatic and cultural differences (Gowing 2008) 

(Rosin, Stock and Campbell 2012) (Salmon 2012). Further, the farmers I worked with over the 

course of this study placed an emphasis on stewardship and future generations that is 

characteristic of many traditional knowledge systems. 

1.4.2 Food Studies, Space and Place 

Julie Guthman, who has extensively studied organic and alternative farming systems, 

interrogates the paradoxical situation of organic farming in California by drawing attention to the 

divergence between peoples’ idea of organic versus its frequent realities (Guthman 2004). 

Interestingly, the small agrarian ideal that is summoned by organic discourse closely aligns itself 

with the virgin land symbol/myth that was employed by American Studies scholars Henry Nash 

Smith and Perry Miller (P. Miller 1956)  (H. Smith 1978). This agrarian ideal, then, along with 

its idyllic imagery is perhaps emblematic of an idealized notion of American industriousness that 

is predicated upon “appropriate” land usage. The notion of agrarianism and the yeoman farmer, 

however, is inconsistent with the reality of large-scale agriculture (organic included) in the 

United States. In conventional and large-scale agriculture it is not so much industriousness, 

labor, or family that is emphasized, but rather efficiency, scale, and “leisure” that is predicated 

upon the labor of machines and BIPOC individuals. Guthman notes that while organic farming in 

California may have had humble origins that more closely resembled the agrarian ideal, its 

modern incarnation has, in many cases, fallen prey to the same economies of scale and efficiency 

as conventional agriculture- simply with different outputs.  

 

Guthman continues by questioning what the implications of this bifurcated reality are for the 

identities of the farm owners, operators, and laborers, as well as for the construction of space in 

the Californian environment. In short, “organic” has become a symbol for a lifestyle, an 

ideology, and a certain sense of morality that is cheapened by the false pretenses upon which it is 

 
7 The use of alternative tilling methods in the name of soil conversation dates back at least to the Dust Bowl Era, 

when the importance of soil conservation and erosion prevention became abundantly clear. See APPENDIX A: 

COVER CROPS IN INDIANA, 2011-2018, APPENDIX B: NO-TILL IN INDIANA, 1990-2019, and APPENDIX 

C: CONSERVATION TILLAGE IN INDIANA 1990-2019 for current numbers in Indiana. 
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built. Despite the promise of organic foods (or local, or non-GMO, etc) to de-fetishize the 

American food system, the implicit grandeur of their symbolism has had the opposite effect. This 

is particularly true as large-scale organic farms continue to consolidate and grow in size, relying 

upon advertising and branding instead of localized marketing and 

conversations. Guthman argues that organic and “responsibly” produced foods (at least in the 

California context) have become just as devoid of identity and all trace of the places they are 

grown as their conventional agriculture counterparts. In my research in Indiana, I have noticed a 

distinctive shift in recent years from a de facto emphasis on exclusivity in the local food system 

(through restrictive points of access and price points), to a reimagining of food and farm spaces 

that centers food justice, transparency, and equity.  

 

In a more global context, Robert Netting, who deepened understandings of the embeddedness of 

culture and ecological systems through his studies of smallholders, illuminated the complexities 

of smallholder relationships with the land (Netting 1993). Netting argued that the identities of 

smallholders and their families are defined by their land and the ways in which they interact with 

it. Day to day activity is bounded by the needs of crops and a reciprocity has evolved that is 

predicated upon reflexive stewardship of the land in lieu of maximized extraction and profit. 

Though Netting’s research primarily focused on smallholders in communities with significant 

social and economic differences from smallholders in Indiana and the United States, there are 

still many similarities, as well as a framework for reimagined agricultural spaces and livelihoods 

in the United States. The alternate paradigm for food production embodied by Netting’s 

smallholders is emblematic of alternative knowledge constructions or traditional knowledges that 

are often ignored in the name of “science” and Western knowledges. Because their identity and 

the spaces they occupy are so inextricably entwined with the land around them, Netting’s 

smallholders have a vested interest in land stewardship that is responsive and locally situated. 

Although this type of land tenure and usage is decidedly more labor intensive then the methods 

employed in conventional agriculture, the locally situated and responsive adaptive strategies 

ultimately result in higher yields.  

Smallholders are rural cultivators practicing intensive, permanent, diversified 

agriculture on relatively small farms in areas of dense population. The family 

household is the major corporate social unit for mobilizing agricultural labor, 

managing productive resources, and organizing consumption. The household 
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produces a significant part of its own subsistence, and it generally participates in 

the market, where it sells some agricultural goods as well as carrying on cottage 

industry or other off farm employment. Choices of allocating time and effort, 

tools, land, and capital to specific uses, in a context of changing climate, resource 

availability, and markets to be made daily, and these economic decisions are 

intelligible in rational, utilitarian terms. (Netting 1993, 2) 

In Netting’s above description of smallholder farmers, the household and social unit is a defining 

trait of the farm, in lieu of farm management that is aligned with capitalist business models of 

production predicated on extraction and efficiency. Agency is enacted through situated choices 

and intense attachment to place. Moreover, the household participates in the market utilizing 

diverse farm-based ventures or off-farm employment. Besides the obvious divergence in 

production methods, it is critical to note Netting’s emphasis on income diversification as a 

specific strategy that is emblematic of smallholders and an intrinsic component of their relative 

success. Throughout my fieldwork I frequently heard scale, relative efficiency, and off-farm 

revenue streams used as a justification for why small farms should not be considered alongside 

large-scale farms; in fact, these arguments were used to justify claims that small farms were not 

“real” farms by individuals more accustomed to the conventional model. 

  

Additionally, Sidney Mintz’s foundational works on early food systems was instrumental in 

defining the way that food studies scholars think about global food chains and demonstrated the 

foundational reliance on exploitation and extractive economies in global supply chains (Mintz 

1985). Mintz illuminated the ways in which sugar shaped the trajectory of human exploitation in 

the Americas and identity formation worldwide. Mintz’s analysis unpacked the complexities of 

the production and commodification of sugar and noted the duality of sugar’s simultaneous 

symbolism of luxury and labor, and explored the symbolic implications of sugar purity and color 

for consumer morality, accessibility, and spaces occupied. Through the mechanism of sugar 

production, distribution, and, ultimately, consumption of sugar personal identities and local 

economies were deeply enmeshed with global supply chains and the colonial endeavor (Mintz 

1985) (Mintz 1996). Mintz’s work is critical to understandings of how global food supply chains 

were built and reinforced through structures of power and inequity. Moreover, his discussions of 

consumption provide great insight into how these global structures were fortified by consumer 

choice, and how consumer preferences about perceived purity of sugar mirrored prevailing 
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notions of Western Superiority. In the following chapters I will demonstrate that these processes 

are not merely historic anomalies. Rather, they are the bedrock of American agriculture and have 

been foundational in the construction of agribusiness models that are predicated upon the same 

extractive economies, international supply chains, and notions of exceptionalism. 

1.4.3 Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Food Systems 

American food choices have long impacted the global community. Conventional agriculture has 

been forcibly implemented in the Global South via the Green Revolution (Patel 2007) and 

continued efforts at global market integration (Dove 2011), to the detriment of farmers and farm 

livelihoods (West 2012). The expansion of multinational food and farming companies has 

significantly impacted the way international smallholders farm as well as the crops they choose 

to grow. Moreover, global diets have been impacted by the exponential growth in the availability 

of processed foods that has been accompanied by a decline subsistence farming and accessibility 

of traditional food items, due in part to marketplace integration (Benjamin 2001) (Sitko 2013). 

Though globally smallholders are the primary providers of food, they are often encouraged by 

development programs to shift from subsistence and localized production models to global 

commodity production and entry into the global marketplace. In short, a reimagining of 

American foodways and farming systems has the potential to impact the global community 

through a revaluing of small-scale agriculture, smallholder farmers, and alternative or traditional 

agricultural practices. This paradigm shift can facilitate more equitable food systems wherein 

farmers are paid a fair wage and gain greater autonomy in their livelihoods.  

 

Due to the complexity of food and food systems, as well as saturation of life by foodways more 

generally, my research is necessarily interdisciplinary in nature. If we examine food closely, it 

affects much more than our dinner tables or pocketbooks (Wilk 2006), it also informs our 

identities (Counihan and Van Esterik 1997), defines the rural landscape (Berry 2009), and 

provides a tangible entry point for discussions about socio-ecological resilience (Ackerman-Leist 

2013) and food justice (Alkon and Agyeman 2011). Food studies explores the capability of food 

to define identity, space, and place at both the local and global levels (Counihan and Van Esterik 

1997). It recognizes that food and food systems are simultaneously a marker for status (Mintz 

1985), knowledge, geography, and locality (Douglas 1984) while at the same time serving as an 
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indicator for local and global exchanges (Wilk 2006). Not least of all, food is also a source of 

nutrition and sustenance- or lack thereof (Rosin, Stock and Campbell 2012).  

 

Since Philip Deloria, then president of the American Studies Association (ASA), welcomed food 

studies as an “emergent interdiscipline” during his 2008 address at the ASA annual meetings the 

study of food by American Studies scholars has been widely accepted within the discipline (Finn 

2012). Margot Finn, in her chapter “Food and American Studies,” contends that the expansion of 

food studies within the discipline has been dominated by humanistic methods like history and 

literary criticism, with little representation by social scientists and applied researchers (Finn 

2012). Moreover, Finn goes on to assert that much of the food studies research from other 

disciplines would be ill-suited for inclusion in American Studies publications and programs 

because they are not focused on the United States or its transnational impact (Finn 2012). In the 

following essays, I seek to complement existing humanistic food studies research in American 

Studies, by providing a policy-driven ethnographic account of smallholder farmers in Indiana. 

Moreover, my utilization of resilience, food justice, and political ecology frameworks will 

provide an innovative entry into existing food studies scholarship within the discipline. In the 

following essays, I will provide historical context for the building of dominant agricultural 

narratives and juxtapose them with the emergent alternative narratives and adaptive strategies 

that are characteristic of the smallholder farmers I worked with. George Lipsitz has noted that 

social movements have frequently facilitated the expansion American Studies research, and I 

contend the local food and food justice movements that are inextricably entwined with the 

livelihoods of smallholder farmers represent a similar defining moment in the discipline (Lipsitz 

2001). Finn (2012) defines several categorical areas of food studies research that are ripe for 

further inquiry, including social movements and discourses. More specifically, Finn notes that a 

promising focus of future food studies research would illuminate the ways in which 

contemporary food trends are informed by historical, cultural, and political contexts, with an eye 

towards the future. My research is situated firmly within these constructs and will contribute 

deeper understandings of smallholder farmers and the embeddedness of historical events and 

policies in the conventional food system. The illumination of counter-narratives will provide a 

framework for future research and advocacy through a food justice lens. 
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1.4.4 Food Studies, Knowledge, and Narrative 

Donna Haraway has argued that knowledge is situated and contextual; perspective changes the 

interpretation and translation of events, as well as the construction of space (Haraway 1988) 

(Haraway 1992). In the study of food and agriculture, dominant narratives and historic structures 

have effectively obfuscated competing truth and knowledge claims that provide an alternative to 

Western epistemologies and the preeminence of technoscientific fixes. Haraway’s situated 

knowledges provide a model that would facilitate the coexistence of divergent and often 

conflicting epistemologies. Yet in the context of the United States, some narratives have become 

synonymous with absolute truth in an embodiment of power that is attributable to the historic 

violent erasure of competing knowledge claims. The narrative of conventional large-scale 

agriculture and technoscientific fixes as a one size fits all solution to food production has had 

significant implications for agricultural spaces as well as Traditional and Local Knowledge 

Systems. 

 

Philip Stott and Sian Sullivan, using a framework of political ecology to explore the nexus of 

science, myth, and power, discussed the juxtaposition of “big” and “small” talk (Stott and 

Sullivan 2000). Big talk is emblematic of dominant discourses and associated with science, 

importance, and masculinity; big talk is reinforced and legitimized through embedded power 

structures, and the technoscientific knowledge it supports is frequently applied far outside of the 

contexts in which it was developed. Small talk, on the other hand, is associated with femininity, 

subjectivity, and a lack of import or widescale applicability. Stott and Sullivan also note, 

however, that ironically big talk is in part substantiated by “grand narratives” that are reliant 

upon rhetorical myth making, particularly as the certainty of the “truths” of Western Science are 

questioned (Stott and Sullivan 2000). I propose that the binary of big and small talk is also 

representative of competing knowledge claims and narratives in agricultural and food systems, 

including notions of male/female, culture/nature, fast/slow, global/local. Large-scale 

conventional agriculture and the presumed superiority of technoscientific solutions to food 

production and food insecurity have been reified through mid-century myth making and narrative 

deployment that championed these solutions at the expense of situated Local and Traditional 

Knowledge systems that were systematically devalued in the development of agribusiness and 

farm management systems. Moreover, the rhetorical deployment of these binaries implies that 
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each of these terms is summarily independent of its correlating other; that the presence of fast, 

for example, precludes the success of slow and vice versa. Stott and Sullivan argue instead that 

our understanding of environment, nature, society, and their relative systems cannot be so simply 

defined. These binaries necessarily coexist in complex and nuanced relationships that shift and 

morph depending on the specific context in which they are placed. In the context of agriculture 

and the United States, this can be distilled into an understanding that there is room for small and 

large, alternative and conventional- but that there must be equal support for both to ensure the 

resilience of farmsteads and our communities.  

  

In lieu of rhetorical binaries, I propose a web of knowledge systems and food and farm 

narratives. A web framework, reminiscent of Patricia Hill Collins’ matrix of domination (Collins 

2000), is better poised to accommodate the complexity of food and farming systems, with 

attention to situated knowledge and emergent needs. If we view food and agricultural systems 

through the lens of a web, then competing knowledge claims may co-exist and facilitate a 

transformative space where agricultural solutions are situated and cognizant of multiple 

knowledges and solutions. More specifically, a conceptual web of narrative enables a relational 

space for the visualization of overlapping points of concern, in lieu of a binary emphasis on 

difference. Smallholder and large-scale farmers do face some of the same challenges, the 

primary difference is in the support systems they have access to. Since at least the mid-twentieth 

century, institutional supports have favored large-scale commodity farms in a self-perpetuating 

cycle that champions technology, scale of production, and commodity crops with little 

acknowledgement of the role that institutionalized support systems have played in buttressing the 

perceived successes of these farms. The smallholders I worked with are generally not advocating 

for the unilateral abolition of large-scale farming. Rather, they seek more equitable support 

systems and a seat at the proverbial table, they seek transformative systems change that center 

equity, and they seek an acknowledgement that small farms are “real” farms. 

1.5 Reimagining Agriculture Spaces 

In the following essays, I illuminate the resilience of smallholder and alternative farmers in 

Indiana by providing an analysis of the adaptive strategies they use to mitigate the impacts of 

policy and food systems that have been constructed to encourage efficiency and extractive 
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production methods in support of a globalized conventional food system. The adaptive strategies 

used by the farmers I work with contribute to farm viability and variable definitions of success. 

“Success” for most of the farmers I worked with, is more accurately conceptualized in terms of 

stewardship and progress towards building something better for future generations; this is an 

iterative process that frequently includes smaller successes along the way (i.e., transitioning to 

full-time farming, improving soil, finding one’s community). Additionally, the narratives farmers 

provide about these strategies provide significant insight into their motivations and the multiple 

catalysts for the growth of local values-based food systems as a social movement. Alvin, one of 

the farmers I worked with who is nearing retirement opined that if he does not pass down his 

knowledge to the next generation, he will have failed. The significance of this knowledge 

transmission to Alvin is situated at the nexus of method and narrative. Alvin has explained that 

he understands the practical value of his knowledge of farming in his specific community and 

geographic location, but he places equal emphasis on the importance of community and “stories” 

that ground the work of farming and building a localized alternative to the conventional food 

system. Alvin, and many of the other farmers I spoke with, has witnessed the impact that 

“stories” have on potential consumers who are frequently seeking a connection and something 

more than the sustenance they can purchase from a grocery store within the conventional system.  

 

Additionally, I argue that re-imagining agricultural spaces and amplifying the voices of farmers 

that have remained absent from the dominant agricultural discourse has the capacity to improve 

food security. It has been argued that greater biodiversity contributes to improved resilience; it 

thus logically follows that greater biodiversity can also contribute to an improved food security 

prognosis in a feedback loop that is responsive to community needs (Berkes 1999) (Shiva 2012) 

(Ackerman-Leist 2013). This biodiverse feedback loop is attentive and responsive to the needs of 

the environment at the farm level as well as the demand for nutrient dense foods from consumers 

at the community level. At the nexus of this feedback loop are small scale and alternative 

farmers who emphasize the importance of soil health, biodiversity, and holistic approaches to 

their farmstead’s ecological spaces in the cultivation of diversified and multiple crops. A 

reimagining of agricultural narratives and the farming spaces they describe would pay mindful 

attention to the voices of historically marginalized farmers and their farmsteads. With a more 

pluralistic narrative of farming, there is space created for an acknowledgement of the multiple 
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alternative farming methods and the stories that are told about them, from the urban market 

farmer cultivating a city lot, to contemporary interpretations of the commons that center food 

justice, and rural smallholders that are growing diverse crops with attentiveness to the 

revitalization of biodiversity and ecosystems in a holistic fashion.  

 

Farming in Indiana changed drastically during the twentieth century, and I contend this is a direct 

result of policy shifts that have fostered an export-oriented agricultural climate that is predicated 

on subsidies and reliant upon heavy mechanization, chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and, more 

recently, genetically modified crops that promise higher yields. The turning point in these policy 

shifts in the 1970s was marked by the advent of increased exports of surplus crops and the shift 

away from subsidizing fallow years (Markee 2007) (Meter 2012). The emphasis on efficiency, 

over-production, and technoscientific fixes created spaces in which secondary processors could 

leverage profits from surplus by redirecting crops into other products (e.g., corn syrup, animal 

feed, etc.). When combined with increased farm efficiency (and less need for farm labor), the 

move towards urbanization, and a general deskilling of the American public in regard to food 

production and preparation, the “need” for increased commodity production was reified as 

demand for low cost and processed foods increased (Nestle 2002) (Jaffe and Gertler 2006) 

(McMillan 2012).  

 

Smallholder and alternative farms and farmers, however, exist outside of this dominant 

agricultural narrative (rooted in modern and industrialized agriculture) and thus provide a 

counter-narrative that has been cultivated around the niche spaces they have created for 

themselves; argue these niches are predicated upon specific adaptive strategies and methods that 

contribute to the resilience of farms and farmer livelihoods. Resilience defines the terms of food 

production and identity for each farm or farmer individually; however, over the course of my 

research several common themes emerged:  transparency, multiple knowledges, community, 

equity, and regeneration. In addition to these self-identified themes, I will demonstrate the 

concurrent theme of adaptive strategies as a marker for socio-ecological resilience as an 

organizing framework for the essays in this collection. Through this resilience, I argue that a 

shift in agriculture is occurring wherein the historical focus on extraction and efficiency is losing 

favor as the voices of smallholder farmers and food systems advocates are amplified, and local 



 

41 

and regional food systems demonstrate their ability to respond to crisis moments and systems 

shocks like the COVID-19 pandemic. 

1.6 Chapter Outline 

To gain a deeper understanding of the modern juxtaposition of the norm of conventional 

agriculture to the differentiated methods and spaces occupied by smallholder and alternative 

farmers, it is imperative to illuminate the historical contexts in which this juxtaposition has 

surfaced. Binary frameworks of big/small, technoscientific/traditional, and male/female did not 

develop by chance, nor did they develop in isolation from other sociocultural constructs. In 

Chapter Two, close readings of archival materials and policies provide insight into the 

motivations for the shift to mechanized and large-scale agriculture, as well as the operations of 

smaller farms before this shift (Theophano 2002) (Holtzman 2006). The institutionalization of 

industrialized agriculture began in Indiana and the United States in the first half of the twentieth 

century and was supported by the development of policies in the Thirties that attempted to 

simultaneously address childhood hunger and commodity crop surpluses (i.e., the Farm Bill). I 

argue that the narratives championing large scale modern agriculture gained traction during the 

war via war-time propaganda that cemented ideological ties between agricultural surplus and 

American nationalism. This discursive shift continued to gain traction in the decades following 

the war. It arguably peaked in the 1970s when commodity prices were at a high and Earl Butz 

and other affiliates of the USDA made the call for “bigger is better” agriculture.8 Historic and 

current agricultural census data provides quantitative data regarding crops, farm size, and farmer 

demographics that demonstrates that the exponential growth in individual farm acreage has been 

accompanied by an inverse decline in the number of farmers and farmstead biodiversity. The 

decrease in biodiversity has, I argue, decreased the resilience of soil and farms (Jackson, Berry 

and Colman 1984) (Salatin 2014). Smallholder adaptive strategies, including increased 

biodiversity and an ethos of stewardship, provide insight into alternatives to the technoscientific 

solutions offered by conventional agriculture and have the capacity to improve the resilience of 

heartland landscapes (Leopold 1949) (Todd 1984) (Ackerman-Leist 2013). This chapter provides 

contextual grounding for scholars and food systems practitioners who seek an understanding of 

 
8 This “bigger is better” agriculture is manifest today as conventional modern agriculture that is frequently 

predicated upon industrialized methods or, at the very least, resource intensive inputs. 
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historical processes that have cultivated and reinforced contemporary conceptualizations of 

agriculture in Indiana, as well as the presumed superiority of Western Knowledge systems and 

technoscientific fixes to food production. 

 

In a shift from the historic contextualization of agricultural norms in Indiana, Chapter Three 

illuminates the alternative narratives and farming spaces of the smallholder and alternative 

farmers that were involved in this study. Although these farmers display incredible tenacity, they 

face many specific challenges. In my observations and interviews, I learned that they utilized 

adaptive strategies to ensure their success and the resilience of their farmsteads. Although each 

farm was unique, the adaptive strategies that farmers employed coalesced around common 

themes of economy, transparency, knowledge, community, regeneration, and resilience. Though 

farming is inherently risky due to fluctuations in weather and market, most farmers I spoke with 

were perennially optimistic even in the face of perceived failures. Alternative farmers framed 

their strategies and aspirations with a shared knowledge system that emphasizes stewardship and 

the cultivation of something different. In juxtaposition to the development of large-scale 

conventional farming where success is measured quantitatively with revenue, harvest size, and 

acreage, the smallholders I spoke with imbued their values with equal import that was enmeshed 

with a prevailing notion of “enough.” This chapter provides contextual grounding for food 

systems scholars and practitioners who are seeking a broad understanding of smallholder farmers 

in the alternative farming community in Indiana and, more broadly, throughout the emergent 

alternative farming community throughout the Midwest. Though the situated nature of 

alternative farming and knowledge systems implies that some specifics will be variable from 

location to location, most of the themes I have illuminated in this chapter have been echoed in 

conversations I’ve has in regional stakeholder meetings, as well as in national conference 

sessions. 

 

In addition to the adaptive strategies that have become central to the success of the smallholders I 

worked with, many farmers also demonstrated a strong commitment to advocacy and equity in 

their work. From the time I began my fieldwork in 2016 to the time of write up in 2020, there 

was a significant shift in local food and alternative agricultural spaces that centered food justice 

and equity as critical to the mission of many individual farmers and the movement as a whole. In 
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Chapter Four I utilize my field work, archival sources, and more recent media reports to 

illuminate the salient connection between smallholder farmers and food justice advocacy. These 

connections are grounded in a contextual analysis of the historic connections between the Morrill 

Act, dispossession of land from Indigenous Peoples, and the suppression of Traditional 

Ecological Systems in the cultivation of Land Grant Colleges. This chapter will provide insight 

to food systems researchers and practitioners that seek a foundational understanding of the 

systemic injustices of our conventional food and agricultural systems and situate the farmers I 

worked with within this sphere of advocacy.  

 

In addition to the challenges of navigating relational spaces within the conventional food and 

agriculture systems in an effort to establish a localized and reimagined alternative smallholder 

farmers in Indiana also must contend with the complexities of food and agricultural policies 

enacted at multiple scales: federal, state, and municipal. These policies which are often 

developed with little or no input from smallholders or local food systems advocates are ill-suited 

to alternative farming systems and small-scale farms. Additionally, they often represent an 

additional barrier to entry or expansion for the smallholder. Adapting these policies to be better 

suited to multiple scales would facilitate a level playing field that equally values large and small-

scale farmers. The lack of support for diverse production systems is a critical gap in the 

institutional strategies for addressing food insecurity and food apartheid. In Chapter Five, I 

analyze select pieces of legislation that are ill-suited to smaller farms and their impact on the 

farmers that I worked with over the course of this study. Utilizing ethnographic data, media 

accounts, and my analysis of the policies in question, I illuminate the barriers that these policies 

create as well as the perspectives of the farmers who must navigate these spaces. This chapter 

provides insight for a broad segment of stakeholders, including legislators, planners, and 

community leaders, in addition to food systems advocates. 

 

At the time of writing this dissertation, the global community was in the midst of the COVID-19 

pandemic. In addition to the illumination of inequitable healthcare and the fragility of medical 

supply chains, the pandemic drew attention to the fragility of the conventional food system. 

Empty grocery store shelves, stories of fields full of rotting produce and thousands of gallons of 

dumped milk, and a pervasive sense of uncertainty about the vectors for the spread of the virus, 
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all contributed to an amplified interest in purchasing food locally, and direct from the farmer. In 

Chapter 6, the themes of the preceding essays are revisited through the lens of the pandemic. The 

increased attention to local food systems and independent farmers during the early months of 

COVID-19 buttressed the increased visibility of concentration within the conventional food 

system that was facilitated by Democratic Presidential candidates on the campaign trail. 

However, in spite of increased attention to and reliance on smallholder farmers in the spring and 

summer of 2020, and despite their adaptive responses to the needs of local communities in their 

efforts to address conventional supply chain shortages, smallholders were still passed over in 

many of the emergency financial relief programs administered by the federal government in a 

reinforcement of dominant narratives about who and what qualified as a farm(er). The 

concluding chapter defines the opportunities and challenges in reimagining our food and 

agricultural systems in a way that will equally support smallholder farmers while centering 

conversations of equity and food justice. 
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CHAPTER 2: HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF FARMING IN INDIANA 

2.1 Introduction 

“Agriculture was really changing from a way of making a life to a way of making a living.”  

 

--Earl Butz   

 

In the 1970s, Earl Butz, famously stated “Get big or get out of farming.” Although farms across 

the United States were expanding into a new agro-industrial norm (conventional agriculture) 

before this moment, the “fencerow to fencerow” ethos supported by Butz, then the U.S. 

Secretary of Agriculture, has drastically impacted agricultural policy and practice to this day, 

especially in states like Indiana. In this chapter, I draw from archival records from the mid-

twentieth century relating to the Purdue University School of Agriculture and leaders within it to 

provide historical context for the current climate of agriculture in Indiana and identify the key 

shifts that have solidified dominant agricultural narratives and agribusiness practices today. 

Archival analysis includes discussion of the oral and written histories of two prominent figures 

within the history of Purdue’s School of Agriculture, Earl Butz and Don Paarlberg. In addition to 

their prominence in Purdue’s Agriculture program, both men worked in service to the USDA and 

were deeply enmeshed in the mid-century development of agricultural education and policy. The 

perspectives of women educators are illuminated through an analysis of the papers and work of 

Eva Goble and Virginia Meredith, who were both early advocates for the education of women 

through the land grant system, and specifically through extension initiatives. However, I argue 

that the educational opportunities afforded to women ultimately contributed to the gendering of 

farmstead spaces and economic opportunities, and that these institutionally reified gender roles 

have contributed to contemporary narratives of who farmers are. Throughout this chapter, census 

data and other records from the School of Agriculture are used to support these arguments.  

 

Modern conventional agriculture, despite efforts to include conservation and “sustainability 

measures,” is juxtaposed to alternative methods of agriculture that prioritize stewardship and are 

predicated on an ethos of care for the land for future generations. I will demonstrate that 

(agri)culture in Indiana has been cyclical in nature and has thus resulted in feedback loops that 
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have fomented major shifts and moments of change. These shifts and moments of change that 

have occurred over the course of the twentieth century and continue today have dramatically 

changed and altered food systems and food production. The presumed superiority of 

conventional agricultural paradigms is based upon fundamental shifts in the conceptualization of 

agriculture: from local to global, from food to commodities, and from an ethos of stewardship to 

one of management. The driving questions for this historical context are: How did conventional 

large-scale agriculture become the norm in Indiana? What role did women play in historical 

agricultural spaces in Indiana? How has the way we discuss agriculture in Indiana changed in the 

last 100 years? What role did Purdue and the Land Grant System play in the development of this 

norm? 

 

At the macro-level, these shifts in farming in Indiana and at the national scale have impacted 

global trends in agriculture, access to food, and the overall shape of the food systems, 

particularly with the widespread adoption of conventional agriculture and what I call farm 

management systems. I contend that conventional agriculture has positioned itself as a techno-

masculinist ideology predicated on the idea of a large-scale -male- commodity grower (Ember 

1983). At the micro-level, these shifts have impacted local and state-level trends in agriculture 

practices and perceptions, food access, and food systems; they have also affected significant 

changes in the family farm, rural economies, and (agri)culture. We are currently in the middle of 

one of these shifts, that I propose will ultimately result in a reimagining of agriculture spaces and 

food systems in Indiana, while connecting with regional shifts throughout the Midwest and Great 

Lakes Regions of the United States. The current shift illustrates one potential solution to the 

perceived tension between farm viability, farm household income, and the emphasis on 

efficiency and export markets that was cultivated over the course of the twentieth century. This 

need for a reimagining of agricultural spaces has been precipitated by environmental movements 

and financial crises in farming that are characterized by adverse impacts on farming by current 

international trade markets, the current climate crisis, and growing attention to the deleterious 

impacts of synthetic inputs. 
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2.2 The Beginnings of Conventional Agriculture in the United States 

For the purposes of this discussion, and in line with global conversations about agriculture, I will 

be using conventional agriculture as a signifier for “modern” or industrial agriculture. This type 

of agricultural production has its roots in the types of farming practices espoused by much of 

Western Europe leading up to and since the colonial era.9  Earlier examples of conventional 

agriculture were exemplified by highly regimented food production that was predicated upon 

individual land ownership, fences, row planting, and the support of domesticated animals such as 

cows, pigs, and poultry (Berry 2015). Although specific farming methods have changed 

significantly since the implementation of colonial-settler era farming in the 19th century, the 

prerequisite of unfettered land ownership and tenure remains central to conventional agriculture 

(Sachs 1996) (Wittman, Desmarais and Wiebe 2010). Furthermore, structured row planting and 

accompanying fences helped to define Western European ideals of appropriate land use and 

impacted the ways in which indigenous food production systems were interpreted upon contact 

and foreshadowed the violent removal of Indigenous peoples from the land (Gremillion 2011) 

(Wittman, Desmarais and Wiebe 2010) (Salmon 2012). As land ownership became integrated 

into agricultural norms during the colonial-settler era, farmers and land grant institutions also 

developed an increased emphasis on the values of efficiency, yields, and profits that necessitated 

an increasing dependence upon technologically driven solutions. 

 

Since its relatively inauspicious beginnings from the settler-colonial era through the early part of 

the twentieth century that would likely be considered “alternative”10 farming in today’s terms 

(e.g., labor intensive farming using draft animals, a tractor, a/or minimal synthetic inputs), 

conventional agriculture has become closely bound with sociotechnical systems predicated on 

Western science and authority. The scale of most agro-industrial farms today necessitates the use 

of and creates systems of dependence on large machinery: combines, tractors, irrigation systems, 

harvesters, etc. if the farms are to remain profitable and achieve maximum efficiency. It is 

 
9 The development of this type of agriculture in Europe, the Near East, and elsewhere has been discussed at length 

elsewhere and thus will not be addressed here.  For more information, see for example McCorriston and Hole 

(1991), Hayden (1990), and Ingold (1996). 
10 I use alternative here to indicate a juxtaposition to the large-scale and highly mechanized farming that is highly 

prevalent in the U.S., much of the Global North, and, consequently, in many areas where agricultural development 

initiatives have been attempted. 
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simply not possible to farm at this scale without the aid of mechanization without a prohibitive 

amount of manpower. As the acreage of farms has expanded, so too has the size of the 

machinery- with serious implications for the capital assets of farmers and rural farming 

communities. In 1978, a three-row combine with the capacity to harvest 200+ acres cost 

approximately $40,000; today, a twelve-row combine with the capacity to harvest 2000+ acres 

will cost upwards of $500,000 (SARE 2018). Equipment of this scale and limited scope 

effectively binds the farmer or farm manager to a predetermined production schedule and cycles 

of farm debt for years to come. Accompanying these increasingly large (and expensive) 

machines are the inputs required to maintain or improve productivity; specifically, pesticides and 

herbicides, genetically modified (GM) seeds, and fertilizer must be purchased each season (Patel 

2007) (Gowing 2008) (Klepek 2012). In short, conventional crop production necessitates a 

considerable amount of investment capital (for land and machinery), and non-negligible annual 

investments (for seed and chemicals).  

 

Moreover, conventional production is typified by the planting of monocultures, wherein 

resources are devoted to a single crop type per year and generally a single varietal of that crop. In 

alignment with the rationalization for high acreage farms, the growth of a single crop and varietal 

is meant to facilitate better efficiency as farmers do not need to make as many adjustments to 

equipment or the amounts of fertilizer and pesticides they apply, but rather can rely upon 

monolithic technology-driven solutions for their farm. There are several important effects of a 

system reliant on industrial scale monocropping. The first effect is an expectation of and 

obligation to produce surplus. This surplus must be (in the case of corn) a. exported, b. used for 

animal feed or c. processed into a secondary product such as corn syrup, biodiesel, or the like if 

farmers can expect to find a market for their harvests (Berry 2009) (Sitko 2013). In the United 

States, farmers were convinced of the viability of this proposition in the mid-twentieth century 

when they were promised permanent export markets and were encouraged to expand their 

operations on credit by Butz (Meter 2012). In spite of the fact that increased borrowing from 

farmers contributed to the agricultural bust of the early 1980s when thousands of farmers found 

themselves unable to pay their loans when commodity prices and farm values collapsed, it 

solidified food systems based on exportation and global economies at the expense of local ones. 

