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MAINLINE AND PERIPHERAL AGRICULTURE: 
TOWARD GENERIC CLASSIFICATION OF  FARMS^ 

C a r l t o n  R. S o l l i e  and Wolfgang F r e s e  
Department of  Socio logy  and Anthropology, 
M i s s i s s i p p i  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  

ABSTRACT An e x a m i n a t i o n  of  t h e  s t a t e  of t h e  a r t  i n  t h e  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of farms i n d i c a t e s  a need f o r  more work. 
C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of f a r m s  b y  s i z e  has  been  w i d e l y  u sed  
and found s e r v i c e a b l e .  I n  a c a p i t a l i s t i c  s o c i a l  
system, such as  t h e  United S t a t e s ,  t h e  most a p p r o p r i a t e  
measu re  o f  t h e  r e l a t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  of  f a r m s  of  
d i f f e r e n t  s i z e s  a p p e a r s  t o  be t h e  marke t  v a l u e  of 
products  t h e y  s e l l .  Accordingly, a prey-iminnry g e n e r i c  
t y p o l o g y  o f  U.S. f a r m s ,  based  on p u b l i s h e d  d a t a ,  i s  
p roposed  i n  which M a i n l i n e ,  M a r g i n a l ,  and P e r i p h e r a l  
types a r e  i d e n t i f i e d .  

I n t r o d u c t i o n  

The problems of d e f i n i t i o n  and c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  have long  
plagued obse rve r s  and s t u d e n t s  of t h e  American a g r i c u l t u r a l  
system. This  i s  unders tandable  when one recognizes  t h a t  t h e  
t o p i c  i s  a complex ,  c h a n g i n g  phenomenon, and t h a t  some of  
t h e  most r e v e r e d  s o c i ~ l  v a l u e s  of  Amer ican  s o c i e t y  a r e  
embedded i n  t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  system. The concept  of f a m i l y  
farm, f o r  example, evokes s en t imen t s  not  u n l i k e  t hose  evoked 
by t h e  c o n c e p t s  o f  motherhood and a p p l e  p i e .  The C o n g r e s s  
of  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  l e a v i n g  no d o u b t  a b o u t  i t s  a w a r e n e s s  
of s o c i a l  va lues  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  t h e  f a m i l y  farm, s t a t e d  i n  
t h e  Food and A g r i c u l t u r a l  Act of 1977: 

C o n g r e s s  h e r e b y  s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e a f f i r m s  t h e  
h i s t o r i c a l  p o l i c y  of  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  t o  f o s t e r  
a n d  e n c o u r a g e  t h e  f a m i l y  f a r m  s y s t e m  o f  
a g r i c u l t u r e  i n  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  Congres s  f i r m l y  
b e l i e v e s  t h a t  t h e  m ~ i n t e n a n c e  of t h e  f a m i l y  farm 
s y s t e m  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e  s o c i a l  w e l l - b e i n g  of 
t h e  n a t i o n  and t h e  c o m p e t i t i v e  p r o d u c t i o n  of  
adequate s u p p l i e s  of food and f i b e r .  

A p a r t  f rom t h e  h i s t o r i c a l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  s e n t i m e n t s  
u s u a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  c o n c e p t  of  f a m i l y  farm-- 

1~ v e r s i o n  of  t h i s  p a p e r  was p r e s e n t e d  a t  t h e  a n n u a l  
m e e t i n g  of t h e  R u r a l  S o c i o l o g y  S e c t i o n  of t h e  S o u t h e r n  
Assoc ia t ion  of A g r i c u l t u r a l  S c i e n t i s t s ,  Nashvi l le ,  February  
1984. S u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  was f rom t h e  M i s s i s s i p p i  
A g r i c u l t u r a l  and  F o r e s t r y  E x p e r i m e n t  S t a t i o n  a s  a 
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  R a t c h  P r o j e c t  4107 and S o u t h e r n  R e g i o n a l  
P r o j e c t  S-148. The a u t h o r s  g r a t e f u l l y  acknowledge  t h e  
comments and sugges t ions  of two anonymous rev iewers .  
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s e n t i m e n t s  such a s  independence,  s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  and b e i n g  i n  
t u n e  w i t h  n a t u r e - - t h e  n o t i o n  o f  w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  a f a m i l y  
f a r m  h a s  n o t  b e e n  c o n s t a n t  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h i s  
n a t i o n  ( B r e w s t e r ,  1979 :74) .  The  J e f f e r s o n i a n  m o d e l  o f  
c o l o n i a l  d a y s  wns s u b j e c t e d  t o  f o r c e s  t h a t  1.ed A m e r i c a n  
f a r m e r s  i n t o  t h e  m a r k e t p l a c e  and t h u s  t o  c o m m e r c i a l i z a t i o n  
o f  t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l .  s y s t e m .  Even  t h o u g h  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  
t h e  c o n c e p t  of f a m i l y  f a r m  h a s  n o t  r emained  c o n s t a n t ,  i t  i s  
s t i l l  t h e  d o m i n a n t  t y p e  o f  f a r m  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  The  
m o s t  r e c e n t  a g r l ; c u l t u r a l  c e n s u s  r e p o r t  ( 1 9 7 8 )  c l a s s i f i e d  
a l m o s t  90 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  f a r m s  i n  t h e  n a t i o n  a s  f a m i l y  
fa rms ,  t h o s e  on which f e w e r  t h a n  1.5 man-years of  l a b o r  a r e  
h i r e d  a n n u a l l y  ( B r e w s t e r ,  1 9 7 9 : 7 8 ) .  However ,  t h i s  was a 
h e t e r o g e n e o u s  g r o u p  o f  f a r m s ,  i n c l u d i n g  more  t h a n  6 0 0 , 0 0 0  
w i t h  g r o s s  s a l e s  o f  l e s s  t h a n  $ 2 , 5 0 0  and  more  t h a n  2 0 0 , 0 0 0  
w i t h  g r o s s  s a l e s  of  $100,000 o r  more ( a b o u t  80,000 of  t h e s e  
r e p o r t e d  g r o s s  s a l e s  of $200,000 o r  more). 