Historically, local and regional economies kept food closer to its point of origin and also 
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supported the local viability of critical links in the value chain. Food transport, storage, and 

processing occurred close to the point of origin to avoid spoilage, and farming implements were 

purchased and repaired close to home. Rural communities in particular were built upon a 

tradition of self-determination that was rooted in vertically integrated agricultural economies. I 

contend that the systemic reification of global food systems11 also directly impacted the direction 

of global development initiatives, specifically those focused on agriculture, in the following 

years.  

 

The shift from locally oriented food systems to the 

mono-cropping global system over the course of the 

twentieth century was well-represented in media and 

marketing directed toward the American consumer.  

 

The posters pictured in Figure 1 and Figure 2 were 

produced by the U.S. Food Administration. Figure 1, 

produced during World War I, focuses on the support 

of local farmers and an ethos of mindful consumerism 

that is not wasteful- both as a matter of nationalism and 

patriotic duty during moments of wartime scarcity. 

Figure 2 is a poster that was produced in 1918. Even 

though corn products such as starch, oil, and syrup 

were invented by the early 1900s, the push for support of corn production and thus consumption 

did not occur until later. In this poster, consumers are asked to purchase and use secondary corn 

products to support American farmers (and processing facilities) by stocking their kitchens with 

corn-byproducts and incorporating them into their pantry staples. The use of these byproducts 

was also perceived as emblematic of patriotism. Later, food was rhetorically weaponized during 

WWII through propaganda posters that consistently reminded consumers to plant more and 

increase food production as well as the production of product destined for war-time processing 

 
11 The Food and Agriculture Organization describes a food system as encompassing the entire range of actors and 

activities involved in the food value chain for products that originate from agriculture, forestry, or fisheries. The 

emphasis on a global food system refers to the globalization of value chains and markets, and acknowledges the 

embeddedness of this system and its broader impact on economic, societal and natural environments. 

Figure 1. Food—Don’t Waste It, Ration 

Poster.  (Cooper 1917) 
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plants. In WWII posters, the emphasis on an ethos of 

mindful consumerism founded upon local consumption 

shifts to an amplification of the need for production to 

supply the needs of external international markets and 

soldiers fighting overseas. The poster in Figure 2 

represents a shift in the logic of food consumption that 

responsible consumers should buy corn products (but 

not necessarily corn) that have undergone secondary 

processing as a precursor to the weaponization of food 

in WWII posters. Ironically, the same products that were 

extolled here for their nutritious qualities have received 

considerable attention in the last 15-20 years for their 

potential contribution to chronic diseases, such as heart 

disease, diabetes, and obesity (DeBono, Ross and 

Berrang-Ford 2012).  

 

In addition to the expectation of surplus and new consumerism mono-cropped agro-industrial 

systems depended upon, this form of conventional agriculture that was supported on many levels 

by government initiatives has proven to be problematic in myriad other ways, including impacts 

on watersheds as farms require intensified irrigation practices. Consider, for example, the 

Midwest region of the United States-which has long been celebrated as the breadbasket of the 

U.S. The Midwestern breadbasket that was devastated by the Dust Bowl in the 1930s is now 

confronted by rapidly decreasing levels in the High Plains water table due to the excessive 

irrigation needed to support corn and wheat in relatively dry years (Charles 2013). In short, the 

irrigation practices required for conventional agriculture are not sustainable in the long term, and 

there is a burgeoning research that focuses on the deleterious effects of the various chemicals 

that are needed for the success of mono-cropped varietals; notably, Vandana Shiva has long 

advocated for a return to agroecological processes that value ecological health over efficiency 

and chemical inputs (Shiva 2016).  

 

Figure 2. Wholesome- Nutritious Foods 

from Corn, War Poster. (Harrison 1918) 
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Furthermore, conventional agriculture does not curb issues of food security and access, and in 

fact, may exacerbate these issues. In Indiana, for example, despite the fact that the state is ranked 

tenth in the nation for farming and fifth in the production of corn and hogs, approximately 90% 

of the food purchased in the state is imported including 98% of fresh fruits and vegetables (Meter 

2012). Approximately 16% of the state’s population is food insecure (although the number is 

several percentage points higher in some areas) (Mills, Weinfield, et al. 2014). This would imply 

that contrary to the global export model espoused by conventional agriculture, there is a local 

market for harvests, provided farmers begin growing food crops. In this paradox, the tenth 

ranked agricultural state in the nation imports the majority of its food while exporting the vast 

majority of its “surplus” agricultural products, all while failing to provide adequate food access 

to one sixth of its population.  

 

The trend of food insecurity in highly productive farming states is played out across much of the 

United States and can be attributed to various national food and fiber policies that have been 

diffused to the state level through research, extension, and education initiatives. Specifically, the 

crop subsidy program supported the over-production of commodity crops which in turn served as 

a catalyst for research that would improve efficiency and production levels. This is not to imply 

that commodity farmers do not care about their land. To the contrary, there is a growing 

commitment to conservation and soil health across all types of farming. Cover cropping has been 

well supported and widely accepted in Indiana as a necessary step in building soil health. The 

wider use of cover crops has been noted to reduce soil erosion as well as mitigate the runoff of 

phosphorus and nitrogen from chemical fertilizers into the ground water supply. The chart 

included in APPENDIX A: COVER CROPS IN INDIANA, 2011-2018, published by the 

Indiana State Department of Agriculture demonstrate that cover-crop implementation increased 

by at least 7% between the years 2011 and 2018, and that there was a nearly 800,000 acre 

increase in land planted in cover crops.12 The charts in APPENDIX B: NO-TILL IN INDIANA, 

1990-2019 and APPENDIX C: CONSERVATION TILLAGE IN INDIANA 1990-2019 

indicate that there is also a growing commitment to no till and conservation tillage methods that 

 
12 Please note that numbers for 2011 and 2013 were collected in the spring instead of the fall, and thus may not be an 

accurate representation of cover crop planting. If these years are removed, the overall increases in cover-cropping 

are much less significant. They are included here because this is the reporting method employed by the Indiana State 

Department of Agriculture. 
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aim to minimize disturbance of the soil.13 However, I contend that although conservation 

measures such as cover cropping and low till are a critical first step in improving the health of 

the land and mitigating soil erosion, they are not a replacement for the stewardship that is 

predicated on an ethos of care for the land and future generations that is absent from agro-

industrial farm models. Additionally, since the development of these conservation programs in 

response to the effects of the Dust Bowl in the 1930s, it has taken over 75 years for them to be as 

widely practiced as they are today, in spite of financial supports for the implementation of 

conservation practices. Moreover, conservation measures help to address the issue of soil 

erosion, but they do not address many of the other environmental costs of conventional 

agriculture: nitrogen and phosphorus run-off, drift of genetically modified crops,  loss of 

biodiversity, pollinator species collapse, and the downstream environmental impact of long 

supply chains that are predicated upon interstate and global transport (Rosin, Stock and 

Campbell 2012). They also fail to adequately address issues that deeply impact the viability of 

farming livelihoods (i.e., cost of entry to the profession, farmer share of market price, etc.) 

 

In what I refer to as farm management systems, the practice and profession of farming has 

shifted as conventional agricultural models have taken hold and, in many ways, more closely 

resembles other types of industrial management than land stewardship. In name and practice, 

“business” has replaced “culture” in current agri-systems. This shift was supported by land grant 

institutions, such as Purdue University, through multi-faceted educational efforts that were 

targeted to both college students and farming practitioners. In the mid-twentieth century, the 

growing availability and accessibility of specialized heavy machinery, necessitated a re-valuing 

of agriculture that prioritized the farmer’s ability to manage the farm business and expanding 

acreage. This change was welcomed by universities as an opportunity to educate the farmer and 

their children, and introduce “modernity” to the family farmstead, with apparent disregard for the 

immense stores of generational and traditional knowledge held by farmers. Modernity here refers 

to the introduction of farming and household technologies ostensibly designed to improve 

efficiency and farmstead production. In lieu of valuing the culture of farming and agrarian ideals 

of rural farming communities, these targeted educational efforts valued economics (measured by 

 
13 No till is defined here as any direct seeding system with minimal soil disturbance and includes ridge and strip 

tilling. Conservation tillage includes any method that leaves at least 30% residue cover in the fields after planting. 
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cost of production per unit) and top-down rural “development.” Moreover, they also tended to 

reinforce gendered notions of farm life; training for male heads of households and their sons 

tended to focus on crop production and marketing, while training for women emphasized the 

importance of modernity in the home. In the twentieth century, this development model 

emphasized the introduction of particular types of infrastructure within communities and homes: 

running water, electricity, and roads to rural communities, with a more recent shift to broadband 

access. These pieces of infrastructure are inarguably critical to improving quality of life and 

access to distant farms. They are also necessary for intensive irrigation, supply chain 

development, and the export of farm products out of rural communities, and have established 

communication networks for extra-local corporations and educational institutions to engage with 

farmers.  

 

However, a more troubling shift in development initiatives at this time was presumption that 

rural agricultural spaces should be valued more for the capacity of farmland development than 

for food production. This has directly contributed to the current situation wherein the continued 

spread of urban and peri-urban communities has re-valued farmland for its development potential 

in Indiana as well as throughout the United States and other parts of the world. In this troubling 

scenario, thousands of acres are razed by development companies for new home construction, 

business developments, and interstate highways, all while existing structures and developments 

in urban centers remain empty. American Farmland Trust’s (AFT) State of the State report under 

their Farms Under Threat Initiative notes the ubiquitous nature of this development trend across 

the entire country that made widespread impacts on the availability of affordable land for 

emergent farmers (Freedgood, et al. 2020). 

  

The AFT State of the State report identified three areas for concern in land development 

practices across the nation from 2001-2016. First, eleven million acres of agricultural land were 

converted, paved, or fragmented. Importantly, this large-scale transition of land use significantly 

impacts the capacity of farmers to produce food sustainably, and has secondary effects on 

economic and environmental viability of rural spaces. Second, the report noted that low-density 

residential (LDR) land use is a growing threat to agricultural land. Third, 4.4 million acres of 

“Nationally Significant” land were developed for urban highly developed (UHD) and low-
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density residential (LDR) uses. Nationally significant land is defined by AFT as farmland that is 

the most productive, versatile, and resilient (PVR) for food production (Freedgood, et al. 2020). 

These development trends have also effectively raised the value of land per acre to prices that 

make it nearly impossible for new entry farmers to buy land without the assistance of land trusts, 

land inheritance, and/or significant investment capital. In Indiana, there have traditionally been 

no private organizations committed to the preservation of agricultural land, and we are one of the 

few states with no official agricultural land conservation programs.14  

2.3 Indiana Agriculture and Women 

The above shifts in agricultural knowledge and production 

systems are critical to understandings of the transformation of 

Indiana Agriculture over the course of the twentieth century; 

in that time, Indiana has emerged as a leader in agricultural 

commodities production. This is likely attributable to the fact 

that Indiana’s geography is well-suited to large scale 

production systems dependent on heavy machinery, as well as 

the extension, education, and research efforts of Purdue 

University. As demonstrated in Figure 3, Indiana’s 

agricultural spaces were historically more diverse than they 

might seem today. The map illustrates the once tacit 

knowledge that micro-climates and varied growing zones are 

most productive when crops and production schedules are 

adjusted to meet the varied needs of local growing conditions, 

rather than bending the land to the needs of the market. 

Historic localized and regional food production systems 

embodied knowledge systems that were predicated on deep 

engagement with agricultural spaces and regional markets, 

rather than engagement with commodity markets and brokers. What is missing in this map is a 

 
14 Please note, that Indiana does have several organizations and programs committed to natural conservation, but 

these are distinct from agricultural conservation efforts. Agricultural conservation focuses on the preservation of 

land for production purposes and is achieved through a variety of mechanisms such as zoning, tax incentives, or the 

purchase of development rights. 

Figure 3. Indiana Farming by 

Region, Ca 1920s. Permission to 

reproduce from Purdue University 

Archives and Special Collections. 

(Purdue University Department of 

Horticulture 1926) 
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depiction of the fact that even within identified farming regions and categories in the state, 

individual farms were often diversified as well- a dairy farmer might also have a small truck plot, 

a grain farmer might also raise hogs, etc. In fact, this diversification often allowed for multiple 

revenue streams on a single farm, thus better ensuring the financial viability of the farmstead. 

 

These diverse revenue streams also cultivated spaces in which women could operate a business 

within the farm and earn money without having to leave the farm, providing a distinct contrast 

from early farm schools that reified women’s place within the home. For example, Eva Goble, an 

early leader in home extension work at Purdue, discussed the importance of economic and social 

contributions by women at the 1964 State Conference for Extension Leaders. “Too often we 

assume that women work for pin money. No doubt this is a hangover of an old agricultural 

concept of egg money…More often she is paying off a mortgage, educating a child, or caring for 

aging parents. In addition, she is engaged in helping society achieve one of its functions—[to] 

produce and distribute goods and services.” In this excerpt, Goble acknowledged that women-run 

side businesses within the farmstead economy were often trivialized; that is, women and their 

income were secondary to or less than the income earned by the primary crops or animals raised 

by men. However, as noted by Goble, these entrepreneurial women in fact contributed greatly to 

the farm household through the sale of eggs, specialty crops, and other ventures. She also notes 

their contribution to society, and particularly to rural economy. The emphasis on women’s 

spaces and tangible contributions to the farmstead and rural economy supported Goble’s 

argument that women and their communities could benefit greatly from extension work designed 

for the education of rural women. Although Goble’s efforts illuminated and valued the 

contributions of women’s farm and care work, it resulted in the desire for increased access to 

education that would increase efficiency of farmers’ wives, and thus the farmstead. Extension 

efforts in domestic economy did improve efficiency on farms, but also facilitated social spaces 

and a sense of community, while fostering research that could eventually benefit women who 

were single or from urban and peri-urban places. However, these efforts failed to account for the 
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needs of women of color who, with their families, were frequently denied agency and land 

access in rural spaces. 

 

Figure 4. “Horn of Plenty.” Permission to reproduce from Purdue University Archives and Special Collections  

(Purdue University Department of Horticulture 1926) 

 

Long before Goble’s address in 1964, (white) women were working to secure educational 

opportunities for (white) women and girls in rural farm settings. One such woman was Virginia 

Claypool Meredith who, in addition to her many responsibilities to the University and her 

livestock farm, shaped the early years of home economics education. As the first woman to join 

the Board of Trustees at Purdue, Meredith represented a departure from accepted norms of what 

was possible for women at that time. She was well-respected for her business acumen and gave 

presentations around Indiana and the Midwest to male livestock farmers. This became important 

because Meredith recognized early on that the opportunities afforded to rural women were few, 

and that her own successes were attributable in part to the fact that she was widowed; had her 

husband still been living, he may have taken her place in the male spaces Meredith engaged with. 

Meredith organized the Home Economics course within the School of Agriculture at the 

University of Minnesota and fiercely advocated for establishing a similar program at Purdue, 

with a vision for similar programs at other land grant universities. Meredith recognized that 

home making was a learned profession, albeit one that had been neglected by universities for too 

long. By formalizing instruction for girls and women, women’s work could be legitimized and 
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appreciated. As Virginia Meredith worked to launch home economics as a compliment to 

existing schools of agriculture, Lella Reed Gaddis worked to establish the home economics 

department of agricultural extension. Building on the foundation created by the Hatch Act (1887) 

which strengthened the capacity of land grant institutions to research rural agricultural concerns 

by establishing experiment stations, the Smith-Lever Act (1914) created Cooperative Extension 

Services to be affiliated with each land grant university. Smith-Lever dictated that Extension 

services would, for rural communities, “aid in diffusing among the people of the United States, 

useful and practical information on subjects relating to agriculture, home economics, and rural 

energy and to encourage the application of the same…” (United States Congress 1914) Smith-

Lever codified cooperative agreements between the USDA, land grant universities, and state and 

county governments, with an eye towards diffusing information to farm families that was 

deemed useful and practical by the USDA and its university partners. For home economics and 

educational efforts that were cultivated for the wives of farmers, this information was tailored to 

improve the efficiency of women’s work by introducing modernity, as well as improve her 

capacity for care work through the introduction of nutrition and hygiene standards.  

 

It is important to note the explicit and intentional use of economy in home economics, from the 

inception of the concept of domestic economy and the subsequent development of various home 

economics programs. Early pioneers in women’s education recognized the important role of 

women’s work for the home, but also for the local, regional, and national economies to which 

they contributed. Emma Montgomery McRae’s treatise Concerning the Education of Girls 

recognized the potential for women’s work to provide a profession and an income. She stated, 

“These occupations offer an opportunity for young women, while still retaining the protection of 

her home and helping to make it ideal, to have a lucrative profession.” The skills gained in home 

economics training and education were not intended only for use in the home, but also in 

creating autonomous spheres of work and wage earning for women. Feminist Marxists have 

noted that this type of reimagining of formal and informal economies that valued women’s 

contributions of work and labor was ultimately embedded in capitalist logic that emphasized 

development discourse and practice predicated upon specific notions of modernity (Razavi 2009) 

(Rousseau, Gautier and Wardell 2019). Maria Mies has argued that this “predatory patriarchal 

division of labor” is predicated on separation and subordination of human beings (Mies 2014, 
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74). In the case of domestic economy education, women’s success was encouraged in the 

separate sphere of the home and was appreciated as a complement to men’s work, rather than 

women’s work being valued for its critical contributions to the farmstead and local and regional 

economies. 

 

In spite of their significant contributions to the farm and rural economy, women, by default, were 

not explicitly included in the Census of Agriculture until 1978 when for the first time the census 

asked for the gender of the principal farm operator. The implicit assumption was that until this 

point, men were the sole decision makers of the family farm because historic precedent 

presumed the success of the farmstead was reliant upon a male head of household. Moreover, 

women were still frequently left out of census data after 1978 due to census methodology that 

only accounted for a principal farm operator. However, anecdotal evidence from oral histories 

and farmer accounts indicates that women were actively engaged in farm activities, and that the 

entire family was essential to the success of the farm. After the inclusion of secondary farm 

operators in 2007, the number of women farmers counted in the census more than tripled from 

306, 200 to nearly one million (or 30% of all farmers counted) (Hoppe and Korb 2013). These 

numbers are not an indication of a sudden interest in farming by women. To the contrary, they 

are an acknowledgement of the long-standing tradition of women’s involvement in the farm 

business that was acknowledged by Goble, her cohort, and women living in rural communities 

prior to the institutional recognition of women’s significant contributions. Despite the relatively 

recent recognition of women in agricultural spaces by the census, women have always played an 

important role in rural communities, both through their decision-making and their economic 

contributions. 

 

I contend that women’s involvement in farm decisions and production also contributed directly 

to diversity of production on the farm, as well as the health of farm families and rural 

communities in times of plenty and scarcity. The sale of eggs and specialty or truck crops by 

women correlates to areas of the farm that were most frequently spheres of women’s work, and 

also those that were spatially closest to the home. Every Indiana farm through the first half of the 

twentieth century, regardless of its primary outputs, had a kitchen garden and/or chickens in 

order to feed the family, and these spaces typically were under the care of women. Although 
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some farms focused on the production of specialty crops for sale to urban markets, the sale of 

fresh eggs, produce, and value-added products to neighboring communities contributed to the 

overall success and diversity of farms focused on production of meat, dairy, and grain. In the 

below graph created by Ken Meter (Meter 2012), we can also see the significant contribution of 

this work to farmstead diet and nutrition as measured by its economic value. The sharp decline in 

the value of food kept for home consumption illustrates changes in production that shifted to 

emphasize export crops and the subsequent necessity for importing foodstuffs to be bought at 

grocery stores. This shift effectively devalued and obfuscated the important contributions of 

women to the farmstead. 

 
 
 

Women’s deep involvement in performing care work, contributing to the household economy, 

and the decision-making required to govern their households and support their communities has 

gone far beyond the traditionally recognized sphere of the kitchen. From the early days of 

providing additional revenue by raising chickens or maintaining a truck garden, women have 

remained a critical thread in the farmstead tapestry, albeit one that was overlooked by the census 

Figure 5. Graph depicting the monetary value of food kept for the household in Indiana. Source: Ken Meter 
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of agriculture. The shift to conventional agriculture reconfigured the land, but also the roles and 

practices of the farm household (Ember 1983). In the alternative agriculture movement, however, 

women have emerged as visible leaders. At a conference celebrating the 30th anniversary of 

SARE (Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education), plenary speaker Rob Myers reflected, 

“Even going back to the 80s, the room15 was 90% women. Unlike the regular meetings that were 

90% men.” From my own experiences visiting many markets, meetings, conferences, etc. that 

have been created for small scale and diversified growers, it is true that the composition of the 

room is often significantly different than in spaces cultivated for large scale commodity growers.  

2.4 Farm Trends and Cycles 

Farm management systems and the rise of modern conventional agriculture cannot be understood 

without drawing attention to the dependence on exports and extralocal systems, which as shown 

in previous sections, transformed household and farm economies and roles, by placing shifting 

the emphasis to efficiency and productivity. Over the course of the twentieth and into the twenty-

first century, there have been a series of cycles of relative prosperity and misfortune in 

agriculture - measured both in terms of output and financial gain. Although agricultural output 

has oftentimes been more attributable to factors outside of human control (i.e., weather), 

production affects and is impacted by policies designed to maximize efficiency and position 

agriculture as an industrial complex. Eras of prosperity in farming communities have catalyzed 

capital investment and expansion, which have in turn necessitated increased reliance on 

mechanization, ultimately culminating in farm consolidation when prices drop, and the loans 

cannot be paid. Don Paarlberg was a farmer and a widely revered expert in agricultural 

economics and farm policy who was a distinguished professor at Purdue University and served at 

the USDA under the Eisenhower administration. Paarlberg, over the course of his career, noted 

the growing dependence upon technology and described the technology treadmill of 

conventional agriculture (Paarlberg and Paarlberg 2000): As the price of chemical inputs rose, 

farmers bought in to new technology, and as technology improved efficiency and productivity, 

prices fell. When faced with falling prices, conventional farmers had two choices: if they had 

adequate capital remaining, they could adopt newer technology or, if they didn’t, they could sell 

 
15 Myers was reflecting here on the predominantly male attendance of agricultural meetings and spaces for 

conventional agriculture. 
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the farm to the highest bidder. In the farm crisis of the 1980s, a perfect storm of rising input 

prices paired with high debt to income ratios on farms resulted in high levels of farm 

consolidation. Imhoff and Badaracco note that in 1985 alone, approximately 300,000 farmers 

sold their farms and left the profession (Imhoff and Badaracco 2019).  Underpinning these 

historic cycles is a deep reliance on an extractive framework that is predicated on the export of 

goods and a reliance on techno-innovation that has contributed to the re-imagining of rural 

landscapes and relationships, as well as the expansion of farm scale and global markets.  

 

In his 2012 study, Ken Meter argues that the reliance on exports and sales to distant communities 

is a result of the settler-colonial era, in which most individuals living in Indiana were farmers 

and had few opportunities for selling their food in local markets (Meter 2012). In effect, settlers16 

were unable to focus their efforts on building local markets because they arrived with debts to 

pay and, even if they had chosen to sell farm products locally, they would have been unlikely to 

find viable markets amongst their farming neighbors. Farming was an endeavor in feeding those 

closest (one’s family)- and furthest (strangers in urban centers) away, with little attention to 

building local markets and economies. In this era, regional and distant urban markets readily 

accepted the abundance of food that was produced on the rich soils of Indiana, and a precedent 

was set for our current framework which emphasizes exports on a global scale. Despite the fact 

that only a fraction of Indiana residents still farm, I contend that this export focus and the 

proximity to Chicago has also likely contributed to Chicago’s preeminence as a processing 

center, and now as a “maker space.” Chicago’s emergence as a shipping and processing center 

was attributable to its proximity to fresh water (Lake Michigan, Chicago River) and its position 

as an established trade center that was violently dispossessed from Indigenous peoples. Meter 

goes on to explain how this early focus on export economies also impacted food and transport 

infrastructure, which still often make it easier to ship commodities to a processor operating on a 

national or global scale than to get food from one side of the state to the other.  

 

 
16 A more in-depth discussion about the lasting impact of the settler-colonial era will follow in Chapter 4. However, 

the settlement of Indiana was predicated upon the violent dispossession of land from Indigenous peoples and the 

subsequent erasure of traditional ecological knowledge. 
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From the settler-colonial era through today, there has been a reliance upon a global trade network 

from and to the United States. In accordance with the mandate of Manifest Destiny and its 

directive to settle and “civilize” the “New World”, colonizers endeavored to extract value from 

the land. From fur, timber, and raw supplies, this shifted to food and crops as the land itself was 

extracted from the stewardship of Indigenous Peoples and relied upon the labors of enslaved 

African peoples. This process was not unique to the United States and was repeated around the 

globe wherever European colonization efforts occurred. Despite vastly different climates, 

growing zones, and Indigenous Peoples in lands targeted for colonization, the methodology by 

which the land was transitioned to acceptable use and productivity was consistent and formulaic. 

This formula prioritized land ownership, control, and efficiency above all else, with little regard 

for the systems that had been the source of subsistence prior to European arrival (Wittman, 

Desmarais and Wiebe 2010). It was inconceivable to settlers and colonizers that production 

systems firmly rooted in shared stewardship of the commons and without implementation of 

fences and rows were an effective use of the land. The development of modern conventional 

agriculture has thus been reliant upon the erasure of violent settler colonialism.  

 

In the eyes of newly arrived European settlers, it seems the land was the most valuable prize of 

the New World. Its future “improvements” to align with European standards of use would further 

ensure the long-term viability of the New World experiment and provide a reward for those 

tasked with clearing the land of its “savage” Indigenous Peoples. Later, the promise of 

opportunity in the Americas was based upon this premise of land ownership for all and the 

ability to pull oneself up through hard work, perseverance, and ingenuity. People with little 

opportunity and even fewer resources in Europe came to the New World to stake their claim and 

reimagine their standing in society. Although the Americas had been inhabited for thousands of 

years by many nations of Indigenous populations, the United States was perceived as a vast and 

open wilderness that needed to be tamed in order to realize its potential (H. Smith 1978). The 

notion of “savage” Indigenous Peoples was reified in the minds of European settlers by 

indigenous land use practices and, in time, by the defense of their land. Over time this ethos was 

codified into the culture as the American Dream (P. Miller 1956) (Usner 1996). In effect, the 

dependency on exports from rural communities in modern agro-industrial systems is the most 
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current expression of extractive economies that disincentivize stewardship of landscapes and 

continues to reify a history based on dispossession. 

 

From the outset of settlement and colonization in the U.S. and around the globe, the primary 

objective was to tame the land and the people; once this was achieved, the emphasis shifted to 

efficiency. The development of modern conventional agriculture and farming management 

systems was facilitated by the intentional exploitation of labor, the racialized dispossession of 

land, and the erasure of traditional ecological knowledges to support the efforts of nation-

building and an emphasis on productivity (Salvador 2019). I contend that earliest harbingers of 

agricultural industrialization occurred during the 18th and 19th century with the introduction of 

intensive monocropping and plantation production systems. Instead of heavy machinery and 

chemical inputs, these early examples, primarily situated in Southern States, were reliant upon 

human labor, provided by black and brown bodies that were enslaved or, at best, poorly 

compensated. Today, these systems are mirrored in a reliance upon migrant labor in commodity 

cropping systems, wherein financial viability is predicated on the expense of the exploitation of 

human capital (Guthman 2004). These plantations and the bodies that supplied the labor 

provided the foundation of global trade as we know it today. Rubber, coffee, cotton, tobacco, etc. 

were bound with the slave trade, and formed the cornerstone of the economy in the Americas. 

The products of these plantations and the money and trade goods they resulted in benefited 

landowners, managers, and wealthy patrons who often still lived in Europe. These early 

experiments in extraction and exploitation in the pre-industrial era are mirrored today in the 

commodity scale production of goods. Mono-cropped fields of fruits and vegetables in the U.S. 

are reliant upon the labor of black and brown bodies that follow the harvest, and farmers in the 

tropics receive paltry sums for the production of coffee, bananas, etc. Absentee land and farm 

owners reap the benefits of the work of marginalized peoples, the elimination of biodiversity, 

and the ecological devastation of the land. In post-industrial nations like the U.S., it is argued 

that a return to smaller scale, labor intensive farms is impossible because the global populous 

would starve, despite evidence to the contrary that illuminates the critical role that smallholders 

fulfill in producing up to 80% of the global food supply (FAO 2017).  
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The United States’ emphasis on extractive and export economies also significantly impacted 

rural communities and values over the course of the twentieth century. The industrialization of 

agriculture is closely bound with industrial shifts in other industries as well as the urbanization of 

rural populations. The increasing need for food and fiber to supply urban centers was amplified 

after WWII and over the course of the twentieth century, and reified the need for expanded 

production from rural communities and farms - in spite of a rapidly declining populous from 

which to draw farm labor. As a result of the increasing urbanization in the U.S. and around the 

globe, Malthusian precepts of population growth that outpaced the capacity to feed became 

engrained in political and public discourse (De La Garza, et al. 1974). The presumed accuracy of 

Malthus’ argument that the world would experience limitless population growth paired with 

increasing scarcity has resonated as a challenge to cultivate technological solutions in agriculture 

to avoid the inevitable descent by much of the world’s population into starvation (Kallis 2019). 

The standard argument for improved efficiencies, genetic modification, and commodity 

production in conventional agriculture since the mid-twentieth century has been that these levels 

of production are necessary to feed a growing world (De La Garza, et al. 1974). These arguments 

have provided the basis for international initiatives such as the Green Revolution in the 1970s 

that have had significant deleterious impact on the global community and the food sovereignty of 

the Global South (Patel 2007) (Rosin, Stock and Campbell 2012) (Shiva 2012). 

 

As official and ad hoc extractive policies in the United States (and Americas more broadly) 

became more common, the underlying and ultimately unquestioned logic of dependency-based 

capitalist agricultural systems reinforced the need for over-production and export markets. This 

logic was solidified and supported by global events like World War I that necessitated increased 

production as a response to risk and scarcity, to feed American troops and European citizens 

when fields and cities were destroyed by fighting. The requisite expansion of production and 

accompanying higher crop prices received during WWI catalyzed increased capital investment 

by American farmers. Farmers bought land and equipment in order to keep up with increased 

demand, and subsequently watched in abject disbelief as prices plummeted as food production in 

Europe returned to pre-war levels. As food prices and farmer share declined, advocates for 

farmers argued for parity pricing which would effectively set minimum standards for prices that 

were on par with pre-war levels and guarantee the viability of American farms. As prices 
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continued to plummet during the Great Depression, parity pricing was codified in the 

Agricultural Adjustment Act in 1933. The declining prices of the post-war era, the Dust Bowl’s 

impact on production, and the lack of markets during the Great Depression collectively resulted 

in a political climate where the value of farms and farmers was recognized via legislation that 

enforced minimum food prices in an effort to stymie the loss of family farms and displacement 

of the people who lived and worked on them. In his reflections on agricultural policy during the 

Depression era Don Paarlberg, author and professor of agricultural economics, stated: 

Farmers, needing help, undertook a number of desperate acts. In a dramatic 

protest against foreclosures, they threatened to hang a federal judge. They 

overturned milk trucks, picketed packing plants, and boycotted farm sales. The 

mood was ominous. There was anger, frustration, and insistence on action. 

(Paarlberg 1987) 

The deep frustration from farmers in Indiana and across the country that is illuminated in 

Paarlberg’s ruminations contributed to national policy decisions to protect farming as a 

livelihood through price supports and conservation measures; the subsequent policy actions, 

however, contributed to the eventual consolidation and decline of historical family farming in 

lieu of large-scale farm management systems. 

 

In addition to the Great Depression and WWI, WWII was also a critical and instructive moment 

in farming communities. Parity lost favor amongst politicians as market values for food 

increased during WWII. As Europe was again ravaged by the effects of war, global demand for 

food and fiber from the United States surged. Hunger relief programs and the necessity of 

feeding troops overseas increased the demand for food, while the number of available men to 

work on farms decreased as troops were sent overseas. Labor shortages combined with higher 

prices catalyzed investment into farm mechanization to improve efficiency and meet demand. 

Increased demand also stopped the production regulation that accompanied the Agricultural 

Adjustment Act as a mechanism to keep prices higher. Parity was controversial even before the 

market shifts that occurred as a result of WWII, but increased demand for agricultural produce 

drew additional criticism to the parity system. Critics of the system argued that it inhibited the 

cycles of supply and demand that regulated other industries, and that prices based upon pre-WWI 

standards were irrelevant to current production capacity (and thus too high).  
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The cycles and feedback loops discussed above (e.g., natural and man-made moments of crisis 

such as the Dust Bowl, World Wars, and subsequent development of national policies) are 

distinct from the current shift in farming that is marked by an influx of new entry, independent, 

and/or diversified farmers in Indiana. Historically, in moments of pressure and unstable markets, 

farmers and farm service providers have embraced the farm management ethos, with an 

emphasis on increased scale, efficiency, and expanding reliance on successive iterations of 

technology. Through these processes, I contend that the isolation of plants in mono-cropping 

systems has paralleled the relative isolation of people in rural communities as rural labor needs 

decreased and rural people were extracted for industrialized urban labor forces, resulting in the 

decline of plant, ecosystem, and human/mental health. In direct juxtaposition to this historical 

trend, the farmers that I spoke with over the course of this study are seizing an opportunity to 

redefine agriculture in Indiana, by attempting to localize food systems and feed their neighbors 

and nearby communities.  

2.5 Purdue Agriculture School 

The archives at Purdue University provide insight into the above described shifts and moments in 

agriculture in Indiana. Although the development of farm management systems was not unique 

to Indiana, Purdue University’s status as a leader in agricultural education and close ties to 

national agencies like the USDA positioned Indiana’s agricultural spaces as a “pseudo lab” for 

experiments in the diffusion of technoscientific knowledge and the prioritization of efficiency for 

integration into global markets. I argue that these processes effectively devalued local knowledge 

systems and restructured rural communities and farmscapes. My analysis of archival evidence 

suggests that the distillation and spread of technoscientific knowledge produced in the university 

was intentionally spread through rural communities by eliciting cooperation of extension agents, 

industry, and media, with the express goal of securing farmer commitment to new practices and 

technologies. The intentional cyclical process by which this was achieved is illustrated below in 

a memo distributed by the USDA for extension agents, circa 1958.  
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I would like to call 

attention to the 

description at the 

bottom of the image 

that states this method 

should be used for 

establishing a “proved” 

practice, thereby 

supporting the idea that 

technoscientific 

innovations were to be 

prioritized over local 

knowledges. This 

image also illuminates 

the specific methods of 

knowledge transmission 

that were used to 

encourage a reliance on 

technology and support 

the shift to farm 

management systems. 

In the following 

subsections, I will 

provide insight into the 

perspectives of two key figures in the agricultural transition of the twentieth century: Earl Butz 

and Don Paarlberg. 

2.5.1 Earl Butz 

In an oral history interview between R.B. Eckles and Dr. Earl Butz in 1970, Butz reflected upon 

the state of agriculture in Indiana upon his return to Purdue from his posts in the USDA and the 

Food and Agriculture Organization in 1957. 

Figure 6. USDA mimeo: Cycle for the Successful Promotion of Practices of 

“Proven” Value. Permission to reproduce from Purdue University Archives and 

Special Collections (USDA ca 1958) 
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….agriculture was really changing from a way of making a life to a way of 

making a living. I grew up in an agriculture where half of our people were in 

agriculture. It was a lot of handwork; a lot of hard work. Productivity per man 

was relatively low. It was just becoming fully mechanized at that time. When I 

came back here in 1957, we were just then entering into the era of undersetting 

agriculture with tremendous amounts of science and technology. The productivity 

per worker was zooming. The number of workers was decreasing. The amount of 

capital involved in agriculture was increasing a great deal. The amount of 

technology and research was greater than ever before. We were on a fast track. 

Research in agriculture was widely and well accepted by the American public. It 

was going good at Purdue. (Eckles 1970) 

I would like to draw your attention here to some of the key points in this quote from Butz’s oral 

history that succinctly summarize the enormous shifts in the ideology and practice of farming in 

the United States over the course of the twentieth century. The emphasis on technology, 

productivity, and capital as markers for progress in agricultural research and education at the 

university assumes that the end goal of agriculture and its relative success are dependent upon 

the use of industrial standards of production. Hand work and hard work, the physical labor of the 

farmer, were insufficient in the new system that emphasized productivity per person. By 

emphasizing productivity over other measures of success, mechanization became a necessity, but 

at what cost? As Butz notes here, the number of farm workers was decreasing in direct 

proportion to the increases in capital investment, and this was the “fast track” to agricultural 

success. As the need for human labor diminished, rural populations left for urban centers and 

alternative sources of income, thus reifying the need for increased efficiency and production as 

fewer people were farming and producing food. As a result of this and the need for economies of 

scale, the decrease in the number of farmers (and farms) has been inversely proportional to the 

size of farms.  

 

Butz continued, “Furthermore, I set out to give dignity to agriculture here, to make agriculturists 

proud to be in agriculture, to make our students proud to be agriculture students.” (Eckles 1970) 

Taken at face value, this statement seems innocuous enough. If we interrogate the implications 

however, it becomes reflective of a salient trend in the post-war culture of the United States. If 

Butz needed to give dignity to agriculture and to imbue farmers with pride, the implication is that 

they had nothing to be proud of, that their vocation lacked inherent value. I propose that Butz’s 

statement here is symptomatic of a societal de-valuing of traditional agriculture that occurred as 
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an iterative process with each successive development of farm technology. As I have described 

previously, the increased reliance on expert sociotechnical systems for improved efficiency and 

capital expansion was cultivated at the expense of expert local systems and knowledge for 

localized food communities. As farmer values shifted from stewardship and engagement with the 

land to an orientation of scientific and administrative use of the land, agriculture became 

synonymous with business, productivity, and efficiency.  

2.5.2 Don Paarlberg 

In a 1971 address given at the Annual Convention of the National Milk Producers Federation, 

Don Paarlberg described the rapid changes occurring on most family farms through the lens of 

agricultural economics. As the Director of Agricultural Economics for the USDA, Paarlberg’s 

vision for the “Future of the Family Farm” was founded solely in the economics of farming, and 

seemingly in contradiction to some of his other articles and presentations that nostalgically 

recalled his upbringing in a small farming community in Lake County, Indiana. In his 1971 

address Paarlberg poses a question which could have easily been pulled from a blog or op-ed in 

2019: “Are the family farms going to survive, or will they be swallowed up by huge corporate 

farms?” (Paarlberg 1971) Family farms are presented here in juxtaposition to the corporate farm; 

the family farm, as a unit of measure, is also presumed to be much smaller than its huge 

commercial counterpart. The question of farm management and scale also becomes a signifier 

for other categories and portends a dialogue about the relative virtues (or lack thereof) that 

accompany the divergence from the family farm as a unit of operation and as a cornerstone of the 

community. Paarlberg uses corporate and commercial almost interchangeably in the early part of 

the address, but goes on to define corporate as a type of farm organization and commercial as a 

signifier of production and scale. Family farm is used to indicate a farm on which the majority of 

decisions are made by the operator and his family. 

 

Paarlberg describes farming prior to the “scientific revolution in agriculture” as an art and a skill; 

a farm-raised boy could gain sufficient training and resources to successfully run his own 

operation through life experience. Paarlberg stated, “The family farm became a tradition, deeply 

embedded in our economic, political and social structure. The emotional commitment to this 

form of agricultural organization was tremendous.” (Paarlberg, Future of the Family Farm 1971) 
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The transition of agriculture from art to science was accompanied by much larger investments of 

time, knowledge, and capital. With this transition, it became commonplace for the “factors of 

production” (land, labor, capital, and management) to be divided among multiple individuals to 

maximize efficiency. By consolidating farms into managed associated units, this process was 

reified, thus raising the bar for necessary capital, land, labor, and management skills. In the 

context of Indiana, the end result of these processes is apparent in the vast expanses of corn and 

soy in most parts of the state, seemingly in direct contradiction to census data which notes a 

majority of smaller farms. Stated more simply, smaller farms growing commodity crops are 

frequently operated as part of a larger whole, not by an individual farmer or family, but instead 

by an agricultural business that is run by a manager. The distinction between “new” and “old” 

farming in the 1970s in Indiana (and the United States) came down to larger scale and the 

reliance on management as utilized in other industries. Additionally, in his 1971 essay, Paarlberg 

uses the term “factory farm” to describe large scale farms, and specifically those that operated 

with management and production quotas, much like a factory. Used descriptively here, it seems 

likely that the modern use of “factory” as a negative descriptor of large-scale farms originated 

with the increase in non-family farms. It is interesting to note that even in 1971, Paarlberg felt 

the need to define what he meant by large scale farms. He acknowledged that scale could be 

defined in terms of hired labor, volume of sales, legal form (e.g., whether they were 

incorporated), or method of sale (e.g., advance contract). This variability in the ways that farm 

scale is defined has diffused into current discourses, making it difficult for food systems 

advocates to define what small scale means and to position it in juxtaposition to its large-scale 

counterpart. Often, quantitative measures of scale are qualified with other indicators like 

“independent” or “human scale.”  

 

In 1975, Paarlberg made his prognostications for what the future of agriculture would look like 

(in 200 years). Many of his predictions have already come to bear, and it seems feasible that 

several others will as well if we continue on the current trajectory. It is difficult to state with 

certainty whether this accuracy was due in some part to Paarlberg’s affiliation with Purdue and 

the research that was happening there or whether it was coincidental. But if we assume that the 

Purdue connection was a contributing factor to his prescience, it seems clear that the University’s 

research played a significant role in shaping conventional agriculture. Many of Paarlberg’s 
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predictions focused on technological advances in agriculture: increasing protein content in 

grains, hybridizing of crops, biological control of insects and diseases, long range weather 

prediction and modification, the use of satellites in crop reporting, greater environmental control 

for plants and animals to improve efficiency and standardization, etc. (Paarlberg 1975). Since 

Paarlberg’s predictions in 1975, we have rapidly moved past hybridized crops; genetic 

modification of crops now creates increased protein and nutrient content, as well as biological 

control of insects and diseases. Apps and drones facilitate the remote monitoring and 

management of fields and crops, and computer technology supports the emphasis on productivity 

and efficiency that is a signifier for conventional agriculture.  

 

In addition to his technological predictions, Paarlberg’s prognosis described future agricultural 

spaces where the family farmer would be all but obsolete:  

The production of crops and livestock will require farms so large – so much land, 

so much capital, and so much managerial skill – that a single person will be 

unlikely to supply them all….the nearest thing to a family farmer will be a farm 

operator who lives on the land with his family, rents his farm, borrows his money, 

and hires his labor. (Paarlberg 1975) 

Paarlberg went on to envision a future marked by part-time farms, wherein food production and 

off-farm jobs would be combined with rural living to reimagine rural communities and 

economies. In Paarlberg’s imagined future, the prospect of mixed income was a choice, not a 

necessity, and would be paired with the benefits of rural living: “warmer relationships, cleaner 

air and water, greater privacy, and greater social stability (Paarlberg 1975).” In reality, most 

family farms now have at least one adult household member working off farm to guarantee 

financial stability. Moreover, as time has passed, the fabric of the rural communities that 

Paarlberg described has become threadbare, with a decline in population, local economy, and 

community ties. Paarlberg seems to have been conflicted over the course of his life and career. 

On the one hand, as an expert economist, he championed the benefits of efficiency. On the other, 

his nostalgic writings about the strength of community and the bucolic landscapes typified in the 

farms of his childhood indicate that on some level he recognized that efficiency did not hold the 

answer to every question. 
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2.6 Emergent Farmer, “New” Directions 

Even if the new generation of prospective farmers has a desire to farm commodity and row crops 

at the agro-industrial scale, the price of entry has become prohibitive because of the combined 

costs of necessary capital investments, smaller annual purchases like seed and inputs, and, most 

importantly, exponential increases in price per acreage- for although proponents of generational 

stewardship would be reticent to name land as a commodity, the fact remains that it is a finite 

resource. We have effectively reached a tipping point of the financial viability of large-scale 

farming. The “average” contemporary farmer in the U.S. by statistical indicators is 58, white, 

and male. In Indiana, he is also most likely producing commodity and/or row crops: corn, soy, 

hogs, and layer hens. The expansion over the course of his career that was in part facilitated by 

various farm policies, farm busts and consolidation, and immense investments of capital now 

requires a return on investment if he is to retire. Farmers with no heirs (or none that want to 

farm), understandably want (or need) to get market value for their land. Those with heirs must 

work out transition plans that allow the land to stay in the family while also providing for their 

retirement years.  

 

According to the National Young Farmer Coalition’s 2017 survey, young farmers, or those that 

have farmed for less than 10 years, cite land access as the number one barrier to farming, 

followed by student loan debt, labor, and health care (Ackoff, Barenburg and Lusher Shute 

2017). Although the number of farmers who are under the age of 35, historically 

underrepresented, or new entry is on the rise, most farmland in the United States is still owned 

and managed by farmers who are over the age of 55. National Young Farmers Coalition, AFT, 

the USDA, and researchers in the Land Grant system have long recognized the lasting impact 

that the coming widespread land transitions could have if the land is developed instead of 

stewarded. However, solutions to keep agricultural land in production or conservation have been 

slow to keep up. In Indiana, there is no state-sanctioned agricultural easement or trust program, 

and limited resources for the independent organizations attempting to do this work. As a result, 

land prices remain at a level that is attainable only for developers, and land continues to be 

valued for its development capacity rather than its capacity for food production. New entry 

farmers rely upon non-traditional land tenure agreements, off-farm jobs, diversified revenue 

streams on the farm, and other measures in order to get their start in farming.  
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In spite of the tenacity of smallholder and alternative farmers, a deeper understanding of the 

unequal access to resources and support systems they receive relative to their conventional 

counterparts is crucial to developing a more equitable alternative. The focus on conventional 

agriculture and farm management systems as a solution to food production and food insecurity 

did not develop organically over the course of the twentieth century, but rather was intentionally 

cultivated by federal farming programs, land grant research and education, and targeted 

investments from agribusiness entities. The successes of land grant institutions like Purdue in 

securing buy-in from the farming community could, if applied differently hold great promise for 

a transformative shift in agriculture that equally supports smallholder and alternative farmers, 

methods, and farmsteads. Contemporary programs such as the Purdue Diversified Farming and 

Food Systems, the Indiana Small Farms Conference, the nascent Urban Farming Program, and 

multiple research programs being led by individual Purdue researchers have great potential to 

shift narratives and foment greater support and acceptance of alternative farmers if they are 

provided adequate funding to achieve their goals. Moreover, the extension model (Figure 6) that 

was successful in catalyzing uptake of technoscientific methods could be used in the 

implementation of educational efforts that equally value alternative knowledge systems as an 

alternative to technoscientific solutions, thus providing situated and nuanced options that are 

suitable for multiple scales and methods of farming.  
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CHAPTER 3: SMALLHOLDER AND ALTERNATIVE 

FARMERS IN INDIANA 

3.1 Introduction 

“…we live under the illusion that big is best, that big produces more, that big is more powerful. 

When it comes to food, this translates into the idea that we need big farms and big corporations 

to feed the world…But the reality is that small is big-ecologically, culturally, and economically. 

The future of food security lies in protecting and promoting small-scale farmers.” 

 

--Vandana Shiva (2016, 55) 

 

Drawing on three seasons of ethnographic research with smallholder farmers in Indiana, this 

chapter explores smallholder farmer communities, their motivations, their farms, crops grown, 

challenges faced, and coping mechanisms. Despite recent media trends that frequently cite the 

decline of rural America, new farmers actively chose to live and work in rural and peri-urban 

communities. The most recent census statistics indicate that owner and operators of small-scale 

farms represent a new and growing diversification of farmers and farming practices. New 

farmers are frequently well-educated and are more likely to be women or come from BIPOC 

communities. Many of the farmers I worked with in this study are additionally at least one 

generation removed from farming and have no family agricultural resources or knowledge to rely 

upon. Many choose to farm after completing one or more degrees, or after establishing 

themselves in a first career; farming may not have always been the end goal, but it is frequently 

chosen as a pathway to a different lifestyle and as a mechanism of effecting change within 

Indiana and the local communities they farm in. The concurrent increases in small farms and new 

entry farmers in Indiana are changing agricultural spaces.  

 

Small scale and alternative farmers reimagine and reoccupy agricultural spaces by changing land 

use in urban, peri-urban, and rural spaces throughout the state and challenging the notion that 

farms are defined by expansive fields of amber waves. By farming at the margins, smallholder 

alternative farmers engage in the transformation of urban communities through the addition of 

green space and contemporary commons, they grow diverse crops in small spaces, and they 

frequently demonstrate a commitment to biodiverse ecosystems with the inclusion of pollinator 

strips and re-naturalized spaces on their farms. These choices, in lieu of mono-cropped fields 
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have created a diverse array of alternative farms that are visually diverse but that coalesce around 

an ethos of stewardship that is predicated on the possibility of future generations having agency 

in the ways they produce and procure their food. They facilitate these changes by building 

mentor communities as both a coping and learning mechanism. Maintaining loyalty to the 

communities in which they live in many cases provides an opportunity to interface with and 

educate a public that is conditioned to grocery store prices far below parity. These farmers are 

doing more than rebuilding their soil or a regional food system, they are rebuilding a sense of 

communalism and improving the resilience of the communities in which they live and work 

across Indiana.  

 

Not only are smallholder farmers and farming practices diversified, but their reasons for farming 

are multiple. However, the particular challenges experienced by smallholder farmers also means 

that their households need to diversify income in multiple ways. In addition to challenging the 

current conventional agriculture paradigm and the technofixes and dominative narratives that are 

associated with it, smallholder farmers must navigate zoning and regulatory issues, a lack of hard 

and soft infrastructure and the resultant need for vertical integration, a lack of capital and land 

access, and a cultural emphasis on cheap food that has cultivated a consumer base who 

frequently values low food prices over food quality. The driving questions for this chapter are: 

Why have smallholder farmers chosen to farm (and farm differently)? What specific challenges 

do they face? What can be learned from the alternative narratives and reimagined spaces 

smallholder farmers engage with? How do adaptive strategies contribute to farm viability and 

food systems resiliency?  

3.2 Dominant Imaginaries and Emergent Alternative Farming Practices 

Food and farming are inextricably entwined with Indiana’s history, and deeply embedded in the 

fabric of our collective culture. In Northwest Indiana, I am never more than a twenty-minute 

drive from fields of green and gold. Indiana’s highways and state roads are lined on either side 

by vast fields that reach to the horizon with the occasional farmhouse, barn, or stand of trees for 

aesthetic diversity. In the summer months, amber tassels sway in the breeze atop green stalks. 

Corn that is “knee high by the fourth of July” is taller than most people less than a month later. It 

obfuscates all but the tallest of landmarks, leaving only the blue of the sky and a sea of green 
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circumscribed by asphalt roads trailing off into the distance. After the harvest, these same fields 

are littered with the stubble of harvest, remnants of corn stalks greying as the winter sky does the 

same.  

 

Growing up in Indiana, 

I was perpetually aware 

of the role of the 

Hoosier state in feeding 

the U.S. and the rest of 

the world. I cannot 

recall the moment when 

I became explicitly 

conscious of this status, 

but it was somehow 

clear that Indiana and its 

agricultural products was 

instrumental in filling plates and bellies. Indiana could do this because it was and, in many 

regions of the state, still is composed primarily of farming communities and vast fields of corn 

(and soy). Indiana Beach, an amusement park founded in the 1926, paid tribute to these 

expansive fields of corn in their commercials from the 1990s. Indiana Beach’s mascot I.B. Crow 

(a crow dressed in beach attire), would appear on the television screen crooning, “There’s more 

than corn in Indiana….”  Of course, there has always been more than corn in Indiana, but the 

perceived necessity of stating this fact implies that conceptualizing the state as one giant field of 

corn is an easy mistake to make. As Indiana established and expanded a tourist industry, Indiana 

Beach sought to distinguish itself from the dominant economy in the state, and specifically corn 

production.  

 

Ask many Hoosiers to describe a “typical” farm or farmer in Indiana, and their stories will sound 

suspiciously alike. Farms have become synonymous with fields of soy, endless waves of amber 

colored corn tassels, and the stench of large-scale hog operations. A participant in this exercise 

with a particularly nuanced vision of agriculture in Indiana might also mention smaller dairy 

Figure 7. Indiana Beach Promotional Image featuring I.B. Crow 

(Indiana Beach 1997) 
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farms- black and white Holsteins on rolling fields of green and iconic wooden barns. They might 

mention the monolithic Red Gold silo visible from I65 and go on to ask, “Where do those 

tomatoes come from anyhow?” In this description of farming, a typical farmer is ubiquitously 

white, aging, and male. He wears flannel and speaks in colloquialisms, has rough hands and 

leathered skin. Our “typical” farmer on his bucolic farm reifies an archaic yet idyllic vision of 

agriculture in Indiana, one that is rural, scenic, and undeniably masculine. In this vision, the art 

and the craft of agriculture remain, instead of an overemphasis on technology and wholesale 

removal of humanity. The fact remains, however, that for most conventional farmers in Indiana 

producing monolithic fields of corn and soy technology and a hands-off approach is a 

prerequisite for successful farming. The farm is something to be managed, like any other 

production system; efficiency is the penultimate goal.  

 

In a paradox that defines much of the modern food system, most of the corn in Indiana is not the 

sweet corn you find at a farm stand or local grocery store. Throughout the Midwestern 

breadbasket, most corn fields are devoted to a product that is practically inedible and is used for 

animal feed, biofuels, and secondary food products like corn syrup and meat fillers. In Indiana, 

specifically, much of this corn is grown for animal feed and seed. Similarly, the majority of 

soybeans grown in Indiana are also used for animal feed. In 2018, corn farmers in Indiana 

planted five million acres of feed corn valued at over $3 billion USD, and ranked fifth in the 

United States for the production of grain corn. Feed corn comprised 31% of crops, while sweet 

corn made up .1% of crop production (Matli and Reynolds 2019). This is one reason why the 

notion that Indiana is feeding the world or even the nation via corn is problematic. It’s not that 

Hoosier farmers don’t contribute to dinner plates - many do. But it is not the vast fields of green 

and gold that are helping to mitigate food security issues, or at least not in a way that is 

substantively nutritive. Moreover, the crops produced in these expansive fields are heavily reliant 

on global markets, all while Indiana imports 90% of all of its food, and 98% of its fruits and 

vegetables (Meter 2012). 

 

While relatively few Hoosiers describe themselves as farmers today (approximately 1.4%) 

(ISDA 2020), most of us can still claim some connection to the farm via our family and friends, a 

favorite roadside stand or market, or the annual anticipation of Indiana-grown sweet corn and 
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sun-warmed tomatoes. In spite of these connections, many Hoosiers revert to the dominant 

agricultural narrative when thinking about or describing our state’s farm(er)s. Why is this? The 

small scale and alternative farmers I interviewed over the course of this study provided an 

alternative vision of agriculture in Indiana. Perhaps more importantly, they also provided a 

reimagining of our local food system- a dream of a robust and vibrant value chain that supports 

the health, culture, and local economies of the state’s residents. In these alternative visions, many 

farmers emphasized the importance of stewardship of the land, of communities, and of the 

situated knowledge they had developed through the care of their farmsteads. A defining 

characteristic of reimagined agricultural spaces is that they are specific to the environment they 

are in; thus, there is no singular portrait of an alternative agriculture, though every farmer I spoke 

with did grow diversified specialty crops. Which crops are grown is dependent on soil (clay vs 

sand), space available, community consumer preferences, and the preferences of the farmers 

themselves. In lieu of expansive amber fields, an alternative farm will most often boast a 

patchwork of shades of green with pops of red, orange, yellow, or purple from ripening fruits and 

vegetables. Many farmers seeking to extend the growing season utilize hoop houses, which 

intersect the verdant quilt of the plants outdoors. Every farm I visited also had space dedicated to 

pollinator-friendly flowers, herbs, and/or native plant species to encourage plant pollination and 

the revitalization of natural ecosystems. A few of the farmers I spoke with also raised animals 

(poultry or livestock), though many raised them for personal consumption or the sale of eggs. 

The majority of the farmers I spoke with were also women, a distinct departure from the 

“typical” farmer described above. 

 

Many emergent Hoosier farmers and small-scale farms do their part to fill plates and 

bellies. They grow diverse crops, raise livestock and fowl, and advocate for the abolition of 

hunger and malnutrition. However, new farmers are not always part of the dominant agricultural 

narrative in the state. For most, a farm is instead normatively defined in terms of its equipment 

and acreage and, in this instance, bigger is definitely better. The tenacity and resiliency of 

smallholder farmers and their farms is often invisible in these narratives. The broader landscape 

of monocultures and the industrial “modern” agriculture complex dominates. Popular narratives 

about agricultural techno-optimism and feeding the world circulate widely. 
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Figure 8. Indiana Farms by Size 1925 vs 2012  (Hall 2015) 

 

Although smallholder and alternative farming methods have remarkable and multifaceted 

potential they remain, in much of the Global North, a marginalized (and often trivialized) 

minority. In the Global South, smallholders have been criticized for the unwillingness to 

embrace modernity under the presumption that modernity is the “correct” answer (Patel 2007) 

(Patel and Philppon 2018).  Smallholder farmers in the U.S. are frequently devalued by 

agribusiness interests and commodity growers and further marginalized as hobby farmers, 

homesteaders, or survivalists, and in other nations they are considered “backwards” or 

unenlightened by some development initiatives (Ikerd 2008) (Shiva 2016).  The fact that a 

portion of their income often comes from off-farm jobs is seen as evidence of failure in the 

farming endeavor instead of an intentional strategy of income diversification and self-supported 

insurance against the unpredictability of nature and markets (Netting 1993).  However, these 

strategies and general adaptive capacity are precisely what makes smallholding a resilient 

strategy for farming futures; the smallholder farmers I worked with frequently referred to their 

ability to negotiate complex pressures by responding to and adapting their production methods 

and relationship building, as well as through the diversification of their revenue streams. 

 

Small scale farmers have historically been written off as hobby farmers (by legislators, 

agribusiness lobbying efforts, and many commodity growers), delegitimizing their role in food 

production and in the rural community and economy. Delegitimization happens on multiple 
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levels. First, smallholder farmers work at different scales than agro-industrial farms. Second, 

smallholder farming households have diversified incomes, professional identities, and intensive 

labor inputs into the farm. For example, one or both adult members of a family may work off 

farm jobs. This tendency to work off farm, though, is not unique to small scale farmers, however, 

in this case is often used to question farmer occupational identities and practices. Large scale and 

commodity crop growers have for decades opined that they can no longer support a household on 

the farm’s income alone. Large-scale, commodity growers are also likely to have at least one 

adult member of the household work off-farm jobs. What then, is the difference between the 

two? Why is one perceived as necessity or positively impacting the household income and 

ultimately supporting the work of farming, while the other is ridiculed and used to delegitimize 

the farmer and the farm household? Implying that smallholder farms are a hobby farm because 

they work off-farm jobs and have other revenue streams effectively devalues the farm and 

farmer. In one meeting I was in, with multiple government and community stakeholders present, 

a commodity grower responded to my comments about support for small scale farmers being 

critical for food security and local economic development by laughing and saying, “No real 

farmer makes a living at that scale.” The devaluing of smallholder farmers that was emphatically 

stated as truth in this meeting, is a logic that I have heard repeated many times in meetings and 

rural spaces. The prevailing logic is that real farmers have to farm at large scales to make a 

living, with apparent disregard for the subsidies and crop insurance payments that it possible to 

make a living off of large-scale commodity systems.  

 

In spite of this narrative, smallholder farmers in Indiana are working alongside food systems 

advocates to change perceptions and carve out a space for robust localized food value chains. In 

reality, small scale farmers and the land they work are more flexible and adaptable, more 

resilient; they are more likely to operate a diversified operation that is better poised to withstand 

the pressures of things like tariffs, weather, and climate change. In the case of the farmers I 

spoke with, it seemed that the more diverse and intentional the revenue streams were, the more 

resilient the farm was. There was, however, a fine line between improved and decreased 

resilience for farmers that worked full-time off farm jobs; specifically, for farmers attempting to 

work full time off-farm and develop the farm business by simultaneously farming full time, there 

is a high rate of burnout if the off-farm job cannot be eliminated, or hours reduced within the 
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first five years. Diversity in income generation as a form of household resilience is supported by 

the scale of the farm. Smallholder farmers benefit from their lack of reliance on specialized 

heavy machinery that dictates which crops can be grown. They are able to adapt and react to 

external pressures like weather or consumer demands, by adjusting their planting schedule and 

crop choices. This adaptive capacity is a critical component in farming resilience, particularly as 

weather patterns continue to shift as a result of climate change. For example, when Indiana 

experienced unprecedented precipitation in the spring and early summer of 2019, many 

commodity farmers were unable to plant their fields because they were either flooded or too wet 

to accommodate the machinery needed; they faced additional pressure from the constraints of 

their contracts and requirements of crop insurance and subsidy programs that effectively limit the 

window in which crops can be planted. Smallholder farmers, on the other hand, were able to 

adjust their planting schedule and crops planted to ensure that they were still able to produce 

something for market. Although they were impacted by rain and flooding, they were better 

positioned to adapt and consider alternative crops. Large-scale farmers, on the other hand, simply 

cannot operate a diversified operation because of their size. Their scale necessitates certain 

efficiencies and use of mechanization to make it feasible to complete a harvest or planting; these 

efficiencies and technoscientific reliance provide a stark contrast to the realities of small-scale 

farming (Meter 2004). 

 

Innovation has, for all intents and purposes, become synonymous with technology in the field of 

agriculture (Ikerd 2019) (Herren, Haerlin and IAASTD 2020). Agriculture has been reliant on 

successive versions of technological investments for agricultural growth and increased yields 

since the first half of the twentieth century: mechanization, seed technology, pesticides, 

herbicides, and now computer programs, apps, and drones. One farmer I spoke with over the 

course of this study, Bradley, reflected on the current conventional agriculture paradigm, “We 

[collectively] haven't shaped our lives to fit the land and the spaces we inhabit, but rather have 

attempted to shape the land to bend it to our will and fit a prescribed version of our lives.” But 

what has this dominion over nature gotten us? We are currently in a space where we are faced 

with a “climate crisis” that has been contributed to by a reliance on petroleum and petroleum-

based products, intensive industrial scale agriculture, and confined animal feeding operations 

(Wittman, Desmarais and Wiebe 2010) (Herren, Haerlin and IAASTD 2020). I propose a 
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reimagining of foundational precepts of innovation, where innovation is defined by a divergence 

from this conventional agriculture norm. In this instance, innovation would be mindful of 

indigenous, local and traditional ecological knowledges (IK, LK, TEK) that emphasize a holistic 

systems approach to social-ecological systems that embraces the logic that ecosystems and social 

systems are inextricably linked (Mies and Shiva 2014). Carl Folke has described the importance 

of supporting adaptive approaches and experimental learning models in the facilitation of 

transformational change (Folke, et al. 2010). Smallholder farmers in Indiana utilize adaptive 

approaches as a strategy for fomenting transformational agricultural and food systems change at 

a larger scale. Folke has described how this tactic was effective in Latin America, where small-

scale experimental adaptations to ecological pressures resulted in a transformation of the region’s 

farming systems in what he has called an agrarian revolution (Folke, et al. 2010). In Indiana, 

broader adoption of smallholder adaptive practices would provide a framework for a shift that 

could begin to redefine our rural landscapes and agri(culture) by improving environmental, 

social, and economic resilience. 

3.3 City Farm/Country Farm: Farming at the Margins 

3.3.1 Sylvia’s Farm 

It was a typical Indiana August evening the first time I drove to Sylvia’s farm- exceedingly hot 

and so humid you could drink the air; the cicadas were buzzing as if to provide a soundtrack. I 

had my son with me, and I wondered if we would both be miserable with him strapped to me in 

the baby carrier. I had been invited to a community meal at the farm, and Sylvia assured me that 

there were always a few children there. As I checked my directions for the next turn, I noticed 

many of the houses I was passing needed repair. From what I had observed so far, neighborhoods 

in this city in Northern Indiana were delineated by how recently they had been painted and by 

the number of weeds growing through the cracks in the sidewalk. I drove, keeping my eyes 

peeled for the farm. As I approached some apartment buildings and the school, I knew I must be 

getting closer. As my eyes scanned the field appearing before me for people or cars, I noticed the 

barbed wire fencing surrounding an industrial building around the street. The farm was situated 

on what felt like the outskirts of town; there were low-income medium density houses and 

modest looking homes to the north, an industrial complex to the south, and a school to the east. I 



 

83 

got my son out as I waited for more cars to arrive and made my way to the shelter across the 

field where Sylvia had said we would be meeting. 

 

As a handful of people began to arrive, they made their way to the shelter or walked into the 

growing spaces of the farm itself. From where I stood, I could make out tomatoes, peppers, and 

herbs in the foreground. A short time later, Sylvia arrived and immediately made her way to 

greet me. She pointed out some raspberries growing nearby, “those are good, you should eat 

some if the kids left any behind.” She gestured to the field, pointing out fenced areas that I hadn’t 

noticed before, “There’s the community growing space and our market garden, the bees...the rest 

is for everyone. Sometimes they aren’t too sure, but-“ Sylvia interrupted herself, as three youths 

cut across the field, “Do you need a bag? Go take what you need.” She continued where she had 

left off, “People are curious when they see us here, but once they come and get to know what 

we’re doing they come back. Some volunteer, others just for food. But the kids are the ones that 

really get into it, we do a camp every year.” Sylvia excused herself as more people began to 

arrive for the community meal; the evening I attended, there were 10-15 people there over the 

course of the evening, with people coming and going throughout the evening. I wandered a bit, 

noticing that everyone seemed to know someone else. People smiled and chatted, wandered off 

into the gardens, returning with a tomato or a pepper. I noticed another woman wearing a baby in 

a carrier and smiled. “Aren’t these great,” I said, gesturing to my son sleeping in his carrier with 

his head on my chest. She smiled back and we began to chat. When I asked if she was there for 

the dinner, she replied, “Oh yes, we come every month. Sylvia has been so great, everything 

she’s doing…”  

 

Although I would be interviewing Sylvia tomorrow, I had been lucky enough to get into town on 

the day of the farm’s monthly community meal. Sylvia had informed me that they used these 

meals to build commensality among the volunteers, but also as a critical component of their 

outreach - particularly to the residents of the low-income housing across the street. Each meal 

featured a cooking demonstration using fresh veggies from the farm, along with a pitch-in style 

meal. “But,” Sylvia emphasized, “everyone is welcome, they don’t have to bring something to 

share.” As everyone sat at the picnic tables or gathered around the edges of the pavilion space, I 

reflected on how rarely I had seen this sort of thing in the urban and rural farming spaces I had 
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visited thus far. At the time, I was not aware of anyone else hosting community meals and 

nutrition demonstrations, particularly not in the open air. This event combined the conviviality 

that is emphasized in the Slow Food Movement,17 but made it accessible to everyone, while 

providing access to food and cooking skills lessons for community members who needed it. This 

type of mission driven work is something that I came to realize was a hallmark of many of the 

farms I would speak with over the course of this study. 

 

The next morning, I arrived a bit early (alone this time) and looked for the hand-painted sign 

Sylvia had mentioned. The sign was near a second smaller shelter, and I made my way over to 

wait so I could stay dry from the steady drizzle. Almost as soon as I got to the shelter, Sylvia 

appeared and let me know that a few other people would be joining us for the tour that morning, 

“I hope you don’t mind.” I assured her it was no problem and set about finding my notebook and 

pen. As I waited, I noticed what looked like a farm stand display case. I asked her about it, and 

Sylvia explained that it was the free shelf. If community garden members had more than they 

could use they would put it there, or if the open beds needed to be harvested, it would go there as 

well. “A few days ago, someone stopped by and dropped off tons of zucchini from their home 

garden.” I chuckled and noted that it was the time of year when zucchini seems to take over the 

garden.  