The p rob lems  of  d e f i n i t i o n  and c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  c o n t i n u e  
t o  t r o u b l e  r e s e a r c h e r s .  C l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  q u e s t i o n  of 
w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  a f a m i l y  f a r m  i s  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  w h a t  
c o n s t i t u t e s  a smal l .  farm. V a r i o u s  c r i t e r i a  have  been used 
a s  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  g u i d e l i n e s ,  w i t h  g r o s s  s a l e s  and number of  
a c r e s  b e i n g  t h e  two most w i d e l y  used. A s  r e p o r t e d  by  C a r l i n  
( 1 9 7 9 : 2 7 4 ) ,  a l l  f a r m s  w i t h  s a l e s  o f  l e s s  t h a n  $ 2 0 , 0 0 0  a r e  
c o n s i d e r e d  t o  b e  s m a l l  f a r m s ,  a d e f i n i t i o n  " r e q u i r e d  b y  
s t a t u t e  o n l y  i n  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  c e r t a i n  r e s e a r c h  a n d  
e x t e n s i o n  p rograms  a u t h o r i z e d  b y  t h e  R u r a l  Development Act 
o f  1 9 7 2 ,  a s  amended." T h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  
A g r i c u l t u r e  recommended i n  1981 t h a t  s m a l l  f a r m s  be d e f i n e d  
a s  t h o s e  p r o d u c i n g  g r o s s  s a l e s  o f  $ 5 , 0 0 0  t o  $ 4 0 , 0 0 0  e a c h  
(U.S. Depar tment  of A g r i c u l t u r e  CUSDAI, 1981: 144). However, 
a s  Wimber ley  (1983:327) p o i n t s  o u t ,  r e s e a r c h  on s m a l l  f a r m s  
i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  a r b i t r a r i n e s s  o f  c o n c e p t u ~ l i z a t o n s ;  h e  
r e p o r t s  t h a t  " s m a l l  f a r m s  commonly  a r e  j u d g e d  t o  b e  t h o s e  
w i t h  a n n u a l  s a l e s  l e s s  t h a n  $ 2 0 , 0 0 0  - $40,000."  L a c k  o f  
c o n c e p t u a l  a g r e e m e n t  i s  s e e n  i n  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  u s e d  b y  
N i k o l i t c h  (1969:530-545) who c l a s s i f i e d  f a r m s  w i t h  l e s s  t h a n  
$5,000 s a l e s  a s  " p a r t - t i m e  f a r m s "  and t h e  USDA (1981) r e p o r t  
which c l a s s i f i e d  f a r m s  w i t h  less t h a n  $5,000 a s  " r u r a l  f a rm 
r e s i d e n c e s .  " 

Use of f a r m  s i z e  (number of  a c r e s )  a s  a c r i t e r i o n  i s  no 
l e s s  p r o b l e m a t i c a l  t h a n  g r o s s  s a l e s .  T h i s  becomes a p p a r e n t  
when it i s  p o i n t e d  o u t ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h a t  a  " 5 0 - a c r e  w h e a t  
f a r m  may b e  r e l a t i v e l y  s m a l l ,  w h e r e a s  t h e  s a m e  s i z e  f o r  a 
p o u l t r y  f a r m  wou1.d b e  q u i t e  l a r g e "  ( W i m b e r l e y ,  1 9 8 3 : 3 2 7 ) .  
A l t h o u g h  a g r i c u l t u r a l  c e n s u s  r e p o r t s  p r o v i d e  d e t a i l e d  
i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  f a r m s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  s i z e ,  t h i s  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  does  n o t  c h a r a c t e r i z e  f a r m s  a s  s m a l l ,  medium, 
o r  l a r g e .  R o d e f e l d  ( 1 9 7 3 : S 1 0 0 5 9 ) ,  r e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  
l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  s i n g l e - v a r i a b l e  c r i t e r i a  s u c h  a s  number  o f  
a c r e s  and  g r o s s  f a r m  s a l e s ,  s e l e c t e d  t w o  v a r i a b l e s  f o r  h i s  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  s c h e m e - - l a n d  t e n u r e  and  s o u r c e s  o f  l a b o r .  
E v e n  t h o u g h  R o d e f e l d ' s  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  s c h e m e  i s  a n  
improvement o v e r  s i n g l e - v a r i a b l e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s ,  however,  
i t  i s  viewed a s  i n a d e q u a t e  because  i t  i g n o r e s  t h e  d i m e n s i o n  
o f  s i z e ,  t h a t  i s ,  g r o s s  f a r m  s a l e s  and  a c r e a g e  o p e r a t e d  
( V o g e l e r ,  1982:27). 
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A t h i r d  a r e a  of  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r e s e a r c h  f o c u s e s  on t h e  
q u e s t i o n  o f  p a r t - t i m e  f a r m i n g ,  a s u b j e c t  t h a t  i s  o f  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  i n t e r e s t ,  a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  b y  t h e  F i r s t  R u r a l  
G e o g r a p h y  S y m p o s i u m  h e l d  i n  O n t a r i o  i n  1 9 7 5  w i t h  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  f r o m  E n g l a n d ,  Canada ,  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  
P o l a n d ,  I t a l y ,  F i n l a n d ,  a n d  Sweden. F u l l e r  ( 1 9 7 6 :  5 3 ) ,  i n  
one of  t h e  p a p e r s  p r e s e n t e d ,  d e s c r i b e d  p a r t - t i m e  f a r m i n g  a s  
"a  m u l t i f a c e t e d  f o r m  o f  l a b o r  o r g a n i z a t i o n . "  J u s t  a s  t h e  
c o n c e p t s  o f  f a m i l y  f a r m  and s m a l l  f a r m  a r e  m u l t i v a r i a t e  
c o n s t r u c t s ,  s o  i s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  p a r t - t i m e  f a r m  (Mage, 
1976 :  1 1 ) .  J e n k i n s  and R o b i s o n  ( 1 9 3 5 :  5 )  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  t h e  
d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p a r t - t i m e  f a r m  " v a r i e s  somewhat a c c o r d i n g  t o  
t h e  whims o f  t h e  r e s e a r c h e r  and p o s s i b l y  t h e  d a t a  a t  hand." 
Used a s  d e f i n i t i v e  c r i t e r i a  i n  many of  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n s  found 
i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  a r e  d a y s  o f  o f f - f a r m  w o r k  and s o u r c e s  o f  
income.  Le R a y  ( 1 9 6 5 : 3 8 )  i d e n t i f i e d  t h r e e  t y p e s  o f  p a r t -  
t i m e  f a r m e r s  u s i n g  a  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  d a y s  o f  o f f - f a r m  w o r k  
and v a l u e  o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  s o l d .  R e c o g n i z i n g  t h e  
r e s t r i c t i o n  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  u s e  of  o f f - f a r m  work and v a l u e  
of  f a r m  p r o d u c t s  s o l d ,  Brewka (1982:7) adop ted  a d e f i n i t i o n  
c o m b i n i n g  f a r m i n g  a c t i v i t i e s  w i t h  n o n f a r m  o r  o f  f - f a r m  
r e m u n e r a t i v e  w o r k  d o n e  b y  f a r m  o p e r a t o r s  a n d / o r  t h e i r  
s p o u s e s .  

I t  s h o u l d  b e  a p p a r e n t  t h a t  d e f i n i t i o n  a n d  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  e f f o r t s  b y  s t u d e n t s  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  
a g r i c u l t u r a l  s y s t e m  h a v e  t h u s  f a r  n o t  r e s u l t e d  i n  g e n e r a l  
a g r e e m e n t  a s  t o  w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  t y p o l o g y .  
P e r h a p s  i t  i s  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  s o  m a n y  d i f f e r e n t  
t y p o l o g i e s  t h a t  g i v e s  r i s e  t o  t h e  w i s h  f o r  some s o r t  o f  
g e n e r i c  t y p o l o g y  w h i c h  w o u l d  r e d u c e  t h e  c o m p l e x i t i e s  and  
d i v e r s i t i e s  o f  a complex phenomenon t o  a  g e n e r a l l y  c o h e r e n t  
l e v e l  (Doby, 1 9 6 6 :  5) .  A s  s y n t h e s i z i n g  d e v i c e s ,  t y p o l o g i e s  
a r e  s i m p l i f i c a t i o n s  of  t h e  c o n c r e t e ,  and t h e  p u r p o s e  of  a l l  
t y p o l o g i e s  i s  t o  i d e n t i f y  and s i m p l i f y  (Goode,  1 9 4 7 :  473- 
474) .  I t  i s  s a f e  t o  s a y  t h a t  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  i s  a n  o r d e r -  
i m p o s i n g  p r o c e s s ;  a s  s u c h ,  a n y  r e s e a r c h  t h a t  r e s u l t s  i n  
m e a n i n g f u l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s - - w h a t  S i m o n  (1969 :54)  c a l l s  
" s o r t i n g  outw--of complex and d i v e r s e  e m p i r i c a l  o b s e r v a t i o n s  
c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  knowledge and u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  W h i l e  many sub- 
t y p e s  may b e  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  a n  a r r a y  o f  e m p i r i c a l  
o b s e r v a t i o n s ,  i t  i s  t h e  g e n e r a l  t y p e  which makes sub- types  
p o s s i b l e  and g i v e s  meaning t o  e a c h  sub- type w i t h i n  a g e n e r a l  
t y p o l o g y  (McKinney, 1954:152). 