 

As the rain cleared for a moment, the other people arrived, and Sylvia began to give us the 

history of the farm. She had been working in healthcare and noticed that many of her patients 

had underlying issues caused by the food they were eating. She started the community gardens 

with the city’s blessing, and from that modest start the farm grew to around ten acres that they 

had tenure of through a long-term low-cost lease arrangement. “We kind of figured it out as we 

went….Water was hard at first, but we’ve figured that out now.” As we left the shelter, Sylvia 

pointed out an area to our right that was filled with wildflowers, “That’s the pollinator garden 

that we’re building. We’re trying to create an entire ecosystem.” She took us back up to the 

community garden beds I had seen the night before, pointing out a keyhole garden and a 

 
17 The Slow Food Movement emerged in the 1980s in Italy as a distinct counterpoint to the expansion of fast food. 

Carlos Petrini, the founder, has emphasized the importance of community, localized knowledge systems, and 

biodiversity since the movement’s inception. However, Slow Food has often been criticized for its apparent lack of 

awareness of the exclusivity it perpetuates, particularly along lines of class and race. 
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shipping container that had been painted with vibrant colors. Next, we saw the market garden 

area up close, and Sylvia told us that the market gardens are what keep the farm financially 

sustainable. “We will share everything, but this and the community gardens stay fenced so that 

we can keep this going.” The only other fenced area was the stacks of hives that supported 

pollination on the farm and provided the honey that was one of their best-selling items at market. 

We followed her as she talked, and I noticed that in addition to the nutritional needs the farm was 

fulfilling, it was like an oasis in the midst of the industrial space and disinvested community it 

was in. In this peri-urban community (and other like it throughout the state), the creation and 

subsequent exodus of industrial fixtures accompanied by disinvestment in marginalized 

neighborhoods has created a legacy of minimal green space and food apartheid. Sylvia’s farm 

effectively provides green space and supports food sovereignty in a neighborhood that has few 

other options. Trails meandered through, encouraging visitors to linger and experience the farm 

while they were getting fresh foods. I was impressed with the work they had done to transform 

this space that had been an empty field of grass in its previous iteration. As we walked, I 

pondered the impact that could be made if every city was this supportive of food production in 

city limits. As I would learn throughout my fieldwork, zoning is often a huge barrier to those 

farming at the margins. It dictates what structures can be built, whether bees or animals can be 

kept, and, in some cases, whether food can even be grown. Through tenacity and with the 

support of many in the surrounding community, this farm had received variances, but this is not 

always the case. 

3.3.2 Douglas’s Farm 

On another summer day, I rolled down my windows as I left the city. Away from the buildings 

and traffic, the temperature always seemed to drop, and the air cleared. It’s difficult to describe 

the change in air quality, but to me the air in the country is sweet and verdant. As I drove, I 

passed the monolithic fields of corn and soy that are familiar to anyone who has spent any length 

of time in Indiana. This first meeting on Douglas’s small scale, diversified vegetable farm would 

be a quick one. It was the height of the summer growing season and there was always work to be 

done; like many of the young farmers I spoke with, Douglas also had a full-time off-farm job to 

help support the growth of the business while still providing stability for his family. For most 

farms I talked with that were for-profits, finding labor was hard and paying for it was 
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prohibitive; if you bring on outside labor too soon, it can limit the farms growth and profitability. 

Even if the farm is mission-driven, it won’t attract volunteer labor in the same way that an urban 

or peri-urban farm non-profit farm will. 

 

As I pulled up to Douglas’s farm, my eyes scanned the landscape as I tried to find him before I 

resorted to calling his phone. As I got out of the car, I noticed him in the distance headed towards 

me. He waved me over and we started to walk. In contrast to Sylvia’s farm in the middle of a 

post-industrial city, Douglas’s space was surrounded by trees and neighboring fields. Although 

he is not directly adjacent to any conventional commodity farmers, the county does have a lot of 

corn and soy producers. “We don’t do corn,” he said when I asked about what he grows. “It’s 

hard here because you have to plant around their schedule, so it doesn’t cross-pollinate; and it 

takes a lot of space. It just isn’t worth it for the return.” Like many market farmers,18 Douglas 

focused on growing a handful of high demand vegetables that bring a good return, and 

commuted over an hour each way to sell his food in city markets. Since that first visit, his 

catalogue of vegetables has expanded to include 20-30 (at a minimum) over the course of the 

season, as well as his customer base. Like many diversified farmers, Douglas grows a lot of 

“salad” veggies, or vegetables frequently consumed raw. Situated in the northern half of the 

state, Douglas has also expanded to include a growing catalogue of storage crops and is honing 

his skills to extend his production of greens and cool weather vegetables into the winter months. 

Instead of commuting into the city, Douglas has successfully pivoted to selling to the rural 

community that immediately surrounds him and to others willing to come to his farm. He also 

has a handful of smaller wholesale accounts that provide some consistency of income. Douglas 

left his off-farm job a couple of years ago and is now farming full time and expanding 

production rapidly. To be clear, his expansion is not predicated on increasing his acreage. To the 

contrary, he farms about 10-15% of the land he owns; the rest of the acreage has been planted 

with other trees, restored to prairie, used for composting, and restoring native habitats and 

ecosystems. These implementations are representative of one of the adaptive strategies employed 

by many smallholder farmers I spoke with over the course of this study, namely an effort to 

 
18 Market farmer is a collective term used to refer to farmers that produce food for sale in direct to consumer 

markets. Although it seems to be used most frequently in reference to fruit and veggie growers, I have also heard it 

used in reference to farm(er)s that raise animals. 
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improve productivity and embody stewardship by supporting biodiversity through the restoration 

of native landscapes. When small scale intensive market farmers expand production, they do so 

by implementing season extension techniques, inter-planting, and succession planting. Douglas 

has mastered the art of timing succession planting, something he was working on during that first 

visit. As we walked through the half acre or so that was planted at that time, he pointed out 

sprouts that were coming up under plants that were nearing the end of their season. My mind 

swam at the complexity that lay just beneath the surface of this peaceful and seemingly simple 

landscape. 

 

“How did you choose this space?” I asked on that first visit. He laughed, “Well it was what we 

could afford, and it had enough space to do what we wanted. We’re close enough to family…. 

We’ve done a lot of work though. Building the soil, clearing invasives, there was trash….If I was 

starting again I’d probably choose differently, but we aren’t going anywhere.” Soil is a perennial 

issue throughout much of the state: contaminated in urban centers, heavy clay or high sand in 

rural places. Much of the best soil was claimed years ago by commodity farmers, which means 

that when a beginning farmer finds their land it often takes time to build soil that is easily 

worked and nutrient dense. The building of nutrient dense soil, rich with microorganisms that 

support plant health, is an additional adaptive strategy employed by smallholder farmers, and one 

that is frequently a priority in building the success of the farm. Discussions of building soil in the 

early years of the farmstead seem too ubiquitous among farmers that did not inherit land.  

 

Douglas’s farm is in one of the rural counties that surround the metro centers of Indiana. For 

many farmers, buying land in these “donut” counties provides proximity to urban centers and 

markets, but at a price that is more reasonable and allows for faster growth of the farm business. 

Although my entry point to the farming community was usually through the urban centers they 

sold in, most farmers have effectively been priced-out of buying land in the counties that bring 

many of their sales. The problem here is not space, as many market farmers can produce a 

staggering amount of food in very small spaces. Instead, the accelerated rate of development near 

urban and peri-urban centers has driven land prices up to a point that it is nearly impossible for a 

business-savvy farmer to justify the investment. Instead, they buy in the borderland donut 

counties at a fraction of the cost as an intentional adaptive strategy to begin farming sooner and 
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resign themselves to including long commutes as a part of their scheduling. To clarify, there are 

spaces available at a lower price point, particularly in historically red-lined communities in Lake 

and Marion County. However, these spaces are accompanied by issues of soil contamination, 

zoning conflicts, etc. While some do choose to farm in these spaces, it is typically on more of a 

homestead subsistence model, or a mission-driven non-profit farm (often with a complementary 

mission of education, outreach, or improving food access in neighborhoods severely impacted by 

food apartheid).  

 

Although these two farms could be framed as radically different from one another in terms of 

their location, financial structuring, and their local communities, they also hold much in 

common. Both farms operate in distinct juxtaposition to their large-scale industrial counterparts 

and seek to serve the communities in which they are situated. They also encounter similar 

challenges: runoff or pollution from nearby industrial efforts (for Sylvia the factory, for Douglas 

nearby commodity farmers), establishing themselves and their farms in marginal spaces, gaining 

market access and fair market prices, and the rebuilding of social-ecological systems that have 

been in a state of decline for many years prior. Both farmers employ adaptive strategies that are 

appropriate to their scale and specific situation in an effort to improve the viability of their farms 

and the resilience of their local communities and ecosystems. Although their scale is similar, the 

specific adaptive strategies that work for them are divergent, which points to a need for specific 

contextualized farming strategies in lieu of one size fits all approaches. They, like every other 

smallholder farmer I spoke with, could benefit from improved support systems for access to land 

and capital, scale appropriate infrastructure, and supportive policy initiatives. 

3.4 Economy 

Indiana’s economic viability has, since the settler-colonial era, been predicated upon extractive 

industries. Although the extractive and exploitative tendencies of the agro-industrial complex 

intensified over the course of the twentieth century, they were built upon a cornerstone of 

extraction that is firmly rooted in the settler-colonial era. Ken Meter, in his 2012 study, noted 

that yeoman settlers arrived with the means to buy land and farming implements, but found that 

most of their settler neighbors were farmers as well. As a result, and to pay debts and move 

beyond subsistence level farming, the food they produced was shipped back east to urban centers 
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or, to regional cities and trade centers with declining space for food production like Chicago and 

Indianapolis. As transport to urban centers became more efficient (via rail, water, and other 

transport services), farmers celebrated expanding markets. However, the same pathways that 

facilitated the export of food, also enabled an expansion of imports into the Hoosier state. In this 

section, I will explore the some of the economic tensions between small and large-scale farming 

in Indiana. Because large-scale commodity farming systems have been established as the 

dominant norm in Indiana, smallholder farmers are frequently overlooked and marginalized 

based on a narrative that presumes their scale of production is ineffective in providing food and a 

reasonable livelihood. However, smallholders have intentionally used the adaptive strategy of 

income diversification through off-farm jobs and the cultivation of diverse on-farm revenue 

streams to improve the resilience of their individual farms while simultaneously improving the 

social-ecological resilience of the communities they serve. In spite of their tenacity, they do face 

specific economic challenges: namely a lack of access to land and capital, as well as difficulty in 

communicating the true cost of food production in a national food landscape that has prioritized 

cheap food at all costs. 

 

Farmers in this study have, for the most part, taken a distinctly different approach from dominant 

agricultural norms that is founded on ideals of eating more locally, building community, and 

supporting local economies. Their success in doing so, however, is highly variable- all have 

faced challenges in marketing and selling their food, and relatively few have found the success 

that has enabled Douglas to leave his off-farm job. Individual farmers often work off-farm to 

provide a steady source of income that keeps the lights on in the early years. Others, with 

spouses or partners, will sometimes work themselves or rely on the off-farm income of their 

partner to help support the household and farm. Working-to-farm takes its toll. For those that 

work an off-farm job themselves, farming is done in the early mornings, evenings, and on 

weekends. If they sell at farmers’ markets, their time is further divided by market days. For 

some, this is managed by working during the off-season or at least minimizing the time spent 

off-farm during the harvest season. Although the decision to work off-farm is often necessary 

and provides an example of adaptive strategies that are employed to improve the resilience of the 

farm, the cumulative effect of working full or part-time while negotiating the needs of the farm 

(e.g., production, marketing, transport, etc.) is a high potential for burnout that can decrease the 
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long-term viability of the farm without proper support. The adaptive strategy of working off-

farm improves the resiliency of the individual farm in the short term, but in the long term can 

decrease the resiliency of the farmer. At the 2019 Farm Viability Conference, the high rate of 

burnout among farmers in years 6-10 was cited as a growing and concerning trend that was 

contributing to the closure of some farms nationally; the proposed solution was unequivocally to 

ensure better supports for emergent farmers in their first ten years.  

 

Smallholder farmers face a Herculean task if they expect to “graduate” to working the farm full 

time. Unlike larger scale commodity farmers who produce at a scale that is well-suited to selling 

to processors or other components of the conventional food value chain, smallholders cannot 

typically rely upon wholesale contracts, especially in the earliest years of production. The 

farmers I spoke with over the course of this study who had secured wholesale agreements19 had 

spent years developing relationships with buyers to establish trust. Farmers stated that this was 

necessary because many purchasers who were used to the convenience of using distributors were 

ill-equipped or unaware of the sometimes-volatile nature of vegetable production; weather and 

pests can quickly wipe out a crop, but the perception is that it is the farmer who is inconsistent or 

unreliable. The investment of time into relationship building with consumers and wholesale 

purchasers is a necessary adaptive strategy for smallholder farmers that can ensure the 

availability of diverse markets and increase reach through word of mouth. More recently, some 

farmers in defined regions of the state have discussed the potential for collective marketing 

strategies through the formation of formalized or ad hoc cooperatives, but these relationships and 

efforts were still being developed at the conclusion of this study.  

 

Most independent beginning farmers get their start with direct-to-consumer sales models that 

might include farm stands, a farmers’ market (or two or three), and Community Supported 

Agriculture (CSA) subscriptions. In addition to working the land, they are responsible for the 

transport, marketing, and sale of the food they produce. If they can make this work, they do have 

the distinct advantage of setting their own prices and having the capacity to pivot fairly quickly if 

 
19 Note that contrary to the written contracts that are frequently available to commodity growers, independent 

smallholder farmers struggle to find purchasers who will agree to a written contract. As a result, wholesale 

agreements are often sealed with no more than a handshake; their success is dependent on long term relationship and 

trust building. 
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necessary. This has become increasingly important as we have seen in recent years, with record 

setting spring rains throughout the Midwest that make it impossible to plant row crops on time, 

tariffs that have decimated the global market, and other external pressures. The smallholder 

farmer can shift planting schedules or crop plans when necessary, whereas commodity row crop 

farmers are beholden to their contracts and the capacity of their machinery. 

 

Regardless of farm scale or management style, it is clear that both small-scale and industrially 

operated farmers in the United States have universally suffered from a devaluing of the work that 

farmers do and the goods they produce. What makes the current shift in agriculture stand apart 

from prior moments, is that it is accompanied by a revaluing of the farmer, their work, and their 

goods within local food and food justice movements (Bradbury, von Tscharner Fleming and 

Manalo 2012) (Hodgkins 2017). In the local food and regenerative agriculture movements the 

farmer is heralded as a champion of climate, a champion of soil, a champion of nutrition, and of 

community. Their role in our society and in our culture is being re-elevated, and as a result, they 

are interfacing with the public more.  

 

Farmers that choose to market their products directly to the consumer are, in most cases, able to 

command a higher price. That being said, this reification of traditional market structures is at 

times seen as exclusionary to marginalized communities and individuals with limited income. 

Farmers markets, one of the most visible embodiments of the renaissance of traditional market 

structures, are open for limited hours and dependent upon municipal sponsorship, volunteer 

labor, and farmer engagement to succeed. Community Supported Agriculture, another hallmark 

revenue stream of alternative farmers requires a significant up-front investment to partake in a 

season’s worth of vegetables. Although the total price per vegetable in CSA’s is typically equal 

to or less than grocery store prices, the CSA model also requires the consumer to share in the 

farmer’s successes and failures; in a bad growing season, the consumer will receive less produce. 

The vast majority of traditional market structures also require the consumer to travel in some 

fashion to the farmer, which severely disadvantages individuals with limited mobility. 

Additionally, there is frequently a perception that local food is expensive. Regardless of actual 

prices (local organically produced food is frequently comparable in price to organic produce 

available at retailers) and debates about fair prices for farmers that emphasize the hidden costs of 
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cheap food, the fact remains that individuals living on the economic margins are unable to afford 

the privilege of values-based consumption (Allcott, et al. 2019). While most can agree that the 

farmer should receive a fair price, a fair price for the farmer may not be the same as a fair price 

for a consumer of limited means.  

 

The devaluation of farmers over the course of the twentieth century was reified with the 

increased industrialization of the food system that prioritized cheap food over “good” food.20 As 

American society became accustomed to paying much lower prices for food than what is paid 

globally (as a percentage of income), consumers came to expect this. The implicit assumption is 

that anyone who charges more (than the grocery store) for food is engaging in price gouging or a 

sort of boutique agriculture that holds no meaningful value. Instead, farmers who are claiming a 

higher price are demanding a fair wage and demanding for their product a price that is indicative 

of its quality. While these efforts do advance a notion of a new valuation of farming systems, 

without a larger political and economic restructuring they can result in uneven impacts on access 

to local foods, markets, and spaces. 

 

Further, it is imperative to acknowledge that cheap food comes with hidden expense. These 

externalized expenses go beyond the typical arguments about complex subsidies paid into the 

conventional agricultural system that artificially deflate consumer pricing on food “from the 

middle” (of the grocery store). While it is important to remember the impact of subsidies, we 

must also acknowledge the hidden costs of cheap food that impact our environment, our health, 

and the welfare of farm workers on a global scale. These hidden costs disproportionately impact 

BIPOC communities and women in the United States and the Global South in international 

context. In light of growing external pressures from shifting weather patterns, global trade 

challenges, and the like, the time is ripe to support and cultivate a thriving local economy that 

captures and retains local dollars, talent, and products, while providing high quality nutrient 

dense food to the community. But how can we reconcile the divide between fair prices for 

farmers and affordable food for those who are most in need? 

 
20 I use “good” here as a signifier for food that is fresh, nutrient dense, and that is produced using methods that are 

truly sustainable. “Good” has also been used by the Slow Food Movement to indicate food that is accessible to all, 

and good for them, the people who grow it, and for the environment. 
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3.5 Transparency 

Local food and farming advocate, Greg Gunthorp, has become a spokesperson for localized meat 

processing and regenerative agriculture. He is also a farmer in Northeast Indiana who has been 

directly impacted by consolidation in farming and processing. Gunthorp has publicly spoken at 

length about the challenges that come as a result of greenwashing in large scale and commodity 

agriculture and agribusiness (e.g., processed food companies). During his keynote panel at the 

Indiana Small Farms Conference, Gunthorp spoke at length about the lack of transparency by 

large scale farms and food companies. To paraphrase,  

They are co-opting vocabulary from the local food movement to drive sales, but 

without the same level of transparency and authenticity that one could likely 

expect from a local farm(er). This is problematic because these institutional scale 

or agribusiness scale farms, companies, and processing facilities have the 

advantage of built-in efficiencies that enable them to co-opt the label and sell at a 

much lower price. Those that are producing food in a way that the consumer 

associates with the words (i.e., green, natural, cage free) cannot compete and 

simultaneously pay themselves a living wage. This would be less troubling if 

large-scale producers were meeting consumer expectations instead of just using 

the words as a marketing strategy. 

Although Gunthorp’s point of reference is the meat industry (he produces pork and poultry for 

several restaurants in Chicago and Indiana), the ethos applies to fruit and vegetable production. 

Since its inception, the USDA Organic label has been the consumer gold standard for ethically 

and sustainably produced food. However, critics of the program note that its biggest beneficiaries 

are large farms that sell wholesale into the national retail distribution system (Guthman 2004). 

They are critical of the fact that the program still allows use of certain chemical amendments and 

that it is often cost prohibitive for a small farmer to sign up. Although there are some cost-share 

programs that are available to the persistent farmer, for most farmers selling direct to consumer 

the cost of certification still outweighs the benefits. Additionally, many farmers expressed 

frustration with the growing number of third-party certifications available, each with requisite 

fees and applications.  

 

Perhaps the biggest source of frustration, however, is the mandate that farmers who use organic 

growing methods who are not certified cannot use the word in their marketing, even if they are 

only selling at a roadside stand or farmers’ market. Certified Naturally Grown, a grassroots 

alternative to the USDA program, was developed to provide farmers of all scales a viable option 
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for certification of their growing practices. However, according to the farmers I spoke with, 

CNG is less widely recognized by the average consumer and it seems to carry no weight with 

potential wholesale customers. Many farmers instead search for workarounds to get the message 

across to potential new customers at market. I spoke with several farmers who are “beyond 

organic,” who grow “organically,” or who are, more to the point, “chemical free.” “The 

relationships are more important than the label,” explained Alvin, “but the label gets them in the 

door.” The intentional use of language that implies organic production without explicitly 

claiming to be organic is an additional adaptive strategy that enables farmers to occupy a middle 

ground between labeling by nationally recognized certification frameworks and selling the food 

they produce with no attempt to engage with the niche organics market that supports higher 

prices.  

 

The unfortunate consequence of avoiding certification is that it is often more difficult for the 

farmer to get “organic prices” for their food, even if they are completely chemical free and thus 

labor intensive. Lack of certification also significantly inhibits prices from all but the smallest of 

wholesale accounts, and in some cases limits which wholesale accounts will consider cultivating 

a relationship. For example, if a value-added food producer who makes sauces wants to maintain 

their organic certification, they must purchase certified organic ingredients- regardless of how 

(or where) the food was grown. This is a source of frustration for buyers because they frequently 

need to look outside the state or even outside the Midwest region to find certified organic 

ingredients that are produced at the scale they need. But the certification process takes several 

years, and demand from a smaller value-added processor now does not guarantee demand once 

certification is obtained. Many farmers I spoke with over the course of this study were 

understandably frustrated by the framework of the organic certification and its incongruities with 

their farming practices, marketing, and end consumers. 

3.6 Knowledge 

“Buy local is said in reference to money...but the money comes and goes. It's more than money, 

it's the knowledge….You're supporting a local knowledge base that's crucial. These are the 

relationships that go with buying local and supporting local, and you're supporting the 

knowledge. These stories are all part of what makes our lives.” As Bradley alluded to, 
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knowledge was a recurring theme in this study and is positioned as one of the diverse adaptive 

strategies that distinguished smallholder farmers from large-scale industrial production. 

Smallholder farmers discussed their commitment to farming differently than farmers included in 

the dominant agricultural narratives by highlighting their investments in community and 

knowledge building. Although fiscal viability is critical to the overall sustainability of the farm, 

knowledge is undeniably a key factor in growing and marketing food in direct-to-consumer 

markets. As I’ve previously mentioned, the market farmer must wear many hats- including that 

of an educator for the community and consumers they serve. To put it simply, we don’t know 

what we don’t know, and most consumers are unaware of the struggles faced by farmers in both 

rural and urban settings. Enculturated into food systems that are predicated on low prices and 

distance, it can be difficult for them to understand why they should buy local; specifically, it can 

be challenging to help them understand why it is worth the extra effort and expense to buy local 

when there are grocery stores and delivery services available. 

 

Moreover, in addition to educating customers about why and how they should buy local, farmers 

and local food advocates also frequently need to educate consumers about how to use raw 

ingredients. This educational interface is dependent upon farmer knowledge and engagement 

with the public. Alice Waters’ Farm to Table movement may have started nearly 40 years ago, 

but in middle America, generational knowledge about how to prepare food has been lost as 

convenience food has strengthened its grip on purchasing habits. In neighborhoods where fast 

food and convenience stores abound in lieu of grocery stores, the challenge of getting fresh food 

into households can seem insurmountable. 

 

I contend that the devaluing and deskilling across all sectors of the food system over the course 

of the twentieth century has been intentional. The agency and active nature of food production 

and preparation has been removed and has effectively separated both (large-scale) farmer and 

consumer form the source of their food (Jaffe and Gertler 2006). For consumers, we see this in 

the labeling of meat with words that insert space between the animal and the end product. (i.e., 

pigs=pork, cows=beef, etc.). Generational knowledge loss has also separated people from the 

preparation of their food. On the one hand, food preparation is outsourced to restaurants and 

meal delivery services. On the other, convenience foods from the middle of the grocery store 
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have taken the place of scratch cooking. Although home cooking is making a comeback, it 

doesn’t mean that people feel comfortable with experimentation in the kitchen. “But what do I do 

with that?” is a frequently heard question at most farmer’s markets. The savvy market farmer, 

then, must also come to market prepared with simple recipe ideas for that rutabaga, eggplant, or 

the garlic scapes. For customers that are brave enough to admit that they don’t know what 

something is or how to cook it, the sharing of recipes cultivates another point of connection with 

the farmer, and you may hear them come back the next week to share how the cooking went. 

However, others who are afraid of sounding uninformed may avoid the vegetable in question 

altogether. It takes considerable time, skill, and planning to create a market set up that is 

welcoming and contains items that a.) the farmer is able to grow and b.) will contain something 

for all customers, from the most knowledgeable to the least. Other consumers might have the 

requisite knowledge to cook, but no time to do it, and thus they are seeking produce that can be 

eaten raw, cooked quickly, or pre-prepared foods. This loss of knowledge and subsequent 

outsourcing of food preparation has critically endangered the resiliency of communities while 

building the success of the food service industry, and also shaping the trajectory of the national 

and global food system. Re-instilling this knowledge in communities can facilitate a localized 

shift in food systems and a reinvigoration of knowledge systems. 

 

For agro-industrial farmers, the devaluing and separation of farmer from food has been done by 

scaling farms to a level that requires machinery and heavy equipment to do the work instead of 

the farmer themselves, and compounded by the emphasis on commodity crops that require some 

form of processing to complete their transformation to food (e.g., dent corn). In juxtaposition to 

farmers that tend to their crops from vantage point of tractors, combines, or even drones, the 

farmers in this study are in the field daily. With dirt under their nails, they plant, cultivate, and 

harvest food that is meant to be eaten within a short window of harvest or that is chosen for its 

storage properties (e.g., winter squashes). They may have a tractor for moving compost or other 

heavy jobs, but much of the work is done with low tech tools that require significantly more 

labor. In their stewardship of the land, their blood, sweat, and tears become one with the soil. 

“We left [the farm] for like 18 hours for the first time in years...they checked in, but they didn’t 

know what to look for. The signs. The animals let you know. Every curl of a leaf means 

something.” Sylvester went on to tell me that they probably would not be leaving for any length 



 

97 

of time any time soon because it “just wasn’t worth it.” Although he was surrounded by other 

farmers, he indicated there were a lot of “bad” farmers. In addition to his frustration with being 

able to leave the farm and keep any peace of mind, Sylvester was expressing a value judgement 

on “bad” farmers that illuminates the tension between commodity growers and independent 

diversified farmers. He was referring here to the fields of corn and soy around him and the 

farmers who worked them. In this instance, his value judgement was independent of scale- most 

of the commodity farms around him are cultivated on a relatively small scale (a few hundred 

acres instead of a thousand or more). Rather than scale, Sylvester’s judgement of the “bad” 

farmers was rooted in his perception that they lacked the requisite knowledge and ability to 

“know what to look for” when visiting his 10-acre diversified farm that produced vegetables, 

flowers, heritage breed animals, and wholesale scaled niche products. 

 

But how do these farmers, many of whom are at least one or two generations removed from 

farming, learn how to do the work of farming? Many mentioned that there was a lot of trial and 

error in the early years, and copious note taking that is added into next year’s plan. As was 

demonstrated in Sylvester’s example above, attention to detail is one of the most useful skills 

that can be used by the smallholder. This attentiveness and engagement with the farm (and 

customers) enable a farmer to more successfully implement short, mid, and long-range strategies 

that will better ensure the long term viability of the farm and, in some cases, avoid a state of 

burnout for the farmer. In the short term, during the growing season, this attentiveness and daily 

time in the field enables the farmer to identify potential issues such as pests that are easier to 

isolate and eradicate when caught early. They are also able to discern if certain products need to 

be harvested sooner than thought. Both of these measures assist in the mitigation of waste and 

lost revenue. In the mid-range, the copious note taking allows the farmer to identify crops that 

grow well on their farmstead, those that sell well at market, and, most importantly to avoiding 

burnout, those which they enjoy or are good at growing. Although most diversified vegetable 

farmers will almost certainly grow some crops because they are in high demand during market 

season (e.g., heirloom tomatoes), they are also cognizant of the fact that there will always be 

competition at market for some items (like tomatoes). Identifying early on the varieties and types 

of crops they are able to grow well allows them to eliminate those that create headaches every 

year from the crop planning process, while weighing the costs (labor) and benefits (customer 
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demand and sales). For example, even though tomatoes are in high demand, if a farmer’s primary 

sales outlet is farmers’ markets and every other farmer that regularly attends their chosen market 

brings an abundance of tomatoes, it may make sense to plant something else or to be intentional 

about season extension measures that will allow them to bring tomatoes to market earlier or later 

than other farmers. In the long range, customer engagement and attentiveness to fields facilitates 

planning that allows smallholders to invest in on-farm infrastructure to preserve harvest and save 

labor. For example, the introduction of on-farm cool storage or a well-designed wash pack 

station is a top priority for many farmers in their first five years. Both of these pieces of on-farm 

infrastructure are critical investments that will facilitate better preservation of harvest by cooling 

the field temperature of produce and lengthening the shelf life.  

 

In conventional agriculture, the art has been taken out of agriculture, and for that matter, so has 

much of the traditional science, as technology is heralded as the epitome of successful (e.g., 

efficient) farming (Berry 2014). Wendell Berry has opined at length of intentional erasure of 

culture and traditional knowledge systems from conventional agriculture. But for the farmers I 

spoke with, farming is imbued with culture and the intense desire to cultivate diverse farming 

communities, enskillment among workers and customers, and an eye towards generational 

stewardship of the land. It is a craft, and it is one that defines the very fabric of their lives. 

Wendell Berry once said, “We have neglected the fact that a good farmer is a craftsman of the 

highest order, a kind of artist.” Berry’s essays on agri(culture) and rural life run like a current 

through the local food movement, pushing emergent market farmers towards something they 

often have difficulty defining - lamenting something that has been lost but can again be found. 

And so, these farmers seek to find these missing puzzle pieces, by building intentional 

communities of mentorship and knowledge sharing, attending workshops and conferences in the 

winter, cultivating relationships with their customers, and blending advocacy into their farmer 

toolkit (Bradbury, von Tscharner Fleming and Manalo 2012). In a practical sense, there are some 

examples of diversified vegetable farmers that can be examined by the new farmer for best 

practices: Eliot Coleman, a farmer in Maine who has developed tools tailored to the small farm 

and uses season extension; Jean-Martin Fortier, a farmer in Quebec that emphasizes human scale 

production and farm viability; Karen Washington, a farmer in New York that emphasizes food 

sovereignty and cooperative organization; and Leah Penniman, a farmer in New York that 
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advocates for food justice and self-determination of communities. These well-recognized names 

in the alternative farming movement frequently appear on conference schedules, all four of these 

farmers have published books or articles, and they are outspoken advocates for the smallholder 

farmer. They have made great strides in identifying practices that are effective for season 

extension (Coleman),21 cultivating a successful market farm (Fortier),22 and cultivating food 

justice and equity for BIPOC farmers and communities (Washington and Penniman).23 But none 

of these superstars of the regenerative agriculture movement are from Indiana, or even the 

Midwest. For help that is specific to the growing conditions here, many farmers turn to each 

other. 

3.7 Community 

The decimation of economy in rural America was precipitated by a deconstruction of the social 

economy in rural America. This was achieved through intentional efforts to restructure the 

family farm as a commercial enterprise that was modeled after factories and industrialization. In 

essence, the industrialization of agriculture followed the industrialization of urban centers that 

resulted in the isolation of farm families and farmers. As the social economy eroded, the 

tendency to help in times of harvest or labor shortages disappeared and farmers became reliant 

upon paid labor (Ikerd 2019) (Berry 2015). We can see a distinct juxtaposition to this in faith-

based communities such as Amish communities who resisted this industrialization and preserved 

social capital that facilitates cooperative practices in times of great labor need like harvest season 

(Netting 1993) (Berry 2009). This process was accompanied by neocolonial tendencies to 

delegitimize traditional ecological knowledge and cultivation practices that are now being 

championed as a solution to soil health and other environmental concerns (i.e., biochar) at land 

grant universities. Once efforts to delegitimize traditional knowledge were successful and a 

generational lapse in knowledge occurred it became possible for research centers to “discover” 

these methods and market them. To some extent, they have also been commodified through 

companies built to sell compost, cover crop seed, seeds, consultants to re-instill lost knowledge.  

 

 
21 For more on Eliot Coleman’s work, please refer to his books: The New Organic Grower, or Four-Season Harvest. 
22 For more on Jean Martin Fortier’s work, please refer to his book The Market Gardener. 
23 For more on Karen Washington’s work, please refer to her website for a list of her articles: karenthefarmer.com. 

For more on Leah Penniman, please refer to her book Farming While Black. 



 

100 

As technology replaced physical labor on the farm over the course of the twentieth century and 

land grant institutions encouraged intensive farm management in lieu of intensive farming, rural 

communities lost large portions of their residents to urban and suburban centers. The process of 

urbanization was exacerbated by the farm crisis of the 70s and 80s where thousands of farmers 

lost their land to foreclosures when they were unable to pay the bank notes on their equipment 

and mortgages. This cycle of exodus and foreclosure precipitated consolidation of farms and the 

rapid expansion of farm size. In the below graph prepared by Ken Meter, we can see a sharp 

decline in the number of farms in Indiana, with a slower trend of growth since the early 2000s. 

This graph does not illustrate the concomitant growth in farm size. The uptick in farms since the 

early 2000s, upon closer examination, also reveals larger numbers of new entry farmers, small 

scale farms, and farms that are owned and operated by women, BIPOC individuals, and other 

historically underrepresented farmer groups like veterans and first-generation farmers. The 

consolidation of family farms through the mid-twentieth century contributed to the expansion of 

farm scale and supported dominant narratives about the prerequisite of large scales for farm 

viability; however, the recent growth in the number of small farms and farmers, indicates that an 

illumination of alternative farming narratives would facilitate better support of smallholder and 

alternative farmers.  