Problems of farm classification 

Given t h e  s t a t u s  of  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r e s e a r c h  f o c u s i n g  on  
a g r i c u l t u r e ,  i t  s e e m s  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  r u r a l  
s o c i o l o g i s t s  s h o u l d  d e v o t e  more t i m e  t o  t h i s  b a s i c  a s p e c t  o f  
s c i e n c e .  S o c i o l o g i s t s ,  i n  g e n e r a l ,  c a n  b e  p r o u d  o f  a r i c h  
h e r i t a g e  i n  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  s t u d i e s ,  b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  Comte and 
i n c l u d i n g  t h e  work of Toenn ies ,  Durkheim, W e b e r ,  Cooley, and 
o t h e r s .  R u r a l  s o c i o l o g i s t s  have  n o t  been  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  i n  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r e s e a r c h ,  b u t  much o f  w h a t  t h e y  h a v e  
c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h i s  a r e a  h a s  been on s e l e c t e d  a s p e c t s  of  t h e  
a g r i c u l t u r ~ l  sys tem,  n o t  on f a r m s  and f a r m  o p e r a t o r s .  For  

3

Sollie and Frese: Mainline and Peripheral Agriculture: Toward Generic Classificatio

Published by eGrove, 2019



example ,  t h e  C u m u l a t i v e  I n d e x  of  R u r a l  S o c i o l o g y  c o v e r i n g  
volumes 31 - 40 l i s t s  47 a r t i c l e s  d e a l i n g  wi th  rura l -urban  
d i f f e r e n c e s  and t h e  concept  of r u r a l i t y ,  b u t  l e s s  than h a l f  
t h a t  number under  t h e  heading "Farmers, Farming i n  t h e  U.S." 
There i s  evidence i n  more r e c e n t  volumes of R u r a l  S o c i o l o g y  
of  a renewed i n t e r e s t  i n  a g r i c u l t u r e  ( f o r  example ,  s e e  
a r t i c l e s  by Coughenour and Swanson, 1983; Dunl-ap and Mart in,  
1983;  H a r r i s  and G i l b e r t ,  1981 ;  Hea ton  and Brown, 1982 ;  
H e f f e r n a n  e t  a l . ,  1981 ;  H o i b e r g  and B u l t e n a ,  1981) .  The 
Janua ry  1984 e d i t i o n  of The R u r a l  S o c i o l o g i s t  con ta in s  t h r e e  
a r t i c l e s  d e a l i n g  wi th  fa rms  and f a r m e r s ;  t h e  November 1983 
e d i t i o n  c o n t a i n s  none. 

R e s e a r c h e r s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  g e n e r a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
r e s e a r c h  focus ing  on a g r i c u l t u r e  f a c e  a d i f f i c u l t  ques t ion :  
I s  i t  p o s s i b l e ,  g i v e n  t h e  complex and d i v e r s e  n a t u r e  of 
a g r i c u l t u r e  i n  America, t o  c o n s t r u c t  a  g e n e r i c  typology?  I f  
t h e  answer  i s  yes ,  t h e n  t h e  r e s e a r c h e r  must  a sk :  Where do I 
s t a r t ?  A c c o r d i n g  t o  S i m o n  ( 1 9 6 9 : 5 4 ) ,  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
r e sea rch  may be an end i n  i t s e l f ,  bu t  "more f r e q u e n t l y  ( i t )  
i s  a s t e p  i n  some o t h e r  t y p e  of  r e s e a r c h . "  Moreover ,  t h e  
s o r t i n g  o u t  of a c o l l e c t i o n  of  e m p i r i c a l  o b s e r v a t i o n s  may 
precede t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of c a t e g o r i e s ,  o r  t h e  p roces s  may 
be r e v e r s e d .  T h a t  i s ,  t h e  r e s e a r c h e r  may have  i n  mind an 
appea l ing  s e t  of c a t e g o r i e s  ( appea l ing  i n  t h e  s ense  t h a t  h i s  
gene ra l  knowledge of t h e  d a t a  and of t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  sugges t  
probable u t i l i t y  of a t e n t a t i v e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme) t h a t  
he wishes t o  t e s t  through c a r e f u l  examinat ion  of a v a i l a b l e  
d a t a ;  o r  he may be d i s s a t i s f i e d  w i th  e x i s t i n g  typo log ie s  and 
dec ide  t o  begin h i s  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r e s e a r c h  wi th  examinat ion  
of d a t a  but  wi thout  a s e t  of c a t e g o r i e s  i n  mind. 

A l o g i c a l  beginning p o i n t  f o r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r e s e a r c h  
focus ing  on a g r i c u l t u r e  i s  t o  i n q u i r e  i n t o  i t s  nature--what 
i t  i s  and w h a t  i t  d o e s .  T t  i s  t h e  l a t t e r  a s p e c t  o f  
a g r i c u l t u r e - - i t s  f u n c t i o n - - t h a t  a p p e a r s  t o  be  t h e  more 
r e l evan t .  Mottura and P u g l i e s e  (1980:175) i d e n t i f y  two main 
f u n c t i o n s  of  a g r i c u l t u r e  i n  a c a p i t a l i s t i c  s o c i a l  s y s t e m ;  
o n e  i s  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  f u n c t i o n  and  t h e  o t h e r  i s  t h e  
i n d u s t r i a l  r e s e r v e  f u n c t i o n .  I n  t h i s  p a p e r  we v i ew  t h e  
p r o d u c t i o n  f u n c t i o n  a s  b a s i c  and a s  t h e  most u s e f u l  f o r  
gene r i c  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  purposes. To s t a t e  t h i s  a s  i t s  b a s i c  
f u n c t i o n  i s  t o  imply  a  b a s i c  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  
knowing what i s  wide ly  known about American fa rms;  t h a t  i s ,  
not  a l l  fa rms  produce t h e  same amounts o r  t h e  same products .  
Di f fe rences  i n  product ion ,  bo th  q u a n t i t y  and type,  have been 
used e x t e n s i v e l y  f o r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  purposes. While s i n g l e  
v a r i a b l e  bases  f o r  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  l e a v e  much t o  be des i r ed ,  
t h e y  have  p roven  u s e f u l  i n  some r e s p e c t s .  A w i d e l y  u sed  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  scheme groups fa rms  accord ing  t o  va r ious  s i z e  
c a t e g o r i e s ,  i nc lud ing  l a rge - sca l e ,  medium-scale, and smal l -  
sca le .  These d e s c r i p t i v e  te rms  r e f l e c t ,  among o t h e r  t h ings ,  
d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e  product ion  of food and 
f i b e r  needs of a soc i e ty .  I n  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t i c  s o c i a l  system 
of t h e  United S t a t e s ,  t h e  most a p p r o p r i a t e  i n d i c a t o r  of t h e  
r e l a t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  of fa rms  of d i f f e r e n t  s i z e s  appears  
t o  be t h e  market va lue  of products  t h e y  s e l l .  Asce r t a in ing  
r e l a t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  s i z e  f a r m s  i s  n o t  
d i f f i c u l t ;  one s imp ly  r e f e r s  t o  agr icu l . tu ra1  census r e p o r t s  
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and f i n d s  which s i z e  f a r m s  a c c o u n t  f o r  v a r i o u s  p r o p o r t i o n s  
o f  t h e  t o t a l  v a l u e  of p r o d u c t s  s o l d .  

I n  1 9 7 8  A m e r i c a n  f a r m e r s  s o l d  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p r o d u c t s  
w i t h  a t o t a l  marke t  v a l u e  o f  s l i g h t l y  more t h a n  $108 b i l l i o n  
( s l i g h t l y  l e s s  t h a n  $108  b i l l i o n  i f  a b n o r m a l  f a r m s  a r e  
e x c l u d e d ) .  T a b l e  1 s h o w s  t h e  number  o f  f a r m s  f o u n d  i n  
s e v e r a l  s a l e s  c a t e g o r i e s  e s t a b l i s h e d  b y  t h e  USDA a l o n g  w i t h  
t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  (i.e., p e r c e n t  o f  t o t a l  s a l e s ) .  
I n s p e c t i o n  o f  t h e  d a t a  i n  T a b l e  1 l e a v e s  no doub t  t h a t  some 
f a r m s  a r e  s m a l l  and some a r e  l a r g e  i n  terms o f  t h e i r  
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t o t a l  s a l e s .  I t  i s  t h i s  v a r i a b l e  t h a t  i s  
w i d e l y  u s e d  b y  r e s e a r c h e r s  a s  a c r i t e r i o n  f o r  c l a s s i f y i n g  
f a r m s  i n t o  v a r i o u s  s i z e  c a t e g o r i e s .  Al though  o u r  i n t e r e s t  
h e r e  i s  n o t  i n  s i z e  p e r  s e ,  we d o  f i n d  t h e  m a r k e t  v a l u e  o f  
f a r m  p r o d u c t s  s o l d  a u s e f u l  c r i t e r i o n  and b e g i n  b y  compar ing  
t h r e e  t y p o l o g i e s  found i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e .  