 

 

Figure 9. Number of Farm Operations in Indiana. This graph depicts the sharp decline in the number of farms and 

more recent uptick. Source: Ken Meter using statistics from the USDA Economic Research Service and Census of 

Agriculture 
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Although a portion of the growth in the number of women farmers can be explained by the 

changes in USDA census reporting that were explained in Chapter 2, this uptick is more than just 

a categorical blip on the data radar. In my conversations, I found that women smallholder 

farmers are leaders in the local food community in Indiana. However, these women do not find 

themselves represented in traditional farm narratives, and frequently find it challenging to 

identify sources of support through traditional channels like their local Extension office. “We 

had no idea what we were doing when we started, it was a lot of trial and error. I wish there was 

more [help] for us,” Marta lamented. She went on to explain that she thought that she and her 

partner would be further along if she had been able to find better support for the type of farming 

she wanted to do. She continued, “It took us 7 years just to find the land...Now I have to 

commute to my day job because this is where we could afford to buy, and there just isn’t much 

time left to do everything that needs to be done and learn how to do it at the same time.” At the 

time of our conversation, Marta was hopeful that recent connections she had made would 

provide the support that she needed. Marta explained that her farm, located about an hour outside 

of Indianapolis, provided space for growth and she was hopeful they would be able to buy 

another plot next door in the coming years. However, none of her neighbors were operating 

diversified farms and she struggled to identify a community of practice with whom to connect 

and learn from, a problem that was exacerbated by the necessity of she and her partner 

commuting to the city for their “day” jobs. Sadly, in a more recent follow up, Marta informed me 

that although they were keeping the land to “preserve it,” she was abandoning her dream of a 

small-scale diversified farm “for now.” “There just wasn’t time, you know? Our whole lives 

were work and putting things in and there wasn’t even time [to go to market]…. I still have my 

gardens and my chickens, and I still put stuff up, and we’re able to actually enjoy it. Someday 

we’ll do it [farm].”  

 

In stark contrast to Marta’s difficulties in finding community and support, other farmers that I 

worked with had mindfully built networks of support and mentorship as an intentional adaptive 

capacity for knowledge transmission and support. Although many of them lived far apart 

geographically, the shared experience of farming at the margins codified their connections. This 

sense of community is founded in a deep sense of obligation to the success of the local food 

movement and continued (and improved) viability of the independent small-scale family farm. 
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“It’s not about competition…of course we have to make a living, but if they do well, so do I. 

We’re building something bigger.” At the most recent Indiana Small Farms Conference (2020), I 

overheard someone use the word “co-opetition.” This ethos of cooperative competition in 

support of a greater good seems to be an underpinning of the foundation of the local food and 

farm movement in the state. In my work and my volunteerism, I have heard it and seen it over 

and over again. Carole Counihan, noted anthropologist and foodways scholar, stated, “Unlike 

non-capitalist societies where food exchanges reduce social distance and solidify relationships, in 

our capitalist society, food is a commodity, an object whose exchange creates distance and 

differentiation.” (Counihan 1992, 55) Counihan’s assessment of the food system is, in part, 

accurate. However, in the reimagined spaces and exchanges of the Hoosier local food system, the 

rules are being re-written. In smallholder farmer spaces, an emphasis on reduced scale and the 

closing of value chains points to an alignment of circular economy principles as described by 

Patrick Schroder, a scholar of development studies (Schroder, et al. 2019). Although localized 

systems are still developing, the underpinning ethos of small scale and cooperation combined 

with less easily defined markers such as an intense desire to build something new, indicate a 

pervasive sense of the inadequacy and inability of existing systems to meet the needs of 

smallholders and local food systems. 

3.8 Regeneration 

When I began this study, I had in mind an organizing framework of “sustainable” farms. 

However, I quickly learned that sustainability was a problematic framework or defining term for 

the farms I wanted to work with. Although some farms still refer to sustainability, the word as it 

relates to farming practices and environmental impact holds little meaning or import with the 

farmers I worked with. Sustainability, defined by the Oxford dictionary as “the ability to be 

maintained at a certain rate or level,” or the “avoidance of depletion of natural resources in order 

to maintain an ecological balance,” is no longer enough. Moreover, the term, like so many 

others, has been used by the agro-industrial complex to describe practices that few in the 

alternative farming movement would describe as sustainable. Sustainability as an organizing 

concept, more often than not was used by the farmers I worked with only to refer to the long-

term viability of farms and communities, not as a descriptive term for farming methods.  
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When I asked Sylvester whether he would use the word sustainable to describe his farm he 

laughed. “Some people might use that. I don’t think it means that. Sustainability is generational. 

You have to stay small to connect...We’re community driven, we’re here for the people that 

come and support us every day…It’s generational. Where we grew up, we came back to.” The 

concept of building something for the future was closely bound with the motivation for farming 

and local food systems for all the individuals I spoke with. Regardless of family status, the idea 

of future generations came up frequently in formal and informal interviews, as well as 

conversations with consumers and market customers. More than preserving a vocation, the 

concept of working for the next generations alludes to maintaining a way of life and the adaptive 

strategy of constructing a support system for the future viability of the farm.  

  

In addition to concerns about preserving the environment and a way of life, building health is of 

utmost importance to farmers and the communities they serve. “…we really started making an 

effort to eat all our own food…No one has been sick in a year. Before that someone was sick all 

the time. We need to know what we’re eating...cancer? It’s all this junk in the food. 

Autoimmune? Depression? Something has to change to go back to how it was,” Sylvester stated 

as he explained his family’s motivations for building the farm business. For some farmers, what 

started as a deeply personal mission has evolved into a mission to save their community through 

nutrient dense food. For those farms with value statements on their websites, the goal of feeding 

the community good food is ubiquitously included within them. When asked to tell the story of 

the farm, they frequently also talk about healthy soil as a prerequisite for nutrient dense food. 

Thus, as farmers build the soil on their farm, creating “black gold,” they are simultaneously 

improving the health and productivity of the crops they grow as well as the nutrient density of 

the food produced (FAO 2015). 

  

Instead of sustainable farming, farmers I worked with ascribed to the ideas and methods of 

regenerative farming. In regenerative farming, smallholders I spoke with emphasized that they 

are building instead of maintaining. They build health: of soil, of people and communities, and 

dream of building a locally oriented and thriving food system. In addition to its commitment to 

building something more, regenerative farming as a concept has the added benefit of still being 

firmly situated in and “owned” by the alternative farming movement. Additionally, the Rodale 
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Institute has recently established a Regenerative Health Institute. I propose that “regenerative” is 

poised to become a signifier for change across disciplinary and industry boundaries, in a 

movement towards supporting improved resilience in the Anthropocene. 

3.9 Resilience 

Over the course of the twentieth century, several key moments held the capacity to greatly 

change the face of agriculture. Each of these agricultural epochs catalyzed reactions that were 

unilaterally predicated upon farm expansion and technological advances. The Dust Bowl of the 

30s encouraged the adoption of low till methods, but it also sparked a cascade of farm 

foreclosures that ultimately resulted in farm consolidation and increasing acreage. This in turn 

necessitated increased mechanization. During the energy crisis of the 1970s, petroleum inputs 

skyrocketed, which contributed to the farm bust of the 1980s. Like the post-depression era, farms 

were again consolidated as acreage expanded. I contend that since the early 2000s a parallel 

cycle has started, that has the capacity to accelerate a systems level transformation of large-scale 

farms as well (Folke, et al. 2010). Low-risk methods of environmental protection like cover 

crops and low/no till are being used by a growing number of conventional farmers; as these 

practices become more commonplace, some are looking for additional practices to implement 

(see APPENDIX A: COVER CROPS IN INDIANA, 2011-2018 APPENDIX B: NO-TILL IN 

INDIANA, 1990-2019 APPENDIX C: CONSERVATION TILLAGE IN INDIANA 1990-

2019). In several conversations I had, there was an indication that conventional farmers are 

beginning to look to their diversified farm neighbors for alternatives as commodity markets 

continue to plummet; anecdotal evidence suggests that a growing number are diversifying at 

least a portion of their fields to other crops, considering organic, or naturalizing less productive 

land. In the alternative farming movement, advocacy is now the norm, and equity in the food 

movement is a constant undercurrent within programs and conversations. There is a focused 

effort to renew conversations about land rights, justice, and reparations. Food sovereignty, or the 

concurrent rights of people to healthy and culturally appropriate food that is produced using 

ecologically sound methods in food systems that are defined by the communities they serve, is 

more than a fringe notion. 
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Although agriculture booms and busts are cyclical, each successive generation of conventional 

agriculture has ushered in a growing dependency on automation and technology. At the crux of 

this dependency is an inverse relationship wherein improved access to and reliance on 

technology corresponds to reduced resiliency, a marked reduction in traditional knowledge, and a 

loss of the sense of community and social economy. This reduced resiliency is a result of a 

narrow focus on productivity and efficiency in lieu of stewardship of social-ecological systems. 

At the margins of farming, and in distinct opposition to this decades long trend, there are a 

growing number of farmers that present an alternative narrative. In this narrative, re-imagined 

agricultural spaces are not dependent upon efficiency and scale, but rather benefit from the 

improved adaptability and resiliency, the connectivity that comes with smaller places. 

 

Rather than being dependent on large scales and production of excess that are predicated on 

efficiency, the smallholder farmers I worked with over the course of this study were driven by 

something much less tangible. Yes, farming is risky and yes, the long-term viability of the farm 

business is dependent upon the farm(er) generating enough revenue. But more than finances, the 

farmers I spoke with were unequivocally driven by the desire to cultivate a thriving local food 

system and steward the land and their communities for future generations, independent of 

whether they themselves have children. The same standards that underpin the values-based 

markets they prefer (transparency, knowledge, community, resilience, regeneration) were 

considered evidence of success that were at least as important as financial gain. All farmers 

talked about the importance of being paid fairly for their work and the food they produced, yet 

money was rarely talked about in specifics. Every farmer I spoke with who had transitioned to 

full time farming elaborated on how it was, in many ways, a leap of faith. Lucinda explained, 

“You’re doing this because you know you need to and you know - you have to just trust that 

you’ll be taken care of in other ways, and trust the journey.” Financial viability is specific to 

each farm and dependent on family size, debt, and whether the farm needs to hire external labor. 

Rather than explicating financial viability in discreet financial terms, most of the farmers I spoke 

with had developed a concept of “enough” that was in alignment with Wendell Berry’s 

explanations of “enough” that provide an alternative to capitalist notions of boundless financial 

growth. Berry has argued that quality of life should be the emphasis (Berry 2015). What is the 

quality of life that you, as the farmer, would like to achieve? How much money do you need to 
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achieve that standard of living and keep the farm afloat? This emphasis on quality of life is 

reified through farm conference sessions on work life balance, farming with family, and a 

growing number of sessions that explicitly address food access and equity. Farmers ensured they 

are generating “enough” by implementing adaptive strategies that further distinguished them 

from conventional models of agriculture, global supply chains, and traditional capitalist models 

of economy. The emphasis on building something new or different has effectively generated a 

space in which farmers are envisioning (and creating) a radical alternative to these traditional 

norms that is aligned with degrowth principles. 
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CHAPTER 4: CULTIVATING FOOD JUSTICE 

4.1 Introduction 

“…the land and ability to grow our own food are where our power lies.” 

 

 –Karen Washington 

 

By examining the recent growth in local food movements and food justice initiatives24, in this 

chapter I will illuminate the relationships between food justice, food advocacy and the recent 

uptick in emergent farmers. Food justice encompasses several advocacy perspectives, including 

food access and security, socio-environmental sustainability, workers’ rights, and biodiversity 

(Clendenning, Dressler and Richards 2015) (Glennie and Alkon 2018). Through the lens of food 

justice, the current state of the conventional food system is firmly rooted in the legacy of the 

colonial endeavor, the exploitation and enslavement of BIPOC communities, and the extraction 

of natural resources at the expense of ecological resilience (Cadieux and Slocum 2015) (Salvador 

2019). These complicated webs of issues within food justice movements have resulted in a 

relational space in which emergent farmers are able to gain traction in market spaces and build 

their farm businesses with attentiveness to equity and relationship building, all while many 

emergent farmers are still “working to farm” due to the challenges of equitable and affordable 

land access.  

 

As smallholder farmers in Indiana establish their farms and the localized food systems they are 

advocating for as an alternative to conventional agriculture and national supply chains, they have 

positioned themselves as advocates for equity embedded in a food value chain. To better 

understand this positionality and its relationship to the food justice movement, I analyze some of 

the deeply rooted inequities within the conventional food system and how it is embedded in 

multiple institutions, including land grant university systems. I also analyze how the devaluation 

of certain knowledge systems are now seeing a resurgence through commodification and uptake 

 
24 Food justice is a grassroots holistic approach to food systems work that emphasizes food as a human right and 

seeks to establish equity throughout the food value chain, with recognition of the specific ways that BIPOC 

communities have been harmed by the conventional food system. It often intersects with environmental justice work 

and is influenced by the civil rights movement. 
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of new “biological” farming methods. Analysis in this chapter utilizes ethnographic data from 

interviews and observations, archival sources, and observations of the growing attentiveness to 

food justice in food and farming meetings and conferences. The driving questions for this 

chapter are: How does alternative agricultural models and knowledge systems contribute to the 

socio-ecological resilience of nearby ecosystems and communities? What can be learned from 

the alternative narratives and reimagined spaces smallholder farmers engage with? What role 

does food justice and advocacy play in farming? 

4.2 Land Grants and the Morrill Legacy 

The Morrill Act and the subsequent creation of land grant colleges were an outgrowth of the 

belief in the superiority of Western ideology of land ownership and the taming of nature 

(Wittman, Desmarais and Wiebe 2010) (Alkon and Agyeman 2011). The assumed superiority of 

settler-colonial land tenure and management systems implicitly created spaces in which local 

indigenous knowledge systems were presumed to be inferior. In essence, land grant universities 

institutionalized ideologies and practices firmly rooted in settlement era policies that focused on 

the colonization of indigenous land and epistemologies. Some of these ideologies can be traced 

to the original precepts of Manifest Destiny, wherein the superiority of settler colonial 

knowledge systems and lifeways were founded in divine right. In this vein, because Indigenous 

Peoples and epistemologies were not ordained by God, they were necessarily considered inferior 

to those of new settler-colonizers (Berry 2015) (Salvador 2019). I contend that from these 

beginnings, both Land Grant colleges and the undergirding settler colonial ideologies that 

supported them, created a “new” agri(culture). New agriculture was founded on values of 

efficiency, mechanization, and industrialization that developed over the course of the twentieth 

century. These processes, and the ideologies that supported them, would not have been possible 

without the “taming” of land, “taming” of knowledge systems, and the restructuring of land 

tenure systems to systems based on ownership, fence lines, row crops and grains, and 

domesticated animals. As the land was colonized, so to were Indigenous epistemologies violently 

eradicated and oppressed, and an ethos predicated on bending the environment to the needs of 

the people began to develop. As the idea of the American wilderness became engrained into the 

American national mythos, Indigenous Peoples and ideologies were conflated with wildness and 

animalistic behavior (Deloria 1998) (Nash 2001) (Nadasdy 2003).  
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In addition to the restructuring of land tenure systems and a prioritization of domesticated 

species and Eurocentric methods of agriculture, land grant universities were charged with the 

endeavor of agricultural education. These universities benefited directly from the dispossession 

of land stewarded by Indigenous Peoples. A recent investigative report published by Robert Lee 

and Tristan Ahtone demonstrated that the Morrill Act, by design, allowed states and land grant 

universities to profit from land that was dispossessed from Indigenous Peoples across the United 

States via treaty (ratified and unratified) and theft (Lee and Ahtone 2020) (Ahtone 2020). The 

land was allotted to scrips which were developed with the express goal of enabling the nascent 

universities to raise the funds necessary to establish themselves or expand their operations. In 

sum, 52 land grant universities benefited from land scrips, which amounted to approximately 

10.7 million acres of land that were stolen from at least 245 tribes and bands across the United 

States, and $495 million in endowments (adjusted for inflation). For land grant universities in the 

West, the land was mostly allotted from within state boundaries and became the future site of the 

university. In the East and much of the Midwest where forcibly seized Indigenous lands had 

already been distributed and settled, land grant colleges were awarded scrips of land to sell or 

manage; these funds became the cornerstone of financial viability for fledgling universities with 

minimal resources. The Morrill Act, which outlined a process of distributing lands in the “public 

domain” to support the endeavor of a Eurocentric education, failed to acknowledge that these 

lands were, in fact, acquired through dispossession and conflict. Each state or territory was 

awarded 30,000 acres of land per senator and congressional representative, ranging from 90,000 

acres at the low end, up to nearly 1 million acres at the high end. It should also be noted that 

through the privatization and monetization of these “public domain” lands, the Morrill Act 

effectively removed them from the stewardship of indigenous commons so that they could be 

built on and built with (utilizing the funds raised from sale of lands). Moreover, land grants 

continue to benefit from this legacy today, not only via their occupation, theft and 

institutionalization of sovereign territories that had been stewarded by Indigenous Peoples, but 

also from the endowments that were established from the sale of scrips in the late 19th and early 

20th centuries. Meanwhile, enrollment at the 52 benefitting universities by Indigenous Peoples 

constitutes less than .5% of total enrollment numbers (Lee, Ahtone and Pearce, et al. 2020) (Lee 

and Ahtone 2020).  
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Figure 10. Board of Trustees Minutes May 1st, 1866, Describing the Allotment of Land 

Scrips for Purdue University Permission to reproduce from Purdue University Archives and 

Special Collections (Purdue University Board of Trustees 1866) 
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In Figure 10, the Board of Trustees Minutes from May 1, 1866 describe the scrips granted to 

Indiana through this process, in the amount of 390,000 acres, for the formation of the Indiana 

Agricultural College (which would later come to be known as Purdue University). The entire 

land scrip was sold in 1867 for over $212,000; this money was invested in bonds which 

established the University’s permanent endowment. Lee and Ahtone’s research demonstrated 

that Purdue has benefited from the dispossession of land from 42 Indigenous tribes and bands, 

primarily from Midwestern states, but also in California, Montana, and Colorado. At Purdue, the 

Land Grant legacy and its mythos has been memorialized in an expansive mural titled The Spirit 

of the Land Grant College (See Figure 11). The mural depicts Progress, which is defined by the 

education of farmers and their children through the beneficence of the university which was 

facilitated by the Morrill Act. The act of crossing the educational bridge is depicted alongside the 

spirit of Truth, to enrich the yeoman farmer and his progeny, and the provision of Abundance in 

the form of agricultural, engineering, and other products provided in service to Hoosiers and the 

United States. The emphasis on abundance is portrayed as a defining characteristic of Indiana 

agriculture, and a necessary service to the nation. The emphasis on abundance highlighted in the 

mural created in 1961 is closely bound with the foci of agricultural programs and projects 

enacted at Purdue and other Land Grants, as well as through the USDA (Ahtone 2020). 

 

 

Figure 11. Spirit of the Land Grant College (Savage 1961)  

 

Conventional agricultural norms were constructed at settlement when Indigenous land tenure 

systems were destroyed in lieu of land ownership and fence lines. Traditional ecological 

knowledge systems (TEK) of Indigenous Peoples were disrupted as they were dispossessed of 

their land and uprooted from the environments that were enmeshed with their knowledge 

systems and, later, as Indigenous youth were forcibly re-educated in boarding schools. In this 

chapter of the settler-colonial era, the disruption of TEK ultimately suppressed ways of knowing 

that would have patterned settlers and subsequent generations to approach the land and its 
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sovereign Nations differently, instead of emphasizing a model that was dependent upon erasure, 

transformation, and extraction (Shiva 2012). As settler-colonial populations and knowledge 

systems continued to expand and grow in Indiana and the Midwest, they were reified by the 

development of export markets back East and in Europe (Meter 2012). Export markets were 

closely bound with the agricultural endeavor from very early on, in lieu of locally integrated food 

systems. I contend that these early export markets in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

fomented the need for specialized farmers who grew a lot of one or two things, and effectively 

set the stage for the pre-eminence of monocropping systems that became the norm in the 

twentieth century. Monocropping, in juxtaposition to polycropping, was unable to benefit from 

the dynamic, complex, and biodiverse systems, nor did monocropping contribute to them. To the 

contrary, we now know that monocropping systems have critically depleted the levels of our 

water tables, and by virtue of their heavy reliance on synthetic inputs, had a deleterious effect on 

pollinators and soil health as well (Shiva 2008) (Herren, Haerlin and IAASTD 2020). In 

ecosystems and planting systems stewarded by TEK, the need for inputs to suppress weeds and 

encourage plant growth is mitigated by interdependent relationships between plants and the 

microbiota in the soil, and beneficial insects are supported by biodiverse plants.  

 

One of the more familiar (to most) examples of this today is interplanting based on the Three 

Sisters. The Three Sisters (maize, beans, squash) were traditionally planted together and 

represent an excellent example of the capacity of plants to work together, and to provide staple 

foods for the people growing them. In a Three Sisters garden, maize is planted in the center of a 

mound with concentric circles of beans and squash around it. The stalk of the maize provides a 

support system for bean runners, and squash has room to spread around the base of the mound. 

However, the beans also replace nitrogen that is used by the maize, and the spreading habit of the 

squash serves to naturally suppress “weeds.” These three crops could also be stored for the 

winter and provided substantive nutrition throughout leaner months (LaDuke 2005) 

(Weatherford 1988). The Three Sisters are one specific example of a method of polycropping 

that has been used by Indigenous Peoples throughout the Americas. These methods are 

frequently referred to as milpa and represent one alternative to the row cropping systems that are 

perhaps more familiar throughout the United States. The implementation of milpa as an 

alternative, however, is likely best suited for smallholder farmers because milpa systems are 
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complex, diverse, and locally situated. To be done well, they require the use of locally adapted 

seed and responsive engagement with the land that is impractical on a larger scale. Traditionally, 

milpa systems were used as one component of ecosystem management that emphasized 

Indigenous Knowledges and intentional cultivation and selection of seeds. Although a milpa 

system may appear to require little maintenance to a practitioner of conventional agriculture, 

they do in fact require active and intensive management, and are closely bound and situated 

within local spaces and knowledge systems. 

 

Milpa systems, in juxtaposition to the conventional agricultural norms that are espoused for 

commodity crop production, do not use heavy machinery, but they do help to minimize some of 

the heavy labor inputs that are required from other production methods (Nigh and Diemont 2013) 

(Lopez-Ridaura, et al. 2021). Milpa systems are perhaps best known for their applications in 

South America by Indigenous Peoples, and were often implemented as one component of a 

resource management system that supported subsistence of communities without depleting the 

health of the soil or forests (Nigh and Diemont 2013) (Lopez-Ridaura, et al. 2021). Moreover, 

traditional milpa systems were closely bound with Local Knowledge systems and were locally 

defined by land management practices like burning, as well as spiritual practices and cultural 

engagement with local ecosystems. Central to the implementation of milpa systems was an 

emphasis on maize and a wide variety of other crops, but generally including varieties of beans 

and squash as well (Nigh and Diemont 2013) (Lopez-Ridaura, et al. 2021). Some contemporary 

applications of milpa systems in the United States place an emphasis on the ease of planting a 

“random” mix of seeds and the minimal labor inputs that will be required for successful harvests. 

These applications, however, pay no heed to the nuanced complexity of traditional milpas and 

obfuscate the intensive resource management with which milpas are associated. They also fail to 

acknowledge that milpa systems traditionally use locally adapted seeds that are stewarded by the 

community and closely bound with the spaces and places in which they are found; a mass 

marketed, one size fits all seed mix cannot replace the generational stewardship of milpa systems 

and locally adapted seeds. In 2020, I happened across a seed company that begun to market a 

“milpa mix”. Green Cover Seed markets their Milpa Garden Warm Season Mix as “an excellent 

way to utilize a small portion of land to produce food without going through the hassle of tillage, 

weeding, and hours of planning.” (Green Cover Seed 2020) More recently, the milpa has been 
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heralded as a fruitful cover crop and a solution to food insecurity in rural communities. The 

Flower Hill Institute distributes Green Cover Seed’s Milpa Mix for free under their Resiliency 

Garden program (Flower Hill Institute 2020). 

 

In the discourse of conventional agriculture, however, milpa gardens have also been referred to 

as chaos gardens (D. Miller 2020). In an article published in May 2020, Daphne Miller, a writer 

for the food advocacy blog Civil Eats, described the disconnect between conventional agriculture 

and the needs of the rural communities, specifically the need for greater attention to food 

insecurity and demand for food crops. In the article Tom Cannon, a conventional farmer who 

was already utilizing cover crops to improve soil health in his corn and soy fields described his 

“chaos garden” and noted that it enabled him to supply local food pantries while also improving 

yields in his adjacent soy fields. The agricultural blog Successful Farming, heralded the milpa as 

an opportunity to “Use Soil Health to Feed Your Neighbors.” (Spiegel 2020) However, despite 

the attention given to the potential for milpa gardens to provide nutrition to the community, the 

emphasis on chaos and the absence of planning diminishes the importance of milpa management 

systems and fails to acknowledge the Indigenous Knowledge Systems that developed them. 

Although the milpa may appear chaotic in comparison to the standardized rows of conventional 

agriculture, it has customarily been a method of ecosystem management that is deeply enmeshed 

with the production systems, cultures, and epistemologies of Indigenous Peoples in the 

Americas.  

4.3 Commodification of Food Justice Practices 

In the above example of the Three Sisters, I explained that the squash helps to suppress “weeds.” 

However, in this discussion of TEK I would also like to acknowledge that classification as a 

weed is also part of a dominant discourse that prioritizes conventional agriculture. As Ralph 

Waldo Emerson once said, “What is a weed? A plant whose virtues have not yet been 

discovered.” Many of the plants that are today classified as weeds within the constructs of 

conventional agriculture were perceived differently within TEK systems. Healing modalities 

utilizing “weeds” were also espoused in Eurocentric applications until the advent of the 

pharmaceutical industry. This is critical to our understanding of how the ideals of conventional 

agriculture have shifted over the course of the twentieth century and ways in which dominant 
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discourses begin to structure and pattern land use and management. Dandelions, plantain, 

purslane, chickweed, and other “weeds” were once valued for their nutritional qualities and 

medicinal properties, but are no longer. Vandana Shiva argued that the process of rhetorically 

vilifying once useful crops and turning them into weeds is reified by the lack of market value 

such “weeds” hold, in spite of their nutritive qualities (Shiva 2012). 

 

In the context of alternative agriculture, weeds can also be useful indicators of relative soil health 

or lack thereof. One homesteader I spoke with named Amelia said, “I don’t pull [what other 

people call] weeds. Those plants have a use, and they want to be there for a reason...it’s the Earth 

telling me what it needs to heal, to build the soil.” Interestingly, while homeowners and farmers 

alike attempt to eradicate “weeds” like dandelions, seed catalogs with an emphasis on heirloom 

varieties have monetized the sale of “rare” varieties of what many would consider a weed. In 

their 2020 catalog, Baker Creek Heirloom seeds offered three varieties of dandelions, three 

varieties of plantain, two of purslane, etc. (Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds 2020). These seeds are 

extolled in the catalog for their medicinal and culinary value, with descriptions that frequently 

cite their use over hundreds or thousands of years.  

 

Strictly Medicinals, another seed company, carries a wide variety of seeds for plants that have 

traditional medicinal uses, but would most commonly be classified as a weed (Strictly Medicinal 

LLC 2020). Other instances of the commodification of traditional medicinal uses for “weeds” are 

easy to find as well: dandelion and other herbal teas in grocery stores, salves and serums crafted 

using calendula and arnica flowers, and the rapid expansion of the essential oil industry in recent 

years. These plants and the knowledge systems that defined their use were devalued over the 

course of the twentieth century. Now, with a growing interest in “natural” healing and alternative 

medicine, they have been commodified and are available for purchase at the local grocery chain 

or drug store. Although none of the farmers I worked with over the course of this study were 

intentionally cultivating dandelions or other “weeds,” I have noticed a growing number of 

market vendors selling dandelion greens, herbal tinctures, teas, salves, etc. over the last few 

years, as well as foraged items on restaurant menus.  
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4.4 Seeds: Biological Farming and GM Agriculture 

At the Indiana Small Farm Conference (2017), Eliot Coleman delivered a keynote address 

discussing the tendency of conventional agriculture to focus on plant pathology, in lieu of plant 

health. His assertion that cultural practices and engaged stewardship of the land can replace 

pesticides and synthetic inputs echoes Amelia’s assertion that “weeds” do in fact serve a purpose 

in gardens and the cultivation of food, despite their perception as a nuisance and a hinderance to 

efficiency. But Coleman, as a market farmer, did not go so far as to extoll the virtues of “weeds.” 

Instead, he focused on the presence of insects and plant disease as an opportunity for determining 

the root of the problem and the remedy. Although it is a radical notion today to consider pests a 

source of opportunity, Coleman contends that this type of “biological farming” was common 

traditional knowledge of settler-colonial farmers in the 1700s and 1800s. Coleman stated, 

“Nature isn’t malevolent, but benevolent. So, the farmer’s role isn’t to minimize sick plants but 

to optimize healthy ones…When we enhance the positive, we simultaneously eliminate the 

negative.” Essentially, Coleman is arguing that by improving soil and plant health, pest control 

becomes unnecessary as pests will generally attack unhealthy plants. Coleman’s views have 

some interesting parallels to concepts of holistic health and food systems, with an emphasis on 

“food as medicine” through vegetable prescription programs. However, preventative measures 

and symbiosis with the land are non-commodifiable. Coleman continued, “Ideas that become 

common are often commodifiable. And plant health is non-commodifiable,” whereas the 

pathologizing of plants and treatment of symptoms through synthetic inputs is.  

 

The commodification of TEK and subsistence methods has been well documented in regard to 

seeds and their related intellectual property rights. Vandana Shiva has noted that in many 

cultures around the world, women have traditionally served as the guardians of seeds (Mies and 

Shiva 2014) (Shiva 2016). However, in the context of the United States, the Genetically 

Modified (GM) seeds that are frequently used in conventional agriculture have been declared the 

intellectual property of multinational companies like Monsanto and Syngenta. In this system, 

farmers are forbidden from saving patented seed for the following season, thus necessitating 

annual seed purchases and eliminating the option of developing locally adapted seed through 

alternative methods of plant selection. In her Manifestos on the Future of Food and Seed, Shiva 

refers to the GM seed industry as an example of food fascism, “But food fascism isn’t just in the 
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seed; it’s in the methods of production as well….This is another element of food fascism- the 

fear of the small, the decentralized, the local, the free.” (Shiva 2007, 36-37) While Shiva has 

been clear about her disdain for the seed industry, I would argue that her criticisms are at least as 

much about what is lost by local communities through the commodification of seed. Food and 

seed provide sustenance, but also can represent the hope of future generations and the situated 

perspectives of local people and places. The International Commission on the Future of Food 

wrote: 

Seeds are a gift of nature, past generations, and diverse cultures. It is our inherent duty 

and responsibility to protect and pass seeds on to future generations. Seeds are the first 

link in the food chain, the embodiment of biological and cultural diversity, and the 

repository of life’s future evolution. Since the onset of the Neolithic Revolution some 

10,000 years ago, farmers and communities (emphasis added) have worked to improve 

agricultural yield, taste, and nutritional value. They have expanded and passed on 

knowledge about the health impacts and healing properties of plants as well as their 

peculiar growing habits and their interaction with other plants, animals, soil, and 

water…..Throughout this period the free exchange of seed among farmers has been the 

basis of maintaining biodiversity as well as food security. This exchange is based on 

cooperation and reciprocity.... (Shiva 2007, 77-78) 

 

What is lost, then, in the genetic modification and commodification of seeds is much more than 

property rights. Seeds simultaneously represents the past and the future; space, place, and taste; 

they are a tangible embodiment of Traditional Ecological Knowledge and women’s knowledge 

systems (Shiva 2012).  Seeds that are regionally and locally adapted are enmeshed with Local 

Knowledge systems and ecosystems. Thus, the food they produce is a manifestation of the 

nuanced, responsive, and situated knowledges and environments that cultivate them over time. A 

focus on singular varieties of seed that are optimized for efficiency also jeopardizes future 

biocultural diversity and resilience to pathogens. It also effectively results in an erasure of 

multiethnic foodways and inhibits the capacity of communities to access culturally appropriate 

foods. Moreover, as a colleague of mine has noted, local food is only as local as the seed it is 

grown from. This observation is supported by the International Commission on the Future of 

Food:  

The disappearance of local seeds has gone hand in hand with the disappearance of small 

farmers and local food cultures. And with them, local knowledge about the use of 

cultivated and wild plant varieties in their different ecological and cultural habitats has 

likewise been lost. With the extinction and reduction of languages and cultures the 

indigenous names for and distinctions among thousands of plants have been lost, as have 

the experiences and traditions of their cultivation. (Shiva 2007, 80) 
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The Commission’s recommendations for ensuring the future viability of seed and localized food 

systems include an emphasis on diversity, freedom [sovereignty], and stewardship for future 

generations, with acknowledgement of the theft of land and knowledge systems from Indigenous 

Peoples and communities within the Global South. 

 
Interestingly, more recently there has been a resurgence in the investigation of “natural” and 

integrated growing systems and methods. After the dispossession of land of Indigenous Peoples 

and several generations of the suppression of TEK, universities and research scientists seek to 

institutionalize this knowledge, and thus re-legitimize it. This is yet another example in a long 

line of sanctioned theft of intellectual property and colonized epistemologies within conventional 

agriculture. Although this research ultimately has the capacity to catalyze a broader re-imagining 

of agricultural spaces in the United States through the extension education system, it comes at 

great expense and with little acknowledgement of the sacrifices made by BIPOC Peoples here 

and within the Global South (Nadasdy 2003) (Alkon and Agyeman 2011) (West 2012) (Zanotti 

2016). I contend that the delayed acknowledgement of the validity of situated knowledge of 

localized ecological systems has historically contributed directly to the current emphasis on 

efficiency and monocultures in the current agro-industrial complex. Research that emphasizes 

the utilization of available resources, soil health, and the importance of holistic approaches to 

healthy ecosystems is now a complementary focus of research for specialty crop growing 

systems, instead of a fringe perspective.  

 

Frequently, research programs make adjustments to practices utilized within TEK systems. 