Comparison o f  t y p o l o g i e s  

The  t y p o l o g i e s  we h a v e  s e l e c t e d  f o r  c o m p a r i s o n  a r e  
i d e n t i f i e d  a s  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  I, 11, a n d  111, shown i n  
F i g u r e  1. C l e a r l y  d e p i c t e d  i n  F i g u r e  1 i s  a l a c k  o f  
agreement  c o n c e r n i n g  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  o f  f a r m s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
m a r k e t  v a l u e  o f  p r o d u c t s  s o l d  ( i . e . ,  g r o s s  s a l e s ) .  T h i s  
l a c k  of agreement  d o e s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  r e p r e s e n t  d i s u t i l i t y  
o f  t h e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a s  m e n t i o n e d  
p r e v i o u s l y ,  C a r l i n  ( 1 9 7 9 : 2 7 4 )  n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  o f  
f a r m s  w i t h  l e s s  t h a n  $ 2 0 , 0 0 0  g r o s s  s a l e s  a s  a s i n g l e  
c a t e g o r y  o f  f a r m s  i s  r e q u i r e d  b y  s t a t u t e  " o n l y  i n  c o n n e c t i o n  
w i t h  c e r t a i n  r e s e a r c h  and e x t e n s i o n  p rograms  a u t h o r i z e d  b y  
t h e  R u r a l  D e v e l o p m e n t  A c t  o f  1972."  The  $ 5 , 0 0 0  t o  $ 4 0 , 0 0 0  
s a l e s  c a t e g o r y  (1.73 i n  F i g u r e  1 )  i s  b a s e d  o n  t h e  r a t i o n a l e  
t h a t  f a r m s  i n  t h i s  c a t e g o r y  a r e  u n i q u e  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  
" t h e  c o m b i n a t i o n  of f a r m  and nonfarm e a r n i n g s  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  
i m p o r t a n t "  (USDA, 1981 :144) .  M e d i u m - s c a l e  f a r m s  (1 I I .C  i n  
F i g u r e  1 )  a r e  d e s c r i b e d  b y  V o g e l e r  (1982 :27-28)  a s  h a v i n g  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  b o t h  l a r g e - s c a l e  qnd s m a l l - s c a l e  f a r m s ,  
"becoming e i t h e r  l a r g e r  o r  s m a l l e r  and d i f f i c u l t  t o  m a i n t a i n  
i n  a p o l a r i z e d  a g r i c u l t u r e  domina ted  b y  a g r i b u s i n e s s . "  

A d d i t i o n a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e s e  c l a s s e s  of f a r m s  i s  
found i n  T a b l e  2. Some o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  w o r t h  n o t i n g :  

C l a s s  A f a r m s  i n  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  I a n d  I11 
r e p r e s e n t  s l i g h t l y  more  t h a n  o n e - t h i r d  o f  a l l  
f a r m s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  b u t  t h e y  a c c o u n t  f o r  
l e s s  t h a n  2 p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  s a l e s ,  l e s s  t h a n  1 8  
p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  l a n d  i n  f a r m s ,  and  l e s s  t h a n  1 2  
p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  t o t a l  v a l u e  o f  f a r m  r e s o u r c e s  
( v a l u e  o f  l a n d ,  b u i l d i n g s ,  m a c h i n e r y ,  a n d  
equ ipment ) .  

C l a s s  1 . D  f a r m s  a n d  C l a s s e s  1 I . C  a n d  1 I I . D  
( i d e n t i c a l )  r e p r e s e n t  less  t h a n  1 0  p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  
U.S. f a r m s .  R e s p e c t i v e l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e y  a c c o u n t  
f o r  47  a n d  6 6  p e r c e n t  o f  a l l  s a l e s ,  2 2  a n d  3 8  
p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  t o t a l  a c r e s  i n  f a r m s ,  and 1 6  and 36 
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Table 1. D i s t r i b u t i o n  of U.S. farms by s a l e s  c a t e g o r i e s  
( exc lud ing  abnormal fa rms)  

Sa l e s  Ca tego r i e s  
Percent  of Percent  of 
a l l  farms t o t a l  s a l e s  

Less t han  $2,500 

$2,500 t o  $4,999 

$5,000 t o  $9,999 

$10,000 t o  $19,000 

S20,000 t o  $39,999 

$40,000 t o  $99,999 

S100,OOO t o  $199,999 

$200,000 t o  $499,999 

$500,000 o r  more 

To ta l  number of farms 

T o t a l  s a l e s  

Source: United S t a t e s  Department of Commerce, Bureau 
of t h e  Census  (1978) .  
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Figure 1. Three classifications of U.S. farms 

Gross sales 

Under 5,000 

$500,000 or more 

*classification I is found in U.S. Department of Agriculture (1981). 

Classification I1 is found in U.S. General Accounting Office 

(1978). Classification 111 is found in Radoje Nikolitch 

(1969). 

Rural A 
Farm 
Residence 

B 

Small farms 

C 

Medium 
farms 

D 

Large- 
scale 
farms 

A 

Small-scale 
farms 

B 
Medium- 
scale 
farms 

C 

Large- 
scale 
farms 

Part- A 
time 
farms 

B 

Small-farms 

C 

Medium 
farms 

D 
Large 
farms 

7

Sollie and Frese: Mainline and Peripheral Agriculture: Toward Generic Classificatio

Published by eGrove, 2019



Table  2 

c 
.d m u a u 

w s  r l w  a 0 a C 

a 
a 
'9 E 
0 * C 9 

U U  

8

Journal of Rural Social Sciences, Vol. 02 [2019], Iss. 1, Art. 4

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/jrss/vol02/iss1/4



p e r c e n t  of t h e  t o t a l  v a l u e  of f a rm r e s o u r c e s  
( v a l u e  o f  l a n d ,  b u i l d i n g s ,  m a c h i n e r y ,  a n d  
equipment).  