These adjustments could represent an effort to utilize the most beneficial constructs within TEK 

and Western Science if there is a more cohesive effort to find middle ground between the two 

(Conklin and Graham 1995) (Zanotti 2016). For many food system advocates, the potential for 

small scale and alternative farming embodies this middle ground. Conklin and Graham (1995) 

have noted that the bridging of knowledge systems carries insight for stewardship in the 

Anthropocene, but will require attention to the actors and processes involved in the construction 

of these knowledge systems. Although a growing number of large scale and commodity growers 

are embracing the use of cover crops, pollinator strips, and other conservation efforts that mimic 

the processes of naturally occurring ecosystems, the prerequisite of efficiency minimizes, to 
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some extent, the degree to which these systems can be implemented. Cover crops do assist in the 

mitigation of soil erosion and help to fix carbon and nutrients in the soil. However, for row crop 

farmers, cover crops are replaced with large expanses of monoculture commodity crops that have 

myriad deleterious impacts on the environment, ranging from pesticide drift and contaminated 

groundwater to reported correlations to the collapse of pollinator species. Tom Johnson, who was 

mentioned earlier, noted that his soy fields had increased production in the areas adjacent to his 

milpa plot, but was unsure whether the increased production was a function of improved soil 

nutrients or increased pollinator activity. To be clear, these efforts do have benefits for large 

scale producers and the spaces they farm in, but these benefits are limited to the scale at which 

alternative methods are implemented and to some extent by the other growing practices utilized 

on the farm.  

 

Smaller scale farmers, particularly those who operate diversified farms, are better positioned to 

experiment with alternative methods of conservation and production with an emphasis on 

agroecological methods (Shiva 2016). Rather than pollinator strips in marginal spaces around the 

field, they are able to restore sections of their land to prairie, plant pollinator fields, and leave 

wooded spaces undisturbed. Because the goal on most smallholder farms is not to plant every 

square inch of space, portions of the land can be supported in rebuilding ecosystems. Building 

symbiotic relationships on the farm with an eye towards stewardship aligns with the expressed 

goals of building something for future generations, and the support of pollinators, in return, 

increases yields. Many small-scale farmers attempt to restore ecological dynamism to the spaces 

they farm in, to the extent that they are able. While these efforts can and often do look quite 

different depending on the space in question, the guiding ethos of stewardship remains. I argue 

that the variation in how ecological well-being is restored is an example of the importance of 

situated knowledge in developing adaptive strategies, with great potential for reckoning with the 

histories of dispossession and oppression of BIPOC individuals. By continuing to diversify 

agricultural spaces and utilize alternative situated knowledge constructs, farmers further define 

the re-imagining of the places they farm and the food systems which they participate in while 

participating in the actualization of food justice. 
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4.5 Small Scale Farmers in Indiana, Local Foods, and Values Based Food Systems 

To this point, I have focused on national and international context and advocacy initiatives to 

demonstrate the close relationship between social justice, environmental concerns, and food 

systems advocacy. Small scale farmers in Indiana that I worked with over the course of this 

study have all expressed a/or demonstrated a commitment to advocacy within the local food 

system and other social justice concerns. I contend that this commitment is an expression of their 

concurrent devotion to supporting their local communities and re-imagining of agricultural and 

food systems spaces. With an emphasis on self-determination, many farmers discussed ideas that 

are closely bound with the precepts of food justice. In particular, farmers I worked with advocate 

for themselves and the communities they serve to improve food access with an emphasis on 

choice and the ability to define the local food system on their own terms. The diverse 

smallholder farmers in Indiana, out of necessity, wear many hats. In addition to vertically 

integrating much of their business plan because of a lack of hard and soft infrastructure, farmers 

must also educate consumers on the challenges inherent to alternative farming systems and 

advocate for themselves and each other in order to grow their farm business. Indiana also has a 

growing number of stakeholder organizations with the expressed goal of advocacy in and for the 

local food system. Food councils throughout the state work to educate consumers, legislators, 

and other stakeholders about the multivalent benefits of a thriving locally oriented food system. 

Programs and initiatives are also developing and gaining traction within state agencies like the 

Indiana State Department of Agriculture (ISDA) and the Indiana Department of Health (IDH); at 

this time, these programs are primarily focused on marketing and the implementation of farm to 

school initiatives in K-12 schools. 

 

One of the most salient tenets of local food systems advocacy in Indiana is the need for 

consumer education about the benefits of purchasing local food, and the hidden costs of cheap 

food that is a product of the heavily consolidated and extractive national/global conventional 

food system. The foundation of this advocacy is the triple bottom line model that is used by the 

Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education (program). The triple bottom line model 

emphasizes the equal importance of social, environmental, and economic factors and supports 

efforts to evaluate the success of our food system(s) holistically, and not just for the potential for 

efficiency and low consumer cost (Orr 2002) (Burnett 2019). The triple bottom line has been 
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further developed into a concept of values-based food chains that place emphasize the 

importance of health, quality of life, and social relationships (Ostrom, et al. 2017). While values-

based food systems do encompass short value chains and local food systems, the concept of a 

values-based food system also seeks to build cohesiveness in the definition of a food system that 

benefits producers, consumers, food system workers, and the environment. This re-imagining of 

food systems prioritizes transparency, long-term shared values and future-oriented stewardship, 

trust, cooperative decision making, communication, and a shared commitment to equity across 

the food chain (Burnett 2019). Producers and stakeholders I spoke with that are dedicated to 

these values emphasize the importance of narrative and relationship building for the support of 

production practices that are mindful of environmental and sociocultural concerns. A 

distinguishing trait of values-based food systems is that they establish a departure from 

bifurcated conceptualizations of the food system (i.e., big/small, local/global).  

 

Thus far, the emergence of values-based food value chains has been limited by lack of access to 

scale appropriate infrastructure, consumer awareness and access, and limited financial and policy 

investment from local, state, and federal governments (Meter 2014). In regions where these 

concerns are addressed, local and values-based food systems experience greater success and 

community buy-in.25 When stakeholders listen to farmers and collectively work towards support 

and solutions, food access and equity is improved, independent farm viability improves, and 

local food systems are able to move beyond the direct-to-consumer models of farmers’ markets 

and CSA. Although none of the farmers I worked with over the course of this study explicitly 

referred to the concept of values-based food chains, their expressed motivations for continuing to 

farm in the face of adversity were consistently rooted in the ideas of stewardship and the tenets 

embodied in collective action and community service. Yes, every one of these farmers wants to 

be financially viable, but it seems to be about much more than building a successful and 

profitable business. Definitions of success for many of the farmers I spoke with are directly tied 

to cerebral notions of social justice, food access, environmental sustainability, and the overall 

resilience of communities.  

 

 
25 See for example the implementation of the Good Food Purchasing Program in Chicago or Michigan’s support of 

Farm to School efforts.  
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The smallholder farmers I worked with consistently noted the many other “hats” they wear while 

building their farm business. They positioned themselves as mentors and collaborators and 

established their role in a variety of non-profits and volunteer positions with the express 

objective of building something “better” for their fellow farmers and the communities they serve. 

Some have joined or started food councils, others work directly with public health and hunger 

relief agencies, and others work to amplify the voices of independent smallholder farmers to 

legislators. The Hoosier Young Farmers Coalition emerged as a farmer stakeholder organization 

in 2016, the Indiana Farmers Union has emerged as a leader since around this time as well. 

These diverse grassroots stakeholder groups hold in common a systems-based approach that 

recognizes the inextricably entwined nature of food, human health, and environmental resilience. 

Both seek to amplify the voices of farmers and to advocate for young and underrepresented 

farmers, as well as smallholders and alternative farmers more generally (INFU 2018) (HYFC 

2020). These grassroots organizations align themselves with their national counterparts and other 

national scale organizations like the National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition in juxtaposition 

to the lobbying efforts of agribusinesses and the Farm Bureau. Moreover, there is a general 

acknowledgement of the ethos that a “rising tide lifts all ships,” that results in a collaborative 

spirit; in a thriving local food system, there is support for the success of more farmers. As one 

farmer put it, “We may not be able to change the world individually. But we can each change our 

own world, our land, and the space we farm.” By working together and promoting food justice 

and stewardship, farmers suggested farmers and food consumers can begin to move beyond the 

construct of agriculture as an endeavor to conquer, tame, and bend the land to the needs of the 

farm. By instead, working with the land, plants, and microbiota, and multiple knowledge 

systems, farmers I worked with suggested we can better support the viability of plants and 

ecosystems, as well as farms and families. Moreover, farmers suggested an ideology that what 

was traded generations ago in the name of efficiency and convenience can be actively reclaimed 

in the name of stewardship and community resilience.  

4.6 Food Justice and Broken Food Systems 

The local food and farming movements have done much in recent years to establish a place for 

smallholder and alternative farmers, and to support the notion that smallholders are in fact “real” 

farmers (Ikerd 2008). However, though these movements and their participants have done much 
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to work towards recognition and accountability for historic and ongoing legacies of injustice, 

there is still much work to be done in the diffusion of the narratives of inequity into 

institutionalized spaces. The USDA’s 2017 Census of Agriculture indicates that there are a 

growing number of farms operated by women and historically underrepresented populations in 

Indiana and nationwide (underrepresented is a term frequently used by the USDA to denote 

BIPOC, women, beginning, and veteran farmers). After the release of the 2017 data in the spring 

of 2019, Lieutenant Governor Susan Crouch stated, “We are seeing a trend of diversity in 

agriculture, and I couldn’t be more proud to see the significant jump of women and minorities 

involved in this industry.” (Brown 2019) However, the increased representation of women and 

BIPOC farmers obfuscates their historic participation on farms and in farm labor. These numbers 

are an indication of an expansion of farm ownership and operation, not farm labor. Moreover, it 

fails to acknowledge the impact of USDA practices and policies that provided inequitable access 

to resources for BIPOC farmers and effectively resulted in the dispossession of land from BIPOC 

and, to a lesser extent, women farmers (Newkirk 2019). Additionally, it continues to obfuscate 

the fact that the very foundation of agricultural research and education in our nation, the land 

grant system, was built upon the violent dispossession of land from Indigenous Peoples (Purdue 

University Board of Trustees 1866) (Lee and Ahtone 2020). 

  

For many years, the rhetoric has relegated black and brown bodies in the food system to passive 

roles as the recipients of the beneficence of white farmers, faith-based charities, and the farm bill 

(Penniman 2018) (White 2019). More recently, this rhetoric has shifted to include the stories of 

the critical roles that black and brown bodies play in shaping the food system: from migrant 

workers, to food service and processing employees, to urban farmers. However, this shift still 

constricts BIPOC individuals to passive roles in the food system and fails to reckon with the 

appropriation of TEK. BIPOC individuals and communities are more widely being recognized as 

critical to the success of the conventional food and farm industries, but they are presented as 

components that are only relevant in presumably white farming and food processing spaces. As a 

component of the conventional food system, they are denied agency and relevancy on a larger 

scale. In reality, however, BIPOC farmers have actively been denied autonomy: through land 

theft, denial of services, and the colonization of growing practices (LaDuke 2005) (Newkirk 

2019) (White 2019). In his 2019 keynote at the Power of Procurement Summit, Ricardo Salvador 
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discussed the impact of the continued legacy of Manifest Destiny and colonization in the current 

conventional food system. He argues that the conventional food system has been intentionally 

built on exploitation and extraction of land and labor, and that it is modeled on plantation 

economics. Of BIPOC individuals laboring within the conventional food system, Salvador noted 

that the pervasive inequities in the conventional food supply chains mirror systemic inequities in 

the United States as a whole, “We [conventional food system] want your labor, not you.” 

(Salvador 2019)  

  

Salvador and others have suggested that the “broken food system” is in fact functioning as it was 

designed to- by consolidating wealth and power into the hands of a few corporations, by 

externalizing human and environmental costs (J. Jackson 2020). From its colonial era inception, 

the food system has been built upon extractive policies that exploit people and the environment. I 

contend that emergent smallholder farmers are attempting to cultivate a re-imagined agricultural 

space that is built upon a foundation of cooperation, reciprocity, and equity. In urban and peri-

urban communities such as Sylvia’s (introduced in Chapter 3), this looks like a revitalization of 

the commons, with equitable food access cultivated through community gardens and gathering 

spaces. Even farms located in rural spaces invite customers to visit and engage with the spaces in 

which their food is grown. This transparency and engagement are situated in direct juxtaposition 

to commodity scale operations that have benefited from right to farm laws (referred to as Right 

to Harm Laws by some advocates) and so-called ag gag laws. These laws concurrently limit the 

ability of community members to document and seek recourse from agricultural practices that 

have a harmful effect on local environments and the people who live in them. Independent 

smallholder farmers prioritize relationship building and transparency as a general rule, and 

understand that educating the consumer about the source of food necessitates the facilitation of 

their engagement with growing spaces and the farmers who grow the food. In urban and peri-

urban locations, this is often reified through the education of community members about how to 

grow their own food as well as the provision of spaces to do so by faith-based and community 

organizations.  

  

Improving food access and equity in the food system is not always as simple as cultivating 

common spaces and farm visits, however. Stakeholders I worked with noted that the lack of food 
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access in both urban and rural communities is exacerbated by lack of financial and legislative 

support for local community-driven solutions that are poised to provide the flexibility needed to 

cultivate food justice. Farmers I worked with during this study suggested alterative options to 

traditional grocery retail centers (that have shown little interest in investing in urban centers and 

rural communities), including co-operative retail models, food hubs, mobile markets, and hyper-

local retail options utilizing non-grocery brick and mortar locations (i.e., convenience stores, 

restaurants, etc.) or farm stands. Although these models are seeing more rapid expansion since 

the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, their long-term viability is questionable if the onus 

of their operation falls on the farmers who are producing the food they sell. Just as we would not 

expect a traditional grocery store to manage the production, transport, marketing, and sale of 

food, we cannot expect the farmer to handle all points of the food value chain. There is, however, 

great potential for emergent cooperative marketing strategies and alternative retail models to 

simultaneously address the needs of small-scale farmers and the communities they serve in ways 

that are flexible, adaptive, and resilient to future disruptions to the food system(s).  

  

Food and farming advocates in Indiana I spoke with also note the potential mutually reinforcing 

relationship between localized food systems, smallholder farmers, and support of biocultural 

diversity. Food grown by diversified smallholder farms is responsive to the community 

members; instead of prioritizing a limited variety of fruit and vegetable species that are 

consistent in shape, size, appearance, and viability for shipping, crop decisions are made with the 

community in mind and can be adjusted to reflect consumer preferences which ultimately results 

in a greater variety of foods being grown and the potential for improved availability of culturally 

and ethnically significant foods. Recent collaborations between the historical farming programs 

in the Department of Natural Resources and the Potawatomi and Miami Tribes are also 

supporting the food sovereignty of Indigenous Peoples and the resilience of local ecosystems. 

Some farmers I worked with make specific choices about livestock, poultry, and produce based 

upon community-identified gaps in the availability of culturally appropriate food through 

conventional retail locations. In a locally oriented food value chain, this adaptive capacity is the 

norm rather than the exception. In a re-imagined food system, this adaptive capacity and 

resilience can serve a complementary function to existing large scale and conventional supply 

chains with an emergent emphasis on pluralism that allows the small and the large to operate 
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within their respective niches. However, for a pluralistic compromise to become viable, 

smallholder farmers must be provided equal support and scale appropriate infrastructure and 

legislation instead of consistently being left to their own devices.  

4.7 Food Justice and Communities of Care 

Another impact of conventional agriculture is the erosion of communities of care and trust. 

Throughout the Global South, in communities that have shifted to production for the global 

market, there has been growing attention paid to the dissolution of community ethos and 

economies of caring (Adams 1988) (Wilk 2006) (Rosin, Stock and Campbell 2012) (Sitko 2013). 

As farming and production shifts focus from subsistence to engagement with the global 

economy, farmers are less able to (whether by lack of time or in an attempt to be competitive in 

the market) help one another- with harvest, in times of scarcity or hunger, in work, in planting, in 

shared community responsibilities and needs (Adams 1988) (Shiva 2016). These systems of 

community care once existed in rural communities of the US as well, but were eroded by the 

growing prominence of mechanization over the course of the twentieth century which eliminated 

the need for relationship building and cooperative efforts. However, as farms grew in scale and 

consolidated in number, rural communities began to “fail.” As consolidation of farm support 

businesses (i.e., seeds, equipment, inputs) continued and wealth was extracted from rural 

communities, local support businesses closed, and more people left for urban and peri-urban 

centers (Neth 1995). The flight from rural communities ultimately resulted in further 

consolidation of farms, which reified the cycle of wealth extraction from rural farming centers. 

Rural communities are still there, but lack much of the foundation and the structures, the roots, 

that they once depended upon (Meter 2004) (Meter 2014). Whereas more historically, farmers 

and rural communities were built upon a different ethos of care built upon shared work: help 

during planting season, harvest, in the literal raising of barns, and slaughter of animals. As more 

individuals moved off farm for their income, they were no longer able or willing to work 

collaboratively for the shared economy. 

 

With the revitalized emphasis on community and non-market economy among emergent and 

alternative farmers, small scale-farmers are attempting to revitalize community structures. They 

prioritize community, economies of care, and the needs of their neighbor. Generational 
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sustainability and community stability are prioritized at least as much as market returns. This is 

not to say that these rural spaces exist completely within this bucolic romanticization of rural 

life. To the contrary, in some cases that I observed farmers would extoll the virtues of strong 

community, while in the next breath making the argument that making a living at farming is very 

hard in the best of scenarios, or nearly impossible in the worst of scenarios. Clearly, farming IS 

hard work. If it wasn’t, then there would not have been such an exodus to urban centers over the 

course of the twentieth century. However, the seeming disillusionment with farming that I heard 

periodically came as a surprise. Why would anyone choose to farm if it was “impossible”? This 

adamant persuasion that one should not enter farming- because they are unlikely at best to be 

successful at it would seem to imply that there is no sense of community. However, I would 

argue that what is at play here is a conflict between alternative farming ideologies and capitalist, 

consumer-driven precepts that are foundational to the United States’ economy (and conventional 

food system) and are defined by individualism.  

4.8 Conclusion 

“Well, I’m a farmer…I mean, I work too- but soon I won’t have to…we have to do it[farm]so we 

can change how it is,” explained Gretchen one afternoon when I met with her at her farm. 

Gretchen’s commitment to farming, like many young farmers, was about much more than the 

selection of a profession or livelihood. For Gretchen, and other farmers like her, the choice to 

farm is about fomenting transformational change in the food system. The vision for change and 

efforts towards building something new are shaped by notions of justice, equity, and 

stewardship. Although the food justice framework was not as salient when I began my fieldwork, 

it has been a recurring theme during my check-ins and at food and farming conferences in recent 

years. While many farmers are actively working towards equitable food access and food justice 

in the communities they serve, they are simultaneously working to amplify the voices and needs 

of BIPOC communities and lower barriers of entry for emergent farmers from BIPOC 

communities. The need for change, for building something new and different, was unanimously 

stated as a primary motivator among the farmers I worked with and is closely bound with the 

defining characteristics of food justice. The emphasis on community, reciprocity, and 

stewardship is accelerated by efforts to center previously marginalized voices within the food 

system. Many of the adaptive strategies smallholders employ to ensure the viability of their 
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farming livelihoods are complemented by engagement in the surrounding community that is 

marked by innovation and adaptive strategies to improve food access. 
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CHAPTER 5: FOOD AND FARMING POLICY 

5.1 Introduction 

“Farmers need to know that we have very few friends in high places…We must therefore look to 

those that do [have our best interest at heart]: our friends and neighbors, our local communities 

and local economies.” 

-- Mary Berry (2017, 57) 

 

Smallholder and alternative farmers I worked with over the course of this study demonstrate 

adaptive capacities that are highly resilient, but they do face specific challenges that can be 

further exacerbated by agricultural policy. Legislation and policy drafted at the national and state 

level both have the capacity to support or significantly hinder the efforts of small farmers. Most 

agricultural policy and food regulations, particularly at the national level, are developed with the 

conventional (agribusiness) norm in mind. As I will demonstrate, these policies can 

disproportionately and unjustly disadvantage smallholder farms and food producers over their 

large-scale conventional counterparts. Adapting policy that is better suited to multiple scales is 

not about prioritizing smallholders or attempting to disadvantage the conventional counterpart, it 

is instead about accommodating diverse food production systems that will become increasingly 

more important as non-renewable resources become scarcer and the inputs of modern agriculture 

become a non-viable option (Herren, Haerlin and IAASTD 2020). This chapter will analyze 

some key pieces of legislation and their impact on the farmers I work with. This analysis 

integrates the perspectives of the farmers, media and secondary accounts, as well as my own 

reading of the policy measures. By engaging with these sources, I will demonstrate how policy 

often creates barriers for the success of smallholders, while at the same time I identify the 

strategies farmers employ to ensure the success of their farms and local food systems. The 

driving questions for this chapter are: What specific challenges do smallholder and alternative 

farmers face and how might these challenges be better addressed by existing support systems and 

new legislation? How do farmers navigate the complexities of the legislative space? What 

adaptive strategies do they implement to mitigate the effects of policy that is ill-suited to their 

scale? How are contemporary policies reinforced by historic agricultural trends in Indiana? 
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The smallholder and alternative farmers that I worked with use adaptive strategies to mitigate the 

effects of policies that are developed at various scales ranging from the international down to the 

municipal. Some policies, crafted at the national and international scale, reach far beyond the 

bounds of Indiana and thus impact smallholder farmers around the United States and the globe. I 

argue that smallholder farmers in Indiana are doubly burdened by the consequences of policy at 

the state and municipal level. These state and municipal level policies are particularly 

burdensome for those who farm at the margins. As I learned over the course of this study, policy 

directly influences decision making for smallholder farmers as they are forced to contend with 

the myriad issues that arise when their needs are not being met by the legislation. These issues 

include but are not limited to: land access, crop planning, market availability, and de facto 

limitations to the potential for income diversification through on-farm revenue streams. Although 

they are a vital component of the local food system, the Hoosier economy, and the communities 

they serve, smallholder farmers have remained relatively invisible to policy makers, and their 

voices have been unheard; their visibility is increasing, however, due to their tenacity and the 

efforts of food and farming advocates to provide an alternative to the dominant narrative of 

commodity agriculture in Indiana. 

5.2 National 

Born out of the extreme circumstances of the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression, the Federal 

Farm Bill was initially crafted in 1933 as a response to the social, economic, and ecological 

needs of the United States’ citizens, its farmers, and its agricultural spaces. During the Great 

Depression, the concurrent issues of widespread hunger, farm foreclosures, and rapid ecological 

decline and soil erosion dictated the need for policy that would simultaneously address these 

needs in an effort to stymie the further collapse of the health and economy of the nation. Early 

Food and Fiber programs increased the availability of credit, created price supports, and 

launched a grain warehousing program that were collectively intended to improve the viability of 

farmers by slowing foreclosures and increasing the farmers’ share of the prices received for 

agricultural products. The legislation also initiated conservation programs that promoted and 

supported the use of cover crops, low till methods, and crop rotations, in addition to hunger relief 

and school lunch initiatives (Imhoff and Badaracco 2019).  
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In the early years, the Farm Bill was representative of the diversity of agriculture in the United 

States. Dan Imhoff, a farmer and author who emphasizes transparency in the food system, 

explained that in the beginning of the Farm Bill legacy more than 100 agricultural commodities 

received some sort of federal price support (Imhoff and Badaracco 2019). However, as 

technologies developed during World War II were applied to agriculture in the form of 

mechanization and synthetic inputs, the agricultural labor force shrank; input intensive 

agriculture that was dependent upon efficiency and monocropping became the norm. Imhoff 

argues that the Green Revolution of this era could have been more accurately labelled the 

“Amber Revolution” because of its emphasis on and support for grain products: wheat, rice, and 

corn. The Depression Era Farm Bill policies that provided price supports for storage crops had 

incentivized their production and supported the development of technologies that would increase 

the productivity of farms that cultivated them. As farms became more productive in the mid-

twentieth century, the concept of farm management, modeled on industrial management, was 

born at land grant universities like Purdue (Paarlberg 1971) (Berry 2015). Managed farms were 

dependent upon efficiencies of scale that catalyzed consolidation in ownership a/or operation and 

the expansion of scale of the American family farm, and effectively created a new narrative for 

farming that replaced the yeoman farmer myth of the Jefferson era (although pieces of this myth 

are still reflected today).  

 

One of the most vocal proponents of the agribusiness narrative during the 1970s, then Secretary 

of Agriculture Earl Butz, was also instrumental in building the international markets that enabled 

this type of extractive domestic agriculture. The Butz era ushered in Farm Bill subsidies that at 

the farm level were dependent upon scale to substantively improve farm incomes (Imhoff and 

Badaracco 2019). The necessity of international markets and extractive agricultural practices was 

substantiated by Malthusian notions of feeding the world (De La Garza, et al. 1974). Although 

famine and hunger were an issue, and remain so today, Raj Patel has argued that United States’ 

agricultural policy exacerbated this issue, through the Green Revolution and in the decades since 

(Patel 2007) (Patel and Philppon 2018). Ironically, the portions of the Farm Bill that were 

designed to mitigate hunger domestically are today criticized for contributing to endemic and 

chronic noncommunicable diseases (e.g., diabetes, heart disease, obesity, etc.)  
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In the Figure 12, the 

inverse relationship 

between number of 

farmers and average 

farm acreage can be 

seen. The lines of the 

graph intersect in 

approximately 1960 

and rapidly diverge 

during the Butz era. 

Although farm acreage 

has fluctuated some 

since then, the number 

of farms has reached a 

relative plateau. In the 

context of Indiana, we know that the number of farms has increased since the early 2000s. In the 

graph prepared by Ken Meter that was depicted in Chapter 3, we can see a gradual uptick in the 

number of farms beginning in approximately 2006. USDA Agricultural Census data indicates 

that this growth is largely attributable to an increase in the number of small-scale farmers (as 

defined by acreage). What then, are the implications of nearly 75 years of Farm Bill programs 

that have been drafted with an emphasis on commodity farming, particularly for small scale 

diversified farms? 

 

The smallholder farmers I worked with often mentioned feeling that there was a lack of support 

for them and their chosen methods of farming, as though they didn’t matter because they are not 

a part of the minority of farms that report sales over $350,000 per year, and because they have 

chosen to farm diversified operations instead of the main commodity crops. This lack of support 

in the form of intellectual and capital resources is particularly challenging for new entry farmers 

who are searching for land, and I contend that this directly contributes to their choosing spaces 

that are at the margins. As the size of commodity farms has expanded alongside the need for 

equipment, the price of land has gone up, particularly in areas that are within commuting 

Figure 12. Number of Farms vs Size of Farms  (Imhoff and Badaracco 2019) 
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distance to urban and peri-urban centers. This is a function of population growth near cities, and 

land is increasingly being priced at its development value. In states like Indiana, with no land 

trust or codified tax incentives for keeping agricultural land for agricultural purposes, new entry 

farmers are effectively priced out of the market. Even if they can get financing to purchase land 

that is priced for development, it is not feasible for them to build a successful farming business 

with such a large initial investment or access to already established capital to do so. It can also be 

challenging to find a retiring farmer that is willing to sell a smaller portion of their land holdings, 

as they can secure a better price for acreage that is complete and sizable enough for the 

development of housing additions that are built to serve young professionals looking to live near 

the city but enjoy the benefits of “country living.” As a result, prospective emergent farmers are 

forced to stake their claim on the smaller pieces of land at the margins or to move further away 

from the population density and reliable markets that are more frequently found in cities. In 

Chapter 3, I described the impact of this paradigm on Marta, who bought land further away from 

her intended markets because it was what she and her partner could afford. Ultimately, her 

distance from the market was a significant limiting factor in her farming viability, and she chose 

to discontinue farming as a business venture. 

  

Farm Bill policies have also indirectly had significant unintended impacts on the environment, 

from water quality and quantity, to pollinator decline, and soil erosion (Imhoff and Badaracco 

2019). Although the Farm Bill was poised from its inception to curb issues of soil erosion 

through its conservation efforts, the expansion and extraction ethos of the middle part of the 

twentieth century did little to encourage the cultivation of non-productive crops. Admittedly, we 

are seeing a shift now in Indiana (and nationwide) towards the use of more cover crops to 

mitigate erosion, as well as an increase in low and no till methods (Harmon, Cover Crop Trends, 

2011-2018 2019) (Harmon, Indiana Statewide Tillage: No Till, 1990-2019 2019). However, 

monocrop systems that are a prerequisite for large scale operations are necessarily dependent 

upon synthetic inputs that ultimately contribute to soil contamination and runoff. Moreover, 

chemical inputs are also contributing to contaminated water supplies and, in the case of 

pesticides, a sharp decline in pollinator species. Smallholder farmers provide an invaluable 

alternative to this model, by using labor intensive methods and diversified cropping systems. 

Most farmers who I spoke with have also dedicated a portion of their land to pollinator friendly 
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spaces to improve the production of specialty crops that are dependent upon pollination. Many 

have added honeybee hives to their spaces to simultaneously encourage pollination and diversify 

their on-farm revenue stream with a high value item (honey).  

  

Amidst growing concern over food contamination outbreaks and resulting media scares, the 

federal government has faced increasing pressure to develop updated standards for the regulation 

of food production and exchange (Gilchrist, et al. 2007) (Flynn 2009) (Schnirring 2012).  This is 

due in large part to the fact that few significant changes have been made to the Food and Drug 

Administration’s policies on food regulation since the Nutrition Labelling and Education Act in 

the 1990s (Food and Drug Administration 2018).  In response to the growing concern of 

consumers and experts alike over food processing and handling practices, the FDA created the 

Food Safety and Modernization Act (HR 2751) in 2010; the act was signed into law by President 

Obama in early 2011 (U.S. FDA 2011). This policy greatly expanded the potential for the FDA 

to enforce regulatory measures relating to food safety but failed to differentiate between large 

and small-scale food producers.26  I contend that this lack of distinction, as well as the 

contradictory nature of more recent policies and initiatives issued by the FDA and USDA is 

grossly inhibitory to the health and wellness of small business and the American public, 

particularly in rural and remote regions.  

 The FSMA covers forty articles that are categorized into four categories (U.S. Food and 

Drug Administration 2017): 

1.  Improving capacity to prevent food safety problems. 

2. Improving capacity to detect and respond to food safety problems. 

3. Improving the safety of imported foods. 

4. Miscellaneous provisions. (primarily covering the administrative aspects of the act) 

 

The points of concern that most impact small scale farmers, and thus rural constituents, are 

sections one and two, regulating the prevention, detection, and response to food safety problems. 

 
26 More recent exemptions issued by the FDA have attempted to ameliorate this issue for the smallest of food 
producers, but the policy set forth in the FSMA are still problematic for upwardly mobile smallholders and mid-
scale farms, particularly those that are attempting to expand their business beyond direct-to-consumer models. 
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These sections effectively set a precedent for all food producers that intend to sell their product 

to intermediary distributors or retail locations that requires a series of inspections and 

certifications, as well as processing by federally certified entities in the case of meat and dairy 

products.    

 

Although exemptions have been created for those small-scale farmers that sell only in direct-to-

consumer situations for certain products, restrictions on “high-risk” foods remain stringent (U.S. 

Food and Drug Administration 2017); furthermore, by only exempting those businesses that sell 

directly to the consumer, the act unfairly penalizes smallholders who have intent to expand their 

business. A widely publicized case in 2015/2016 attempted to prohibit Hawkins Family Farm 

from selling their chicken, harvested and butchered on farm, from being sold to restaurants. The 

Farm to Consumer Legal Defense Fund, in an article about the case, stated, “Legislation 

prohibiting or restricting market access for local food producers is not about food safety but 

rather about eliminating competition for the industrial food system, often before local producers 

can get any traction in the market.” (Farm to Consumer 2016) The proposed HB 1267 would 

have prohibited the sale of uninspected poultry to restaurants under the guise of food safety, in 

spite of federal exemptions that had been in place for nearly 45 years that allowed small scale 

producers to butcher up to 20,000 birds on farm and no food safety transgressions on record for 

the Hawkins. Farms using this exemption, including the Hawkins, were still inspected twice 

annually by the Board of Animal Health and were required to meet minimum facility 

requirements, but were not subject to the regular inspections that are required of larger state and 

federally inspected facilities. Although in this case, the Hawkins were successful in defeating the 

resolution, they are transparent when speaking about the incident, noting that it was not their 

record of safety or the facts about food borne illness at larger facilities that swayed the state 

legislature, but rather advocates and allies throughout Indiana and the Midwest that launched a 

#KeepChickenOnTheMenu social media campaign and contacted their representatives (Farm to 

Consumer 2016). The capacity of public pressure to shift the outcome of this case is just one 

example of the potential for cohesive and consistent advocacy in the state. The regulations 

outlined in the FSMA are particularly inhibitory to small and mid-scale producers because they 

were designed to address the specific issues inherent in the industrialized system of agriculture 

that is dominant in the U.S. Smallholders and alternative food system advocates argue that these 
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measures are unnecessary for businesses that intend to sell locally or regionally, and that many of 

the contamination issues of concern are irrelevant on the smaller scale because of lack of 

incident as well as little potential for widespread food-borne illness (Leib 2013) (Farm to 

Consumer Legal Defense Fund 2020).  

 

The Director for the Harvard Law School Food Law and Policy Clinic, Emily Leib, makes the 

case that small scale farms that exhibit more crop diversity are often subject to additional 

inspections (as opposed to single crop farms that face only annual inspections), and that they are 

required to meet the same requirements as large-scale producers for kitchen and processing 

areas. This is especially devastating for small farmers who specialize in meat products and must 

conform to federal inspection regulations that have effectively put small slaughterhouses out of 

business; the high cost of slaughterhouse certification results in meat needing to travel further to 

be processed and means higher costs in terms of transport and time, as well as increased risk for 

food contamination (Leib 2013). Alternative food systems proponents assert that these policies 

are contraindicated because food coming from smallholders is safer for many reasons: less 

circulation to consumers (and thus less potential impact in the event of a contamination 

outbreak), freshness, fewer points of potential contamination, and less processing. Leib argues 

that because of these factors federal mandates should operate in a manner more appropriate to 

the scale of the operation in question (Leib 2013). 