It i s  apparent  t h a t  t h e  p o l a r  types  dep ic t ed  i n  F igu re  
1 a r e  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  i n  s e v e r a l  r e s p e c t s .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  of food and f i b e r  of  one  g r o u p  of f a r m s  a r e  
v i t a l  t o  t h e  w e l f a r e  of t h e  na t ion ,  wh i l e  t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  
of another  group a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  i n s i g n i f i c a n t .  Any na t ion  
wi th  an a g r i c u l t u r a l  s u r p l u s  t h a t  l o s e s  n e a r l y  two- th i rds  of 
i t s  a g r i c u l t u r a ' l .  p r o d u c t i o n  i s  i n  s e r i o u s  t r o u b l e ,  b u t  t h e  
l o s s  of l e s s  t h a n  2 p e r c e n t  of  i t s  a n n u a l  p r o d u c t i o n  would 
h a r d l y  be f e l t .  It seems reasonable ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t o  sugges t  
t h a t  farms v i t a l  t o  t h e  n a t i o n  should be cons idered  ma in l ine  
farms and those  w i th  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  should be 
thought  of a s  p e r i p h e r a l  farms. 

A s e r i o u s  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  e n c o u n t e r e d  i n  e f f o r t s  t o  
c o n s t r u c t  t ypo log ie s  when t h e  o b j e c t s  t o  be c l a s s i f i e d  e x i s t  
i n  continuous r a t h e r  than  i n  d i s c r e t e  form. C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  
o f  f a r m s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  some c r i t e r i a  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  s i m p l e ;  
f o r  example ,  a f a r m  may be a c o t t o n  f a rm o r  a soybean  f a r m  
o r  a c o m b i n a t i o n  of  two o r  more s u c h  commodi t i e s .  But  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of fa rms  i n t o  two o r  more groups accord ing  t o  
some measu re  of s i z e  ( a c r e s ,  s a l e s ,  income)  i s  l a r g e l y  
a r b i t r a r y .  We do n o t  a t t e m p t  t o  overcome t h i s  p rob lem;  
i n s t e a d ,  o u r  p u r p o s e  i s  t o  s u g g e s t  a g e n e r a l  t y p o l o g y  t h a t  
c a n  b e  u s e f u l  f o r  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  f o r m s  and  
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  a t t r i b u t e s  ( G r e e r ,  
1969: 134).  

A t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  t h e n ,  we have  a  t y p o l o g y  c o n s i s t i n g  of  
two c l a s s e s - - l a r g e  and s m a l l - - o r ,  a s  we s u g g e s t ,  M a i n l i n e  
and  P e r i p h e r a l .  F o r  o u r  p u r p o s e s  we a r e  c l a s s i f y i n g  
M a i n l i n e  f a r m s  a s  t h o s e  w i t h  r e p o r t e d  a n n u a l  s a l e s  o f  
$40,000 o r  more. P e r i p h e r a l  f a r m s  a r e  t h o s e  w i t h  s a l e s  of  
l e s s  t han  $10,000 annual ly.  This  l e a v e s  u s  w i t h  a group of 
farms wi th  r epo r t ed  s a l e s  $10,000 - $39,999, and we sugges t  
t h a t  t h e s e  farms be c l a s s i f i e d  a s  Marginal  farms. 

D i f f e r ences  among t h e  t h r e e  c l a s s e s  

Having e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  p r o p o s e d  g e n e r i c  t y p o l o g y  
c o n s i s t i n g  of t h r e e  c l a s s e s ,  we now c a l l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  some 
d i f f e r e n c e s  among t h e s e  t h r e e  c l a s s e s  of  f a r m s  ( s e e  a l s o  
Table 3 f o r  o t h e r  d i f f e r e n c e s ) :  

1. Marke t  v a l u e  of p r o d u c t s  s o l d  b y  M a i n l i n e  
f a r m s  i s  a b o u t  s e v e n  t i m e s  ( o n  t h e  a v e r a g e )  
t h a t  s o l d  by Marginal  farms. 

2. Marke t  v a l u e  of p r o d u c t s  s o l d  by  M a r g i n a l  
f a r m s  i s  a b o u t  s e v e n  t i m e s  t h a t  s o l d  b y  
P e r i p h e r a l  farms. 

3 .  P e r i p h e r a l  fa rms  a r e  about one- th i rd  t h e  s i z e  
of Main l ine  farms. 

4. M a r g i n a l  f a r m s  a r e  a b o u t  o n e - t h i r d  t h e  s i z e  
of Main l ine  farms. 
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Table 3. Se l ec t ed  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of U.S. fa rms  c l a s s i f i e d  - 
a s  M a i n l i n e ,  M a r g i n a l . ,  a n d  P e r i p h e r a l  ( f i g u r e s  a r e  

percentages  u n l e s s  noted o t h e r w i s e )  

* 
C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  Mainl ine Marginal  t P e r i p h e r a l t t  -, 

A l l  farms 

T o t a l  a c r e s  i n  farms 
average s i z e  
( a c r e s  

Gross s a l e s  of 
farm products  

Average s a l e s  
p e r  farm 

T o t a l  va lue  of land ,  
b u i l d i n g s ,  machinery, 
and equipment 

Net cash  income from 
farming 

F u l l  owners 

P a r t  owners 53.9 

Tenants  14.8 

I n d i v i d u a l  o r  
f a m i l y  farm 

P a r t n e r s h i p s  15.7 

Opera tors  r e p o r t i n g  
100 days o r  more of 
o f f  farm work 14.4 

Farms employing farm 
workers 150 days 
o r  more 57.8 

Operators  wi th  f ~ r m i n g  
a s  p r i n c i p a l  o c c u p ~ t i o n  90.3 

* 
Farms wi th  g r o s s  s a l e s  of $40,000 o r  more. 

t Farms wi th  g r o s s  s a l e s  of $10,000 t o  $39,999. 

tt Farms wi th  g r o s s  s a l e s  of l e s s  t han  $10,000. 
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5. A v e r a g e  v a l u e  o f  l a n d  and  b u i l d i n g s  o f  
M a i n l i n e  f a r m s  i s  a b o u t  t h r e e  t i m e s  t h a t  o f  
Marginal  farms. 