 

In contradiction to the implicit resistance to alternative and small scale food systems present in 

FDA policy, the United States Department of Agriculture has recently shown increased interest 

in the success of small farms, particularly those prioritizing “specialty” crops.27 The USDA has 

initiated a Specialty Crop Block Grant Program as a portion of its Farm Bill initiatives, a 

Farmer’s Market Promotion Program, an Organic Cost Share Program, and its Beginning 

Farmers and Ranchers Loan program. The Block Grant is administered through individual states 

and individuals interested in receiving funds must first go through their operating state to receive 

funds, the Loan and Cost Share programs directly benefit individuals and small businesses, and 

the Farmer’s Market Program has the potential to benefit individuals, non-profits, or state level 

 
27 “Specialty” crops are defined by the USDA as fruits, vegetables, tree nuts, dried fruit, horticulture, and nursery 
crops.  http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/SCBGP 

about:blank
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projects (USDA AMS 2020) (USDA Rural Information Center 2020). Admittedly these 

programs are a step in the right direction, but they still comprise a relatively marginal portion of 

overall Farm Bill spending. In the 2018 Farm Bill, approximately $2.55 billion was allocated for 

a ten-year period to the “tiny but mighty” programs that provide support for alternative farmers 

and research on alternative food and farming systems, compared to the $142.5 billion that was 

allocated over the same ten-year period for commodity production in the form of subsidies and 

crop insurance (NSAC 2018).  

 

These programs are helpful to those entrepreneurs who are aware of them and are able to 

navigate the application process; they also ostensibly recognize the necessity of expanding the 

production of so-called “specialty” crops (in lieu of the big five commodity crops) if America’s 

growing health crisis of non-communicable disease is to be curbed. However, if these types of 

initiatives are to have any sort of meaningful impact then it is necessary to make available 

funding for those farms dedicated to the big five (corn, soy, cotton, wheat, and rice) more 

equitable with those producing “specialty” crops. This is crucial if there is to be any incentive for 

large-scale farmers to shift from the production of non-food crops to those that are not only 

intrinsic to a healthy diet, but also represent a much larger proportion of the recommended daily 

allowances for nutrition in the newest recommendations (USDA 2020). If the true purpose of 

Farm Bill subsidies is to help ensure food security, then why are we so disproportionately 

spending on crops that are used more for fuel or secondary food production than they are 

nutrients? I would also argue that a paradigm shift is in order if the goal of efficacious nutrition 

improvement and NCD eradication can be reached: the vehicles for crucial micronutrients should 

not be referred to as “specialty” crops; they should more accurately be termed as food or 

preventative medicine.  

 

Although food safety laws, by definition, are intended to benefit the public’s health via a food 

system that can be trusted to be safe and reliable, the FSMA and various state level policies such 

as Indiana’s Cottage Food Law can actually have the effect of creating food insecurity in food 

deserts. Furthermore, their exclusionary and prohibitive tendencies can remove economic and 

job opportunities in the communities that most need them. Since there is a direct correlation 

between socioeconomic status and both food security and overall health, it stands to reason that 
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these policies dually burden disinvested communities (Walker, Keane and Burke 2010) (Allcott, 

et al. 2019) (White 2019).  

 

Food deserts are becoming a more common topic of concern, particularly in reference to their 

impact on endemic chronic disease. However, until relatively recently these conversations 

focused on the high prevalence of food deserts in inner city neighborhoods and urban areas more 

generally. Due to the association by many individuals of rural areas with agricultural production, 

the plight of rural constituents with diminished access to fresh foods was relatively ignored. 

Because of a previous lack of studies on the subject and this association, there were few efforts 

to enact policy or intervention efforts at anything larger than a community level. However, this 

paradigm is beginning to shift as the public becomes more aware of the relative dearth of fresh 

food access in rural and remote areas (unless one has the capacity to grow these items 

themselves). As public awareness has grown, so too has the body of literature devoted to the 

topic (Ver Ploeg, et al. 2009) (Yousefian Hansen, et al. 2011).  

 

Despite growing recognition of the existence of food deserts in both urban and rural areas, they 

remain a critical issue for urban and rural residents alike. Food deserts are defined by two 

primary factors: distance to the nearest food market and mobility; to qualify for any sort of 

interventions from the USDA or other governmental policy builders, at least one third of the 

local population must be impacted by these factors (USDA ERS 2020). For the purposes of the 

USDA, eligibility for assistance is also partially defined by income levels and relative 

poverty. Food deserts are defined generally as areas where the community question does not 

have read access to fresh and affordable food, particularly fresh fruits and vegetables. In urban 

communities, this means there is no grocery market or other food retail source within a mile and 

in rural communities, this is extended to ten miles; in both cases, this is also defined by a lack of 

a vehicle or other viable transport to the market. In many food deserts the only points of access 

for food purchase are convenience marts or other locations with processed or “fast” food. These 

regions are also generally marked by poverty and relative high prices for available food (USDA 

ERS 2020). While the concept of a food desert has become more salient in the public imaginary, 

food justice advocates are working to shift the conversation with the introduction of the concept 

of food apartheid. Food apartheid acknowledges the absence of fresh and nutritious foods in 
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certain communities, but places emphasis on the systemic and structural inequalities that have 

contributed to this lack. In an interview with Guernica, Karen Washington described the 

importance of reconceptualizing the absence of food, particularly in BIPOC communities, “Food 

apartheid’ looks at the whole food system, along with race, geography, faith, and economics,” 

she says. “When we say ‘food apartheid,’ the real conversation can begin.” (Brones 

2018) Advocates who favor the term food apartheid note that the absence of fresh food in BIPOC 

communities has not occurred by chance. Rather, the absence has been constructed over decades 

worth of disinvestment and intentional decision-making by grocery stores and other businesses. 

Moreover, the concurrent high availability of calorie dense and nutrient poor foods at 

convenience stores and fast-food restaurants illuminates some of the structures that have 

contributed to variable price points for food; decades worth of subsidies for commodity crops 

have supported “cheap” food that is highly processed, while fresh fruits and vegetables remain 

inaccessible to many, whether by geography or price point.  

 

But why is the growing prevalence of food deserts and food apartheid significant to the overall 

health of the communities they affect in both urban and rural communities?  The correlation 

between duets high in processed foods (foods that are calorie dense and nutrient poor) and 

chronic noncommunicable disease has been well established. Diet and other behavioral factors 

have been linked to the steady rise in rates of overweight and obesity, diabetes, and 

cardiovascular disease (Ver Ploeg, et al. 2009) (Walker, Keane and Burke 2010) (DeBono, Ross 

and Berrang-Ford 2012). Linkages to behavioral factors like exercise illuminate one point of 

intersection between the food and environmental justice movements; urban communities 

frequently have less access to green space suitable for physical activity. Further complicating this 

issue is the fact that lifestyles related chronic diseases often exist in comorbid states, meaning 

that an individual suffering from a chronic disease is more likely to suffer from another chronic 

disease at the same time or at some point in their life. Furthermore, by definition, chronic 

diseases are long-term and persistent, necessitating the need for prolonged (and costly) treatment 

(World Health Organization 2018). The need for prolonged treatment is particularly problematic 

in rural and disinvested urban areas, because in addition to a lack of access to affordable 

healthful food, these communities suffer from a lack of access to basic healthcare service. They 
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are triply burdened by a lack of access to jobs and economic opportunities that would enable 

them to support healthier options.  

 

Although increased access to better foods alone would not solve the above issues, it would 

improve the outlook for affected communities. However, I contend that a restructuring of the 

FSMA and other laws impacting smallholder food production companies and persons (like HEA 

1309) could have the potential for immeasurable impact. The smallholder farms I worked with, 

through their planting choices and diversified cropping systems, contribute significantly to the 

availability of fresh fruits and vegetables to consumers that are able to engage in the direct-to- 

consumer markets that smallholders are most salient in. Moreover, many of them remain 

committed to finding solutions to improve food access in communities impacted by food 

apartheid and food deserts. The juxtaposition of smallholder crop choices to those made on large 

scale farms is largely due to the fact that large-scale industrial type farms tend to prioritize the 

commodity crops that ensure a guarantee on return (even in poor growing seasons) (Imhoff and 

Badaracco 2019) (Ikerd 2020). Due to the structuring of federal subsidy and crop insurance 

programs, commodity crops are effectively favored over specialty crops like fruits and 

vegetables. The federal programs cover a limited number of crops and also make payments based 

on acreage planted. The smallholder diversified farmers has few if any of these support options 

available and is thus reliant on the adaptive strategies they employ to diversify revenue streams 

and ensure the fiscal viability of their farms. Although this choice by large scale farmers is 

understandable and is not likely to change under the current structuring of agricultural subsidies, 

it does inherently imply that the responsibility for the production of more healthful foods lies 

elsewhere (Ikerd 2020). 

 

In urban and peri-urban areas, efforts to combat the deleterious effect of food deserts have 

utilized farmers markets and the creation of community gardens (Ackerman-Leist 2013) 

(Penniman 2018) (White 2019). For those that have the time and prerequisite skills, community 

gardens provide the space to grow diverse, healthy foods at a minimal cost. Farmers’ markets in 

these areas also increasingly accept WIC and SNAP as forms of payment to help offset the cost 

of fresh foods and increase their accessibility (Larsen and Gilliland 2009) (Holben 2010) 

(McCormack 2010). This approach is more efficacious in these areas than it can be in rural areas, 
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however, due to the higher concentration of people and residences in cities. In rural and remote 

communities, it can be more difficult to identify a central location for hosting markets or creating 

gardens. Furthermore, even if such a place is identified it may be difficult for individuals to find 

the necessary transportation to it if it is several miles away. 

 

Table 1. Chart of Policies Impacting Indiana Farmers 

Policy/Certification 

Name 

Abbreviation Scale Description 

Food Safety 

Modernization Act 

FSMA National Designed to standardize the regulation of food 

safety in the U.S. 

Produce Safety 

Alliance Training 

PSA National, 

Executed 

by state 

Training for produce growers that emphasizes 

good agricultural practices and food safety; 

aligned with FSMA 

Good Agricultural 

Practices Certification 

GAPs National, 

3rd Party 

Often confused with PSA training by buyers, 

the GAPs certification requires annual 

inspections. 

Home Based Vendor 

Law 

HBV/ HEA 

1309 

State Indiana’s Cottage Food Law that allows for the 

production of “low risk” value-added products 

to be sold in limited markets and with specific 

labeling requirements 

Home Rule n/a State Indiana is a home rule state, meaning that state 

level guidance from the ISDH is interpreted at 

the county level 

Agricultural Trust/ 

Easement 

n/a Multi-

Scaled 

Indiana has no state or municipally sponsored 

agricultural trust, easement, or tax incentive 

programs 

Zoning n/a Municipal Zoning is particularly burdensome to 

smallholders who are farming in urban and 

peri-urban communities 

5.3 State 

Although FSMA is a federal law, its regulation occurs at the state level. Though the 

implementation of the law has been delayed several times, each state will ultimately be 

responsible for the interpretation of FSMA at the state level and the application of that 

interpretation at the farm level via mandatory inspections. Diversified farmers have expressed 

frustration that the prohibitory fees associated with necessary licensing and processing make it 

difficult or impossible for many smallholders to consider expanding their operations to include 

fresh meats or dairy. They are also restricted from using more cost-effective (and traditionally 

based) forms of horticulture and agriculture. If these farms choose to use composted manure or 



 

142 

certain other more organically based fertilization methods, they can fail inspections. Moreover, 

the traditional method of year-round crop cover necessitates frequent and costly inspections as 

each successive seasonal crop is implemented (U.S. Food and Drug Administration 2017) (Leib 

2013). Recent developments in the implementation of FSMA inspections in Indiana imply that 

only a single inspection will be required, but inspections of the small and very small farms are 

just beginning so it remains unclear how this guidance will be implemented.  

 

Although FSMA was passed in 2011, the inspections provisions have yet to be fully 

implemented. Inspections of small farms28 began in the summer of 2020, and the inspection of 

very small farms is scheduled to begin in 2021. This delay was due, in part, to the expressed goal 

of allowing farms time to learn the regulations and get into compliance in advance of 

inspections. However, many aspects of the legislation have also been debated, particularly in 

regard to which farms are covered by the act. Additionally, FSMA was written with the intent 

that inspection and regulation would occur at the state level. State inspectors are required to 

uphold the minimum standards of FSMA but have the flexibility to enact standards that are more 

specific or stringent. In Indiana, growers are required to register, complete Produce Safety 

Alliance training, and either demonstrate that they are exempt from FSMA regulations or be 

subject to inspections to ensure compliance. The complaint amongst many growers (across scale) 

is that it has been unclear what is expected of them and that they have received variable guidance 

over the last nine years dependent upon who they spoke with. While the varied guidance is due 

largely to the fact the details of FSMA have been in flux since the legislation is passed, it is 

nonetheless frustrating to growers I worked with over the course of this study. Further, the 

expected standards are still somewhat unclear, with much left to the discretion of the inspector. 

Official guidance within FSMA frequently uses descriptors like “adequate” and “reasonable” to 

describe food safety measures and farming systems. However, it is up to the inspector to 

determine whether each farm, on a case-by-case basis, has implemented “adequate” food safety 

mechanisms. Although the flexibility of the case-specific decision making is meant to benefit 

diversity of small-scale farms, it is frustrating to the farmers who indicate that they are unclear 

 
28 Farm operation scale is defined by sales for FSMA: more than $500,000 in sales constitutes a large farm, 

$250,000- $500,000 is considered a small farm, and $25,000- $250,000 is classified as a very small farm. Farms 

with less than $25,000 of farm revenue are not covered under FSMA and thus are exempt from regulations. 
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on what is expected of them. In a phone conversation, Emerson, one smallholder I worked with, 

expressed his confusion and frustration, “Every time I talk to someone [referring to phone calls 

he had made to the State Departments of Health and Agriculture] they tell me something 

different…. It’s like they keep changing their minds. I’ll just wait it out.”  

  

Produce Safety Alliance (PSA) trainings are offered in Indiana through a partnership with 

Purdue. These trainings provide an overview of best practices for safe fruit and vegetable 

production, harvest, and post-harvest handling for farmers, and are a part of the Good 

Agricultural Practices (GAPs) certification process. Although GAPs certification is a third-party 

certification that is often a prerequisite for dealing with wholesale buyers and distributors, it is 

not a requirement for FSMA compliance. In Indiana, however, PSA training is highly 

recommended as part of the process for FSMA compliance, which also includes registration with 

the state and a farm inspection (with an optional readiness review in advance of the official 

inspection). The PSA recommendation creates an extra layer of confusion for farmers who are 

unclear about the differences between the inspections conducted by the Indiana Department of 

Health and third-party GAPs inspection and certification. Farmers who have previously inquired 

into the GAPs certification process, are now wary of federal and state mandated FSMA 

inspections because of confusion about the blurred distinction between the two inspection 

programs. Some have noted that this blurriness is contributed to by state representatives who 

may have previously used PSA and GAPS as a signifier for food safety initiatives like FSMA, 

because the details of the FSMA rollout were constructed over several years. It seems the 

assumption was that PSA would provide a minimum framework that would most likely meet 

FSMA standards, but the lack of distinction between the two programs over the years has 

contributed to farmer confusion. 

 

Moreover, GAPs certification can be an arduous and pricey process dependent upon the crops 

that are grown by the farmer and their intended end user. For farmers whose business spaces are 

closely bound with their personal and home spaces, there is often a reticence to welcome 

inspectors of any sort onto the farm until it is absolutely necessary. Although many small-scale 

farms that market products directly to the consumer will likely be classified as FSMA exempt, 

exempt farmers are still subject to an inspection of financial records in which they must 
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decisively demonstrate their qualifications for exemption (e.g., selling a majority of product to a 

qualified end user and total gross sales under $500,000). The complexity of these distinct yet 

complementary inspection and certification processes has led many farmers, like Emerson, to be 

resistant to the process in its entirety. However, by opting out they limit their ability to expand to 

wholesale markets and run the risk of FSMA non-compliance.  

  

In addition to the complexity of navigating the muddied lines between federal, state, and third-

party inspections, there has been an overall lack of direction or guidance from the regulatory 

bodies in Indiana. Seemingly in acknowledgement of the diversity of Indiana farms, and 

particularly those that are classified as very small or small for the purposes of FSMA, the state 

has opted to utilize language from FSMA that describes food safety measures as noted above, as  

“adequate” and “reasonable.” These highly subjective terms are left open to much interpretation 

and beg the question, adequate and reasonable to whom? A recent (2020) check-in with some of 

the farmers I worked with over this study revealed that the subjective nature of these terms is 

leading to a heightened sense of uncertainty about whether they will be able to pass inspections. 

As more than one farmer said, “what does that even mean?” Adequacy will ostensibly be 

determined on a case-by-case basis and in collaboration with farm readiness inspectors and the 

ISDH inspectors. However, this necessitates farmers inviting a pre-inspection or farm readiness 

review to determine if their farm management systems are indeed adequate. For farmers, whose 

business is run in close proximity to their home, the repeat visits and inspections can feel like an 

invasion of privacy. What farmers hear when they are told decisions about “adequacy” will be 

made on a case-by-case basis, is that although inspectors and regulatory agencies are unwilling 

to clearly define the standards they are looking for, “they’ll know it when they see it.”  

 

For smallholder farmers that have faced hurdles along every step of the way of building their 

farm business, there is a fear of uneven application of the minimal guidelines, where some farms 

will pass, and others won’t. If a farm does not pass, they are faced with the prospect of making 

costly upgrades or changing their business model which can severely impact the accessibility of 

markets. We must remember that if a farm is unsuccessful, the farmer is at risk of losing their 

home in addition to the farm and farm business. Emerson told me that in a one-month period, he 
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had two different inspectors from the same regulatory body show up, without a scheduled 

appointment. This is almost certainly contributing to his decision to “wait it out.” 

 

Food safety regulations are somewhat ameliorated at the state level by Cottage Food Law 

exemptions, ostensibly to benefit small-scale producers and those that are beginning to expand 

into Value Added Production to further diversify revenue streams and add higher margin 

products to their catalog. Cottage Food Laws are highly variable from state to state, and can 

impact the types of products made, where they can be marketed, etc. Indiana’s Cottage Food 

Law (HEA 1309) allows for the home production of certain food items as long as they are sold 

only at farm stands or farmer’s markets and meet certain labelling requirements; all food 

products are required to display a label that acknowledges the food was prepared in a kitchen that 

was not inspected. The types of food allowed are considered “low risk” and primarily include 

baked goods, canned items, and other processed goods, with specific restrictions within these 

categories. All of these items must be sold to the consumer with no involvement of intermediary 

vendors (Gilliam 2009). Fresh and “potentially” hazardous food items are still subject to more 

stringent regulations. These regulations focus on the storage and transport of fresh items, as well 

as any necessary processing of items like meat or dairy products (ISDH 2006).  

 

If local legislation such as the Indiana Cottage Food Laws were less restrictive on allowable 

points of sale, smallholder producers would be better positioned to consider other methods of 

delivery for their food. Home delivery could be a viable option, and they would be able to 

provide food at wholesale rates to non-profit food pantries or food delivery systems, as well as 

existing convenience marts or food sale locations. If these structures were reorganized in some 

way to guarantee the safety of food while not inhibiting the productive capacities of small-scale 

farms by eradicating restrictions on types of food allowable, community members impacted by 

food apartheid might also have improved access to a diverse diet of fresh foods. In an apparent 

effort to expand the provisions of Indiana’s Home-Based Vendor Law, the Indiana General 

Assembly proposed the Indiana Food Freedom Act as an amendment to Indiana Code IC 16-42-

5.5 in 2019. This provision would have allowed for the sale of prepared foods that were 

previously classified as high risk at all markets allowed under the Home-Based Vendor rule. 

Under the prior rule, for example, the sale of tomato-based products (i.e., salsa, marinara, etc.) 
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and pickles was disallowed, while jams and jellies were allowed. The Food Freedom Act would 

have allowed for the sale of these items with certain provisions and with documented informed 

consent from the qualified end user (consumer). However, the mechanism by which informed 

consent was to be acquired was inherently burdensome as it required the farmer or food producer 

to obtain a signed notarized contract from the consumer at least one week in advance of the 

transfer of goods. Moreover, the contract was not valid in perpetuity- a new, notarized contract 

was required for each sale. The Food Freedom Act never made it out of committee, but from this 

example we can see that there is a growing acknowledgement of the status of Indiana’s lack of 

legislation in favor and support of local food systems. However, this well-intended but 

misguided attempt failed to take into consideration the logistical implications of requiring a 

notarized contract. Is the farmer to become a notary in addition to the many other hats they wear? 

Are farmer’s markets supposed to carry the burden of contracting a notary for market days? Who 

would have paid for notary services for the sale of $6 jar of salsa? As with so many of the 

regulations that directly impact farmers and food producers in Indiana, the practicality of the 

Food Freedom Act was never considered, nor were farmers and food producers active 

participants in its development. 

 

Like the state level regulation of FSMA, farmers looking to expand to wholesale have also faced 

challenges in determining what exactly they need to do to sell product into institutions like 

schools and hospitals. While the popularity of Farm to School Programs at a national scale have 

grown exponentially in recent years, Farm to School has struggled to gain substantive traction in 

Indiana, particularly in relation to the procurement of locally produced foods. While some 

neighboring states have seen success in moving the needle towards expanded local procurement, 

Indiana has remained at a plateau with some notable exceptions in individual school districts. 

The success of Farm to School in other states is due in no small part to the support of these 

efforts through state, municipal, and school system policy, as well as financial support for the 

programs to offset the added cost of buying local food in lieu of commodity products that are 

partially subsidized by the Department of Defense. In Michigan, for example, the development 

of a ten cents a meal program has yielded immense success (Colasanti, et al. 2010) (Groundwork 

Center for Resilient Communities 2020). In this program, each school meal that utilizes locally 

produced and procured food is subsidized with an additional ten cents in addition to the standard 
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meal allotment. In Indiana, not only is there a lack of policy in support of Farm to School, but 

there has historically been an issue with conflicting information on what is required of a farmer 

looking to sell to a local school. For instance, until recently, the Indiana Department of 

Education website indicated that oftentimes costly GAP certification was a requirement for 

farmers to sell to K-12 schools. Although this was changed to indicate that produce safety 

training and GAP certification is a recommendation, it has been difficult to clarify this 

misconception for well-meaning food service directors who are seeking to ensure the safety of 

the food that they serve. This conflicting information is due in part to the amount of 

interpretation that is left to local county health inspectors, but also to misinformation that has 

been distributed by state agencies. The recently developed Indiana Grown for Schools program 

has been working to clear these misconceptions and level the playing field at the state level, but a 

farmer must still contend with variable interpretations of minimal state level guidance by local 

health inspectors and school policies. 

  

In addition to the lack of support for institutional sales by smallholder farmers, Indiana has done 

little to prevent the consolidation of food value chain infrastructure. This consolidation is 

perhaps most apparent in regard to meat processing, with only a few USDA inspected butchers 

remaining in the state. Although there are still smaller state inspected facilities, farmers who 

choose to use these butchers are limited by state and federal legislation as to where they can sell 

their products. A farmer using a non-USDA butcher is prohibited from selling their product 

across state lines. In addition, when using the smallest of butchers, producers are restricted to 

sales from the farm or some farm markets (with exceptions and restrictions). These 

consolidations have also impacted diversified fruit and vegetable growers who have little to no 

access to minimal processing facilities that would allow them freeze or preserve food for year-

round sales, or shared use canneries and kitchens that would eliminate the home-based vendor 

restrictions for value added products. There is one remaining artisanal mill that will accept grain 

from small scale growers and preserve the point of origin of the product. This mill was in the 

process of closing down in 2019 but was recently purchased by new owners in 2020. The lack of 

this infrastructure effectively means that farmers must grow the food, market and sell the food, 

run the business side, and find a way to preserve food in their home kitchen (thus subjecting 

themselves to the home-based vendor rules) in order to minimize and mitigate food waste and 
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preserve their profit margins. Many of the farmers I spoke with over the course of this study are 

effectively acting as a comprehensive vertically integrated food value chain because they have 

no other options available. The links in the supply chain of the conventional food system have 

become highly specialized, with specific actors that perform the tasks needed to move to the next 

link in the chain (i.e., transport, distribution, marketing, sales, etc.). For the smallholder farmer in 

Indiana, there is little to no access to scale appropriate infrastructure and specialized support 

along the food value chain, and the farmers I spoke with had little interest in integrating into 

national supply chains. While they wait for scale appropriate and locally oriented infrastructure 

to be built, they perform all of these tasks themselves. 

 

The average farmer in the United States is 58 years old according to the 2017 agricultural census 

data. This continues the trend of the “greying of agriculture,” wherein farmers are aging out and 

we are faced with the very real possibility of a shortage of farmers in the coming years. Although 

first generation and emergent farmers are on the rise, land access is a frequent topic of 

conversation in farm advocacy groups.29 Because agricultural policy in the United States has so 

ardently supported industrial scale farm operations, many of these aging farmers are burdened by 

debt that was incurred through the purchase of land and the necessary machinery to work it. In 

order to retire, they must sell their land and equipment at higher rates in order to provide for 

themselves in their retirement years. However, as I’ve discussed previously, this frequently 

means selling to developers or at the going development or residential rate for land instead of 

selling for the agricultural value. In other states and, in some cases, municipalities, this issue is 

mitigated through a complex and complementary system of zoning restrictions, tax credits, and 

agricultural trusts. Although in some cases agricultural land trusts are developed as independent 

non-profit organizations, their efforts are often supported by and complemented by state led land 

trust initiatives. In Indiana, there is no state sanctioned agricultural land trust, and the handful of 

land trusts that are well established around the state have traditionally focused on conservation 

and naturalization efforts.30 Land trusts and tax credits function in a complementary fashion to 

 
29 See for example the advocacy platforms of the National Young Farmers Coalition, the National Sustainable 

Agriculture Coalition, and National Farmers Union, as well as the Indiana Farmers Union and Hoosier Young 

Farmers Coalition.  
30 Some, like Shirley Heinze land trust are beginning to explore options for agricultural land preservation and the 

facilitation of equitable land transitions, but they are just beginning this work as of 2019. 
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enable retiring farmers to receive the price they need for their land while simultaneously keeping 

the price low enough that new entry farmers can purchase it. To briefly summarize, the 

development rights are paid for through the trust and tax credits, and the purchaser signs an 

agreement to keep the land for designated agricultural purposes for a minimum period of time or 

in perpetuity. Through these efforts, the retiring farmer who is selling land effectively receives 

the development price (or something close to it), and the new farmer who is purchasing the land 

is able to do so at prices that support the building of a successful farm business. Tax credits are a 

newer solution to the issue of land transitions, but they are seeing some success in other 

Midwestern states. In states with a tax credit system, the seller will receive a significant tax break 

or credit if they sell their land to an existing or prospective farmer instead of to a developer. This 

is intended to incentivize the protection of agricultural spaces. 

  

Although many of the state policy initiatives have effectively inhibited the growth of the 

smallholder farming community, there are some programs that have a positive impact, though 

they are generally limited by a lack of dedicated funding. Like other states, Indiana does sponsor 

a local food promotion program. Here, the program is called Indiana Grown (and is paired with 

the newer Indiana Grown for Schools which is a joint effort between ISDA and ISDH) and is an 

effort through the Indiana State Department of Agriculture. Indiana Grown has, since its 

inception, attempted to support the marketing efforts of diversified farms, value added food 

producers, and the nascent Hoosier beer and wine industry. Members of Indiana Grown are able 

to use the Indiana Grown label in their marketing, receive promotion through the website and 

partner retailers and restaurants, and, more importantly, receive assistance and technical support 

in connecting with markets and other needs. While this program has been instrumental in 

amplifying the voices of Indiana farmers, it is limited in its impact by the types of 

complementary and supportive policies and programs that exist elsewhere, and limited funds 

allocated to implement programs that address the needs and concerns of farmers and food 

producers.  

5.4 County and Municipal 

Legislative and policy barriers at the county and municipal level can primarily be categorized in 

two ways: zoning issues and food safety inspection inconsistencies. For emergent smallholder 
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farmers, local county and municipal barriers are often the first encounter a farmer has with 

regulatory agencies. A negative initial experience can, at a minimum, temper the farmer’s 

expectations and plans for growth of the farm and business. In more extreme circumstances, 

farmers who are new to navigating these spaces may give up on farming all together. Marta, who 

has been mentioned previously is one example of a farmer who found the complex web of 

legislative hurdles, market access, and life balance too much to handle at this juncture. However, 

other farmers I spoke with, particularly those farming at the margins, had experienced difficulties 

with zoning commissions who did not understand what diversified farming spaces look like. One 

zoning official apparently stated, “We didn’t see rows when we flew overhead, so it isn’t a 

farm.” This statement again points to the salience of the dominant agriculture narrative in 

Indiana. Not only must farmers produce, transport, and market food, but they must also convince 

local officials that what they are doing qualifies as farming. The primary issue in the case of both 

zoning and food safety policy is that they were developed with the consumer/citizen or city goals 

in mind, with little consideration of and input from farmers. This represents a disconnect 

between the conceptualization of farms as businesses and farmers as food providers, and the 

perception of them as irrelevant to the development of local communities. It is not that policy 

was developed to inhibit farms; to the contrary, farms were never a part of the consideration. 

 

Much like regulation of FSMA is primarily the responsibility of states, oversight of the health 

inspection regulatory space is within the jurisdiction of the county where the farm is located or 

where they are selling their product. The exception to this “home” rule, lies in Lake County, 

where two municipalities have developed their health inspection offices that operate 

independently of the county. While a farmer may develop relationships with the inspector in 

their home county, they can and often do have to learn separate sets of rules for each county (or 

city) in which they intend to sell products in direct-to-consumer spaces (e.g., farmers markets). If 

a farmer were to sell in every county, they are potentially subject to 94 different interpretations 

of the guidance provided by the Indiana Department of Health. In the examples I have seen, 

these interpretations are frequently actualized at the level of the individual health inspector, with 

evidence to suggest that ordinances and guidance can be interpreted differently even within the 

same county. In peri-urban communities, this can mean that the farmer’s burden of obligation 

can be vastly reduced or increased simply by crossing the street to another county (or city). 
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Moreover, the variability of interpretations makes it difficult for farmers to build mentorship 

relationships or seek the advice and support of their farmer colleagues, because everything is 

decided on a case-by-case basis. 

 

One of the most egregious examples of what can happen with the home rule inspection 

framework is in Lake County, where inspectors are notorious for their narrow interpretation of 

state guidance. In conversations with the county health department, the justification for these 

interpretations is often cited as an ordinance that drafted and passed in the 1970s. Although no 

one has ever produced a copy of this ordinance, county inspectors continue to use it as the 

framework for their inspections. The contents of the ordinance are ostensibly passed on verbally 

when new inspectors are hired. This illusive ordinance most severely impacts Value Added Food 

Producers and farmers who sell at Farmers Markets. In Indiana, a farmers’ market must have a 

minimum of two farms; however, in Lake County, I have most frequently been told that there is 

a minimum requirement of two or three farms, though I have also heard as many as five from the 

stakeholders I have spoken with. The market must also be reoccurring to fall within a farmers’ 

market classification. If a market does not meet the minimum requirements of farmers’ market 

classification, it will be reclassified as a community market or festival which impacts the 

necessary permitting and types of product that can be sold.  

 

However, in addition to the variability in the number of requisite farmers, there is also no 

guidance for how frequently the market must occur. An annual market, for example, might be 

(and has been) arbitrarily reclassified because it does not occur “often enough.” This is also 

critical to the viability of farms that produce value added products under the home-based vendor 

rule because of the restrictions on where they can sell. If a market is reclassified, a farmer can no 

longer sell food that falls under the home-based vendor law or meat that has been processed in 

certain facilities. Because Lake County also has additional city level health departments in East 

Chicago and Gary, a farmer who sells in those cities in addition to other markets in the county 

will be subject to three or more interpretations of the same state guidance. The most notable 

burden from the municipal departments is the addition of the requirement of a food vendor 

license for farmers in Gary. This food vendor license is the same licensing that would be 
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required of a food truck vendor; licensees must submit to a blood test and pay hundreds of 

dollars per year.  

 

For farmers and food producers hoping to avoid the complications of the home-based vendor rule 

and with the resources to access a commercially inspected kitchen, there are still concerns about 

unfounded interpretation of state guidance. Shelf stable food that has been produced in a 

commercial kitchen must, in Lake County, must also be stored at the preparation site or in 

another inspected facility. This stipulation effectively means that the use of a shared inspected 

kitchen space or rental of a commercial kitchen through collaborative partnerships with 

restaurants, bars, churches, etc. is eliminated as a viable option. I am aware of at least one value 

added producer who has moved the production of their products out of the county as a result. The 

unnecessarily restrictive interpretations found in Lake County while perhaps intended to protect 

the community and support food safety, has the unintended consequence of weakening the local 

food system and discouraging the presence of entrepreneurs, farms, and food businesses; it is 

simply easier to produce and sell food elsewhere. Unfortunately, Lake County is also severely 

impacted by food apartheid and high numbers of documented food deserts within the USDA 

food desert mapping program (USDA ERS 2020). By limiting the capacity of local producers to 

serve their home communities, local health inspectors are also further restricting food access, and 

the capacity of their citizens to develop community driven, hyper-local solutions to food 

insecurity and economic revival. 

 

In addition to concerns about local health departments and inspectors, emergent farmers must 

also contend with the unintended consequences of poor long-range planning that fails to 

accommodate for food production and zoning enforcement. For individuals farming at the 

margin, local zoning issues are particularly problematic. As I have already discussed in chapter 3 

and again in the beginning of this chapter, land access is a ubiquitous problem amongst new 

entry and emergent farmers. Because smallholder farmers tend to use labor intensive 

management systems that maximize production on relatively small spaces, they are uniquely 

positioned to take advantage of the “leftover” spaces at the margins of urban and peri-urban 

centers. However, by doing so, they run the risk of encountering zoning conflicts, particularly if 

their parcel has already been zoned Residential or is re-zoned after they purchase. Although 
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many people might assume they can do what they like with their land, this is not always the case. 

Even on relatively large plots of land by city or neighborhood standards (1-10 acres), residential 

zoning can legally restrict the structures that can be built on the property as well as where and 

what can be grown (or raised). Most localities have a phased classification system for residential 

areas (e.g., R1-R3) that determine the minimum size of property and allowable population 

density, but also the types of structures that can be built, whether home businesses are allowable, 

whether bees and poultry are allowed, and where food can be grown. The impact of zoning is, 

unfortunately, most often a case of “you don’t know until you know.”  

 

More recently, municipalities have begun to include provisions for green space in their 

comprehensive strategic plans, with concurrent provisions (or at least mentions) of food and 

agricultural support. In Indianapolis, the city provides support for the Indy Food Council, and 

supports a variety of consumer facing initiatives designed to improve food access (e.g., 

community gardens and urban farming). In the Northern half of the state, LaPorte has directed 

funding towards community driven initiatives that seek to improve community health and food 

access by supporting food, and the City of Crown Point in 2019 explicitly listed support of food, 

farming, and green space as a priority in their comprehensive strategic plan. As they relate to 

food, these plans are typically quite vague however, with minimal solicited input from the people 

working in food and agricultural spaces (e.g., farmers). Moreover, collaborative stakeholders 

such as food councils and advocates also appear to be absent from foundational planning 

conversations. Although the absence of stakeholder input can be difficult to document, anecdotal 

evidence from advocacy groups around the state indicate that these exclusions are the norm. 

 

The development of the large-scale commodity farming narrative in Indiana and the rest of the 

United States over the course of the twentieth century has directly impacted policy initiatives at 

all scales (national, state, and local). Smallholder farmers, in addition to their work as producers 

of food must establish their legitimacy as farmers in the eyes of policy makers who frequently 

reify the stronghold of large-scale commodity farming through policy initiatives that emphasize 

and support the “bigger is better” ethos, at the expense of smallholder farms and farm 

livelihoods. Smallholders in Indiana must advocate for themselves and their communities in an 

effort to ameliorate the impact of ill-suited policy and utilize a broad spectrum of adaptive 
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strategies to ensure the success of their farm spaces. These adaptive strategies redefine 

innovation in terms of localized and situated knowledge systems in lieu of technoscientific 

solutions and mechanization. The farmers I worked with over the course of this study all spoke 

of building something different as they work towards transformative agricultural systems change. 

These adaptive strategies serve as a mechanism for affecting change, while also providing visible 

distinctions between farming at small and large scales. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS 

6.1 Introduction 

“We started out to save the family farmer. Now it looks like the family farmer is going to save 

us.” 

 

--Willie Nelson (2017, 5) 

 

As we sat waiting for the keynote presentation to begin, Susanna and I talked about the food 

system. Like most food and farming conferences31 I’ve attended in the last six years, the room 

was filled with a palpable energy as people networked, talked, and developed connections for 

future collaborations. In these spaces, there is no need to convince those you are speaking with of 

the value and importance of alternative food and farming systems. As I talked with Susanna, I 

commented that we had a long and arduous journey ahead of us, to re-build the broken food 

system. Susanna looked at me and fervently stated, “But the food system isn’t broken.” She 

paused, and I was momentarily shocked by the statement as the evidence of how poorly our food 

system works for producers and consumers alike is well known by the advocates who work in 

these spaces. She went on, “It isn’t broken, it’s working exactly as it was designed to- to benefit 

a few people who run it and profit, not the rest of us.” The conventional food system is 

effectively supporting profits, not people and ecological systems; it is also alarmingly fragile 

because of its dependence on distant production and transport that is easily upended if a single 

link in the conventional supply chain is disrupted. Susanna’s sentiment represented a significant 

turning point in my own thinking about the current state of the conventional food system, as well 

as the various stakeholders I have worked with over the last several years. It is also a sentiment 

that I have heard repeated many times since, which indicates a growing awareness of the 

intentionality of how we have gotten to this point, the fragility of the national and international 

supply chains that provide much of our nation’s food, and illuminates insight into how change 

can be cultivated. Rather than fixing the conventional food system, then, we must build and 

 
31 In Indiana, the Indiana Small Farms Conference provides space for farmers and farm service providers to network 

and build community. Other conferences I’ve attended at the regional or national scale include: National Farm 

Viability Conference, National Direct Ag Marketing Summit, National Good Food Network Conference, Local 

Food Summits around the state of Indiana, and the local Food Expo and Discussion that is hosted by the Northwest 

Indiana Food Council annually.  
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amplify a values-based alternative rooted in equity and stewardship that advocates, producers, 

and mindful consumers are asking for. Thus far, I have discussed several of the adaptive 

strategies that are used by smallholder farmers to counteract dominant agricultural narratives and 

improve the viability of the farming livelihoods. These adaptive strategies, including 

agroecological growing practices, direct-to-consumer marketing strategies, advocacy and 

education, community building, valuing of multiple knowledge systems, and an emphasis on 

transparency do much to improve the general resilience of localized food systems while working 

towards transformative change. 

 

The commodity crop system that is well-supported in the United States has had local and global 

ramifications for agriculture, food access, biodiversity, food justice, and economies. As a ranked 

producer of several of commodities (corn, soy, hogs, and chickens), Indiana has historically 

played a role in shaping these trends at multiple sites of production and consumption: local, 

national, and global. The emergence of values-based and localized food systems presents an 

alternative to globalized food systems that are reliant on externalized markets and management 

systems that can be characterized as extractive and exploitative. Moreover, emergent alternative 

food systems and value chains, as well as the farmers who drive them, carry with them the 

potential to re-imagine agricultural spaces and cultivate food justice in the communities they 

serve by shifting consumption patterns. The transformation of food systems over time has been 

supported by policy initiatives and institutional research programs at land grant universities. My 

archival research in chapters two and four demonstrated that these intentional transformations are 

closely bound with the erasure of alternative knowledge systems and the violent dispossession of 

land from Indigenous Peoples. 

 

A shift towards more localized production, consumption, and economy signifies a tipping point 

that embodies a re-imagining of agricultural spaces that are founded in increased resiliency of 

individual farms and the communities they serve. This tipping point is also an early indicator of 

the capacity for transformational change catalyzed by smallholder farmers and food justice 

initiatives. It also has the capacity to create spaces in which personal connection and stewardship 

are emphasized at least as much as market economies and efficiency. This shift can also support 

improved food security that embodies local community-driven needs and enhance biodiversity 
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through the tendency by smallholder farmers to espouse integrated, holistic, and agroecological 

production methods instead of focusing on efficiency that is achieved through monocropping and 

mechanization. Moreover, the smallholder and alternative farmers I worked with over the course 

of this study have demonstrated a commitment to food justice and the amplification of 

marginalized voices, desires, and labor that have previously been silenced. In this concluding 

chapter, I will explore the ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic has illuminated many of the 

issues in the conventional food system and brought them to the forefront of discussion within the 

local food and food justice movements, as well as in the media and conversations among the 

wider public in the United States. Next, I will review the key points that have been discussed in 

early chapters and how these arguments have been amplified in light of the pandemic. I will 

conclude with a brief discussion about the changes that can be made by legislators and invested 

stakeholders to expand upon current support for smallholder farmers that operate outside of the 

conventional agriculture system. 

6.2 The COVID-19 Effect 

In March 2020, the United States was thrust into global conversations regarding health that were 

catalyzed by the spread of the COVID-19 virus in the U.S. Until this point, the virus had 

primarily taken hold in Asia and Europe, with China being identified as the original hotspot for 

the virus’ spread. In the earliest weeks of the virus’ spread in the United States, it remained 

unclear just how severe the impacts would be. At the Indiana Small Farms Conference during the 

first weekend in March32, COVID-19 was discussed, but nobody could anticipate how much 

would change over the next few weeks. Two days after I returned from the Small Farms 

Conference, I left for the National Good Food Network Conference in New Orleans. I and others 

like me still assumed at this point that we could travel safely as long as we took necessary 

precautions; no one wanted to miss the opportunity to network and learn from one another at a 

national scale conference. I arrived in New Orleans on Monday, March 9th, the day before pre-

conference sessions and two before the official start of the conference. On day one in New 

 
32 The 2020 Indiana Small Farms Conference was the last in-person meeting I attended in the state before the stay at 

home orders went into place. My travel to New Orleans a few days later would have likely been cancelled if the 

conference had started any later than it did. This moment was a major turning point in discussions about the 

pandemic in the United States and also catalyzed conversations about our national conventional food system as the 

pandemic caused supply chain issues. 
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Orleans, things seemed “normal”- the palpable tension about the pandemic that would permeate 

the city in the days to come was not yet salient.  

 

At the conference, the impacts of the growing health crisis brought on by the pandemic became 

clear from the first full day of conference sessions. In the two days that had passed since my 

arrival in New Orleans, multiple organizations and institutions across the country had put a 

moratorium on most travel, presenters were unable to join in person, the cohort of attendees was 

noticeably smaller than what might be expected, and hand sanitizer began to appear in every 

conference room. The networking and deep connections that have been a hallmark of every food 

and farming conference I have attended were inhibited by the empty seats left between session 

attendees. As the week went on, conference organizers were constantly pivoting to respond to the 

rapid-fire adjustments to best practices. People who had made it to New Orleans began to be 

recalled by their organizations as overseas travel bans and shelter in place orders took effect. The 

tension in the air was omnipresent, so thick it was inescapable. By the morning of Friday, March 

13th, conference organizers were forced to cancel the final day of the conference because New 

Orleans was rapidly becoming a hotspot and the city desperately wanted to slow the spread. By 

this time, half of the tables in the main hall had already been removed as people had left early 

amid concerns about possible domestic travel restrictions, their health, and the uncertainty of 

what lie ahead.  

 

Throughout the conference, that had been organized around a theme of improving food equity 

and expanding food justice, conversations immediately emerged around the implications of the 

rapidly expanding COVID-19 pandemic. Sessions that were cancelled because presenters were 

unable to be present or join remotely were replaced with roundtable discussions that worked to 

identify all of the possible impacts and develop cohesive strategy for solutions. The food and 

farming systems advocates and practitioners that were present knew immediately that the impact 

of shutdowns and travel restrictions would have far-reaching effects on individuals in the service 

industry, producers, and communities that were food insecure. As schools began to close on the 

coasts and then in New Orleans, there were discussions about how to ensure that the free and 

reduced school lunch program could still get food to at-risk students; a consistent underpinning 
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theme of these conversations was how the impacts would most likely be highly gendered and 

worse in BIPOC communities.  

 

However, many of the effects that would later come to bear, and their longevity, were not yet 

realized. As I moved through the city during my conference stay, I noticed a tangible shift in the 

atmosphere. The near-constant stream of cars leaving the city and impending closures that were 

foreshadowed by the cancellation of all events affected service workers that quietly confided to 

me that they did not know what they would do if this lasted for very long. A well-known fact 

among service industry employees is that service work is underpaid and often results in living 

paycheck to paycheck, and rarely comes with health insurance. Most food service workers I 

spoke with during my stay had a small cushion because Mardi Gras had just passed, but in a city 

dependent on tourism it is difficult to make money when events have been cancelled. 

 

In the weeks after my return from New Orleans, my work as a Value Chain Coordinator for the 

Northwest Indiana (NWI) Food Council33 was driven by the pandemic. Unable to leave the 

house because of my self-quarantine, I immediately began compiling resources to share with the 

community in Northwest Indiana via the NWI Food Council. After my self-quarantine, the 

implementation of Indiana’s shelter in place order halted non-essential activities, and the 

concerns that had been expressed at the NGFN conference began to unfold in real time in Indiana 

and across the nation. Restaurants were forced to close to in-person dining, schools closed, and 

as the weeks went on lay-offs and furloughs became more common and placed additional stress 

on an already fragile emergency hunger relief network. One of the more visible impacts of 

COVID-19 was widespread shortages at retailers across the nation that were illuminated by bare 

shelves, long (socially distanced) lines, and rationing of cleaning supplies, canned goods, and 

meat. Although some of these shortages were caused by pandemic induced panic-buying, food 

shortages were also catalyzed by the inflexibility and fragility of the conventional food system. 

The national and global food system is so large and the various links in its supply chain so 

specialized, that quick pivots to respond to rapidly changing needs are nearly impossible to 

 
33 In addition to my volunteer board position with the Northwest Indiana Food Council, a statewide USDA Local 

Foods Promotion Program grant facilitated the hiring of four part-time Value Chain Professionals around the state. I 

was selected as the Value Chain Coordinator for the food council after a national search. 
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actualize. This inability to adapt was exacerbated by supply chain disruptions caused by 

pandemic hotspots, travel and shipping restrictions, and a food system that has evolved to 

provide more food for the service industry than for retailers. 

 

The inflexibility and fragility of the food system has been a rallying cry for food and farming 

systems advocates for some time. However, to a nation of people that are unfamiliar with the 

sight of bare grocery shelves, assertions that we are, at any given time, only a few days away 

from a complete system collapse and total lack of access to food sound like hyperbole. As news 

and pictures of bare grocery shelves began to spread around the country, panic induced buying 

intensified the issue as consumers lined up to buy everything they could.  

 

Figure 13. Empty Shelves in a Retail Produce Department. (Gorman 2020) 

 

David and Edith Simchi-Levi noted that the inflexibility and lack of resilience in the food system 

that has been illuminated by COVID-19 is characteristic of large-scale globalized industries and 

has also severely impacted the healthcare industry (Simchi-Levi and Simchi-Levi 2020). They 

propose that the first step in rebuilding systems resiliency is to map the supply chain and identify 

bottlenecks. However, their article also notes what many producers and food systems advocates 
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already know: the conventional food system is highly consolidated, making it nearly impossible 

to be responsive to sudden disruptions. One of the most visible sites of these consolidations is in 

the meat processing industry. The consolidation of the meat harvesting and processing industry 

that began in earnest in the 1980s and 1990s, has resulted in a supply chain where around 50 

processing facilities handle 98% of the nation’s beef supply, and the situation is comparable for 

pork (Corkery and Yaffe-Bellany 2020) (LeZaks, Paykin and Silverstein 2020). As workers in 

these processing facilities contracted COVID-19 over the summer, processing facilities quickly 

became catalogued as hotspots and, as they shut down, the resulting bottlenecks had an almost 

immediate impact on the ability of farmers to move their product. Corkery and Yaffe-Bellany 

proposed that meat plants were the weakest link in the food supply chain, however the 

weaknesses inherent in over-consolidation are problematic in other sectors as well. In Indiana, 

meat plant closures resulted in an extreme bottleneck in processing. Tyson and Smithfield plants 

that closed after employees tested positive for COVID-19 typically process thousands of animals 

a day and work on contract with the producers that supply them. As farmers found themselves 

with nowhere to send their animals, conversations shifted to the possibility of culling the herd to 

stymie the inevitable financial losses that would occur. Others attempted to shift to selling their 

animals direct-to-consumer via social media; however, this solution was ineffective as well as 

custom exempt processors quickly became overwhelmed by the number of appointments 

requested and were booked out into 2021. 

 

As growing numbers of meat, dairy, and vegetable producers found themselves unable to move 

their product into their typical markets, and without reliable sources of labor due to H-2A visa 

restrictions34, the conventional food system came to a grinding halt. Moreover, much of the 

unseen work in the conventional food system is performed by immigrants, BIPOC individuals, 

and women; COVID-19 has illuminated the ways in which these individuals and communities 

are routinely exploited through the agro-industrial complex with poverty level wages, lack of 

access to health care, and unsafe working conditions (Seibert and Draper 2020). One example of 

this is the restrictions on H-2A visas in the summer of 2020. The restrictions, which were 

ostensibly intended to mitigate the risk of the spread of the pandemic effectively cut off the 

 
34 Amidst increased concerns about the spread of COVID-19 across national borders, international travel restrictions 

were extended to migrant workers who frequently use H-2A Visas to enter the United States. 
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migrant labor supply and removed all existing support systems for migrant workers who depend 

upon agricultural spaces in the United States for their livelihood, while simultaneously making it 

impossible for large-scale farmers to harvest crops profitably. As a result, many chose to plow 

the crops under, instead choosing to use food to improve the fertility of the soil for next year’s 

crops. Advocates for migrant workers noted that cramped living and working conditions make 

farmworkers particularly vulnerable to the transmission of communicable disease, while also 

increasing the potential risk for spread of the virus due to the necessity of interstate movement to 

follow the work (Reiley 2020). The media simultaneously reported on food that was being 

wasted in alarming numbers and the exponential increases in demand for emergency hunger 

relief. As thousands of gallons of milk were dumped, animals culled, and fields lie full of rotting 

produce, food banks and pantries struggled to find the resources to feed the community (Yaffe-

Bellany and Corkery 2020). Despite the perception that there was a lack of food in the United 

Sates brough on by empty grocery stores, the problem was actually one of labor shortage and 

supply chain management and an inability to quickly adapt and respond to consumers that were 

suddenly eating the majority of their meals at home instead of in restaurants (Dongoski 2020) 

(Querolo 2020). 

 

Because of their scale, smallholder and alternative farmers have a flexibility that should have left 

them well-poised to pivot their operations and markets at the start of the pandemic. Although 

many farmers did, in fact pivot and rise up to fill the gaps created in the conventional food 

system, they did so while navigating existing policy hurdles and new guidance released to 

mitigate the effects of the pandemic, and were afforded little access to the supports that were 

provided to large scale producers (Abbott, Farms, Anti-Hunger Groups Try to Squeeze into $1 

Trillion Pandemic Bill 2020) (Abbott, USDA Pays $1.5 Billion a Week in Coronavirus Relief 

2020). The Coronavirus Food Assistance Program (CFAP), designed to offset COVID-19 related 

losses and expenses, paired with Paycheck Protection Program (PPP), designed to provide 

support to small businesses so that they could keep employees working, both failed to adequately 

address the financial upheaval experienced by small-scale alternative farmers, who are 

proportionately more likely to come from historically underrepresented farming populations (i.e., 

women, BIPOC individuals, and veterans). Just as the PPP program was widely criticized by 

food and farming advocates for providing financial supports to relatively large companies (or at 
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least those with more revenue and holdings), CFAP’s one size fits all design failed to account for 

the specific needs of small-scale diversified specialty crop growers. Farmers and advocacy 

groups charged that the program’s design overwhelmingly favored commodity growers, with 

many specialty crops being excluded entirely (Reiley 2020). Although CFAP was eventually 

revised to include at least 40 more specialty crops, the program design itself was flawed; CFAP 

reimbursements were largely based on wholesale commodity prices in lieu of the higher prices 

many smallholder farmers can command for organically or regeneratively grown produce in 

direct-to-consumer and small-scale wholesale markets. PPP payments and forgivable Economic 

Injury Disaster Loans (EIDL) were equally difficult to obtain for small-scale producers, who 

often run their farms alone or with family labor until the height of the season. In a Washington 

Post article from July, the National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition’s estimates for lost sales 

revenue in local and regional food systems was projected at $1 billion (Reiley 2020). Sophie 

Ackoff, Co-Executive Director of the National Young Farmers Coalition, was quoted in the same 

article, “One of the potato farmers in our network lost a $20,000 contract. The CFAP payment 

would have been $800. So many small farmers are looking at the price points and just laughing.” 

While the marginal reimbursement rates of the CFAP were criticized by producers of all scales, 

specialty crop producers are ineligible for many of the other traditional crop insurance and price 

support programs that benefit commodity growers, so they have effectively been left to their own 

devices to identify, develop, and utilize alternative market spaces in the midst of a growing 

season. Many producers I spoke with this summer joked that “pivot” was the word of the season.  

 

Speaking of the problems inherent to large scale interdependent production systems in a recent 

report, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) stated,  

Aspiring for maximum efficiency and optimization, such systems have neglected 

resilience against disruptions whose shocks may leave governments, the public, 

and the environment in a weakened state. More specifically, the concentration of 

industrial capacities and economic activity into smaller and more efficient sectors, 

up to the international level, has produced highly lucrative yet fragile supply 

chains, and economic  exchanges whose disruptions could have significant effects 

in unexpected areas. (Ramos and Hynes 2020, 2-3)  

The report went on to describe the inextricable nature of our global systems and the need for 

building resilience through the support of adaptive capacity (Ramos and Hynes 2020). To echo 

the ruminations of Susanna, these “highly lucrative yet fragile supply chains” are working 
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exactly as they were designed to. However, in the face of a pandemic it is clearer than ever that 

they are not working for everyone, and are in truth working for the very small group of people 

that stand to benefit from their highly lucrative nature.  

 

The COVID-19 impact has been mixed, however. The sharp relief of the conventional food 

system’s fragility that has been provided over the last seven months provides some hope to food 

systems advocates that there will be an acceleration of systems-wide transformative change. 

Moreover, one of the few bright spots of the pandemic fallout has been the demonstrated 

resiliency of some smallholder farmers who had the necessary resources and established 

relationships to adapt or “pivot” quickly. Simply put, in many communities in Indiana when the 

grocery stores were bare, it was smallholder farmers who filled the gap in innovative and 

responsive fashion. Farmers that have fared well through COVID-19 thus far are primarily 

situated in the direct-to-consumer market space. Their direct models have supported a level of 

flexibility that is simply not possible when dealing with national scale supply chains or regional 

wholesale accounts (Hackett 2020) (Splitter 2020). 

 

When I checked in with several of the farmers I worked with over the course of this study, those 

that had invested time into building strong relationships over the years seemed to be doing 

particularly well. When grocery store shelves were bare, their customer base provided referrals 

to friends and family members that were happy to find fresh food with an identifiable source. 

This trend was substantiated in my work as a value chain coordinator and discussions with other 

advocates around the state. CSA’s, often a tough sell in recent years, were selling out, and 

farmers were quickly shifting to plant more crops and identify additional methods of getting food 

into the hands of their communities. Many opened farmstands a year or more ahead of schedule, 

and most implemented some form of e-commerce with delivery or contactless pick-up options. 

One of the most interesting trends that I noted in the northern region of the state was an almost 

universal commitment of farmers supporting one another. Instead of trying to grow more of 

everything, or diversify crops even further, an intra-farmer market developed that allowed 

independent farmers and small-scale value-added food producers to stock one another’s food on 

their farmstand shelves or in their e-commerce stores. This trend would appear to support the 
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potential viability of a networked regional food system that is firmly rooted in reciprocity and 

relationships. 

 

However, not all small holder farmers in the United States have fared well through the pandemic, 

and a study by Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture has indicated that as many as 30% 

of small and mid-scale farmers may declare bankruptcy or shutter their businesses for good in 

2020 (Stone Barns Center 2020). Although it remains to be seen what the long-range fallout of 

COVID-19 market disruptions will be, the unfortunate irony of pandemic economics has dictated 

that smallholder farms that would have been characterized as particularly successful a year ago 

are those that are struggling the most now. Indeed, as we entered the fall of 2020, a handful of 

highly visible farms in Indiana had already announced that they would be restructuring or not 

returning in 2021. The farms that have struggled the most are those that had found relative 

success in smaller scale wholesale markets, with dependable accounts with restaurants, schools, 

and regional distributors. As stay at home orders swept the nation and Indiana followed suit, 

school closures and the pivot to carryout business for restaurants had a ripple effect. Not only 

were restaurants using less food, but some, in an effort to cut costs and keep themselves afloat, 

stopped purchasing as much local food. For meat producers, this was problematic because of the 

necessary shift to retail packaging which necessitates more labor a/or additional processing costs. 

For vegetable growers, there are often handshake agreements to purchase certain crops that are 

planted with that particular sale in mind. For producers across the scale, the pivot from wholesale 

to direct consumer sales requires an intense marketing shift, packaging costs, and the 

identification of markets that are not already being served by farmers who have traditionally 

operated in the direct-to-consumer marketplace (Splitter 2020). One of the “easiest” answers 

would be to shift to farmers markets, but in many cases in Indiana markets experienced delayed 

openings (and at reduced scale) in spite of Governor Holcomb’s Executive Order 20-08 which 

included a provision that farmers markets should be considered essential businesses (Holcomb 

2020).  

6.3 A Way Forward 

Throughout the year 2020, the fragility of the conventional food system has come under 

increasing scrutiny in the public eye. No longer a discussion restricted to farmers and food 

https://www.in.gov/gov/files/Executive_Order_20-08_Stay_at_Home.pdf
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justice activists, the importance of building support for emergent, small-scale, and alternative 

farmers has entered the public discourse and has been substantiated by food shortages and supply 

chain issues during the COVID-19 pandemic. On a global scale, the FAO and TNC have started 

advocating for “nature-based solutions” to address the critical state of the climate crisis. In a 

report released early in 2021, the organizations noted that over 52% of agricultural land is 

moderately or severely degraded by current agricultural practices, and that agriculture is the 

primary driver in the loss of 80% of natural habitats, declining water tables and quality, and 25% 

of global emissions. The FAO and TNC propose a paradigm shift rooted in ten critical 

transformations of the food system that are founded in principles of resiliency and generational 

sustainability; nature-based solutions are considered the foundation of these transformations and 

are attentive to IK, LK, and TEK, ecosystem-based adaptations, and green infrastructure (Iseman 

and Miralles-Wilhelm 2021). Some measures, like cover cropping and reduced tillage are already 

encouraged in the United States in both conventional and alternative agriculture spaces; others, 

like regenerative methods, ecosystem revitalization, and silvopasture are common in smallholder 

and alternative farming spaces, but a significant departure from current standards in Western 

conventional agriculture. Importantly, the FAO report also acknowledges the critical and 

concurrent roles of agricultural producers and policy makers in the implementation of nature-

based solutions and, more generally, in cultivating a paradigm shift that will catalyze 

improvements to natural habitats and ecosystems, as well as mitigate the impacts of climate 

change (Iseman and Miralles-Wilhelm 2021).  

 

In the United States, criticisms of large-scale conventional farming and particularly of 

consolidation within the food and farming industries began in the months leading up to the 

democratic presidential primary. For the first time in recent memory, a handful of presidential 

nominees (Senator Elizabeth Warren, Senator Cory Booker, Senator Bernie Sanders) visibly and 

publicly decried the consolidation of agriculture, Confined Animal Feeding Operations 

(CAFOs), and international control of agricultural spaces in an effort to develop support for 

future legislation that aimed to break up consolidation efforts. In July, Senator Cory Booker 

introduced legislation that would prevent the creation of additional CAFOs, eliminate existing 

operations by 2040, and, most importantly, provide critical support and funding for farmers 

transitioning away from CAFO systems. Booker stated, “Everybody is losing in this system – 
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except for the massive corporations that have taken over the American food system.” (Held 

2020) Booker is quickly emerging as a champion for farming communities and food justice, to 

date having proposed four pieces of legislation in addition to the Farm System Reform Act 

referenced above. These include the COVID-19 act which would have placed additional scrutiny 

and prevented unsafe working conditions in meat-packing plants, the Food and Agribusiness 

Merger Moratorium and Antitrust Review Act (introduced twice) which sought to eliminate 

consolidation in food and agriculture, the Climate Stewardship Act that attempted to provide 

support for ecological stewardship and regenerative agriculture transitions, and finally, the Local 

Food Assistance and Resilient Markets (Local FARM) Act. In interviews, Booker is outspoken 

about the importance of shifting our food and farm systems to ones that are more just for 

producers and consumers, with an overt recognition of the impact that the food system has on 

health, environment, and quality of life for all people, but particularly in BIPOC communities. 

Booker continued,  

What’s motivating me is that I think we need to really sound the alarm in 

America. There are so many crises [that relate] to public health, from global 

warming to economic justice to humane treatment of animals. What should not be 

surprising is that a senator is taking this on. What should be more surprising is 

that we as a country have not seen this broken food system, especially after a 

Covid crisis, which has so exposed the fragility of the American food system. The 

real question is why isn’t Congress as a whole moving to address this massive 

threat to public health? (Held 2020) 

These statements, which would be unsurprising from advocacy groups, represent a growing 

awareness of the current state of agriculture and the food system from citizens and legislators 

alike. Representative Chellie Pingree (Maine), has also been a long-time and outspoken advocate 

for independent family farms in the House of Representatives. In response to the pandemic, 

Pingree led 26 other representatives in lobbying Democratic house leadership for the inclusion of 

support for smallholder farmers in COVID-19 relief efforts. Their seven requests specifically 

addressed the needs of farmers as well as the growing number of food insecure individuals and 

included financial assistance for farmers, support to facilitate worker safety, farmland 

preservation, increased access to local foods for food insecure communities, and a provision for 

the long-term resiliency of agriculture via technical and infrastructure supports 

(Pingree.house.gov 2020). As I have discussed previously, smallholder and alternative farms 

were eventually included in pandemic relief packages. However, their inclusion appeared to be 
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little more than a technicality after an analysis of the language of the bills; the vast majority of 

relief funds still went to large scale commodity growers. In conversations with various 

stakeholders over the last several months, I have heard anecdotally that there is a renewed 

interest in supporting independent family farmers from federal and state representatives. 

However, these conversations are framed less in terms of the farmer, instead focusing on farm 

viability as a pathway to food security and thus national and economic security. This rhetorical 

shift is inherently problematic in that it directly echoes the same narratives that have been used 

for nearly 100 years to support the industrialization of farming system and to justify the use of 

technoscientific solutions. 

 

The sharp focus on the fragility of the conventional food system facilitated by the COVID-19 

pandemic has fostered a growing sense of awareness of the need to support independent family 

farmers. How then do we shift from critiques of the status quo to much-needed support for 

smallholder farmers and an actualization of a middle ground that embodies mutual support in 

lieu of continued reifications of bifurcated frameworks for viewing food and farming? Most food 

and farm advocates acknowledge that we are well past point that commodity scales of production 

can be dismantled, and also that national and global trade routes can serve a purpose in the 

provision of foods that are out of season locally. This improved access can improve nutritional 

indicators and food access. However, they contend that by simultaneously cultivating support 

systems for smallholders and local food systems that are on par with those available to 

commodity producers, the hidden costs of cheap food could be mitigated, resulting in an 

improved prognosis of the triple bottom line (environmental, social, and economic) for 

producers, workers, eaters, and agricultural spaces. Moreover, support for alternative systems 

would go a long way towards actualizing food justice for all links in the food value chain and the 

communities for which food is produced. 

 

New Venture Advisors, a food systems consultancy based out of Chicago, performed a survey 

analysis of the food system over the summer of 2020. This survey focused on stakeholders 

within the local food and farming movement and revealed eleven salient themes that come as 

little surprise to those that are immersed in the work of reimagining agricultural spaces and food 

systems. Unsurprisingly, the first four of these can be organized into factors related to the 
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necessity of responsiveness and adaptability as food producers identify a new normal- or the 

ability to pivot. These include: a new emphasis on online platforms, a pivot towards value added 

processing to minimize product waste, a re-evaluation of service, and the critical nature of 

partnerships and relationship building. The first four themes are emblematic of the work that 

smallholder producers are doing to stay relevant and meet the demonstrated needs of their 

communities, while building relational networks that improve the viability of emergent local 

food systems. The “most valuable players” during the pandemic or, stated alternatively, the most 

critical links in the value chain of the local food system for improving food access, are rural 

independent grocers, food hubs, and small farmers (Goertzen 2020). 

 

The final organizing framework in New Venture Advisors’ survey was the identification of 

existing gaps in local and regional food systems that can lend themselves to long-term fragility 

and were amplified during the pandemic. These themes have illustrated critical focal points for 

future work and support. The first emergent theme was the negative impact of an overreliance on 

undiversified business models as farms began to scale up; farms that were mostly reliant upon 

restaurant and food service contracts for their sales revenue have universally suffered more 

financially through the pandemic than those that utilized diverse markets and focused on direct-

to-consumer sales. However, if the proposed solution is to encourage small farmers to diversify 

their markets, we must provide the necessary hard and soft infrastructure support to ensure that 

they are not tasked with time-intensive marketing work in addition to producing, packing, and 

transporting food. The next two themes, lack of local distribution and scale appropriate meat 

processing, address this critical lack of hard infrastructure that would benefit directly and 

immediately from capital investment (Goertzen 2020). 

 

In my work in Indiana, the lack of support infrastructure has repeatedly emerged as a critical gap 

in local and regional food systems, and one that has effectively forced the hand of smallholder 

farmers that have an eye towards growth. In order to ensure the future sustainability of their 

farms, smallholders must implement adaptive strategies that are responsive to the needs of their 

local communities and their individual farms. When faced with lack of access to transport, 

storage, and scale appropriate processing, many farmers have been faced with the decision of 

vertically integrating, bootstrapping, or limiting their sales and markets to the point that they will 
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perpetually have to “work to farm.” For farmers in this position, it is unequivocally 

unsustainable; working a part or full time off-farm job, producing food, marketing, harvesting, 

packing, transporting, and handling the sale of the food would, in a vibrant and supported local 

food system, employ at least six or seven people - not one. 

 

The final themes in the New Venture Survey revolved around uncertainty: how to hold onto new 

customers that became more engaged with local food in the absence of consistency from the 

conventional food system, and a pervasive and generalized sense of uncertainty about what the 

future will bring (Goertzen 2020). For farmers who have consistently provided food in the face 

of adversity and with little legislative and financial support, this uncertainty is understandable. 

However, it also provides a leveraging point of opportunity. By listening to and engaging with 

local food producers and advocates, and cultivating intentional stakeholder collaboration, there is 

great potential to improve the capacity and resiliency of socio-environmental spaces. By valuing 

traditional knowledge systems and cultivating intentional mindfulness of the lasting impacts of 

settler-colonial extractivism, there is immense promise for the re-imagining of a more just food 

system that equally values people, environment, and financial viability instead of prioritizing 

efficiency at the expense of all other points in the value chain. 
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APPENDIX A: COVER CROPS IN INDIANA, 2011-2018 (HARMON, 

COVER CROP TRENDS, 2011-2018 2019) 
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APPENDIX B: NO-TILL IN INDIANA, 1990-2019 (HARMON, INDIANA 

STATEWIDE TILLAGE: NO TILL, 1990-2019 2019) 
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APPENDIX C: CONSERVATION TILLAGE IN INDIANA 1990-2019 

(HARMON, CONSERVATION TILLAGE TRENDS, 1990-2019 2019) 
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