6 .  A v e r a g e  v a l u e  o f  l a n d  and  b u i l d i n g s  o f  
M a r g i n a l  f a r m s  i s  a b o u t  two  and o n e - h a l f  
t imes  t h a t  of Peripheral .  farms. 

7. Average v a l u e  of  m a c h i n e r y  and e q u i p m e n t  o f  
M a i n l i n e  f a r m s  i s  a b o u t  t h r e e  t i m e s  t h a t  of 
Marginal  farms. 

8. Average  v a l u e  of m a c h i n e r y  and e q u i p m e n t  of  
M a r g i n a l  f a r m s  i s  a b o u t  t h r e e  t i m e s  t h a t  o f  
P e r i p h e r a l  farms. 

The t y p i c a l  Main l ine  farm i s  l a r g e ,  c o n s i s t i n g  of more 
t h a n  1 , 0 0 0  a c r e s .  I t  i s  a f a m i l y  f a r m ,  b u t  t h e  f a r m  
ope ra to r  i s  more l i k e l y  t o  o p e r a t e  h i s  farm as  a part-owner 
r a t h e r  t h a n  a s  a f u l l - o w n e r  o r  a  t e n a n t .  Al though h i s  
p r i n c i p a l  occupat ion  i s  farming,  i t  i s  not  uncommon t o  f i n d  
him i n v o l v e d  f rom t i m e  t o  t i m e  i n  o f f - f a r m  work. He 
p r o v i d e s  work o p p o r t u n i t i e s  on t h e  f a rm f o r  a b o u t  s i x  
nonf a m i l y  f a rm w o r k e r s ,  b u t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of  t h e s e  w o r k e r s  
a r e  employed f o r  l e s s  t h a n  150  d a y s  p e r  yea r .  I n  t h i s  
group, ca sh  g r a i n  and/or l i v e s t o c k  fa rms  a r e  t h e  most common 
t y p e s .  The M a i n l i n e  f a r m  o p e r a t o r  depends  l a r g e l y  on t h e  
s a l e  of  f a rm p r o d u c t s  f o r  h i s  n e t  income. About o n e - f i f t h  
of h i s  t o t a l  n e t  income i s  from off-farm sources.  

The t y p i c a l  M a r g i n a l  f a r m  i s  a b o u t  o n e - t h i r d  t h e  s i z e  
of t h e  M a i n l i n e  f a r m ,  b u t  i s  t h r e e  t i m e s  t h e  s i z e  of t h e  
t y p i c a l  P e r i p h e r a l  fa rm.  I t  i s  a f a m i l y  f a r m ,  and t h e  
o p e r a t o r  i s  l i k e l y  t o  o p e r a t e  a s  a f u l l  owner.  H i s  main 
o c c u p a t i o n  i s  f a r m i n g ,  b u t  a b o u t  o n e - t h i r d  of  h i s  p e e r s  
c l a i m  s o m e t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  f a r m i n g  a s  t h e i r  p r i n c i p a l  
o c c u p a t i o n .  He i s  more l i k e l y  t h a n  t h e  M a i n l i n e ,  b u t  l e s s  
l i k e l y  than  t h e  Pe r iphe ra l ,  o p e r a t o r  t o  be involved  i n  o f f -  
f a rm work. Chances a r e  s m a l l  t h a t  he  u s e s  n o n f a m i l y  f a r m  
worke r s .  Only  o n e - t h i r d  of t h i s  n e t  c a s h  income i s  f rom 
farming. 

The t y p i c a l  P e r i p h e r a l  fa rm i s  a s m a l l  f a m i l y  farm t h a t  
c o n t r i b u t e s  a r e l a t i v e l y  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  amount of n e t  income 
t o  t h e  f a m i l y ;  t h a t  i s ,  l e s s  t h a n  2 p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  
o p e r a t o r ' s  n e t  c a s h  income i s  f rom f a r m i n g .  I t  i s  a f u l l -  
o w n e r s h i p  o p e r a t i o n ,  b u t  t h e  o p e r a t o r ' s  work ing  d a y s  a r e  
s p e n t  o f f  t h e  f a rm.  He migh t  o c c a s i o n a l l y  u s e  n o n f a m i l y  
f a rm worke r s ,  and he  i s  more l i k e l y  t o  be  i n v o l v e d  i n  a 
l i v e s t o c k  o p e r a t i o n  t h a n  i n  c r o p s ,  d a i r y ,  o r  p o u l t r y ,  
a l though t h i s  may v a r y  by  region.  

Conclusion 

T h i s  a t t e m p t  t o  c o n s t r u c t  a g e n e r i c  t y p o l o g y  of  U.S. 
f a r m s  f rom p u b l i s h e d  d a t a  must  be  v i ewed  a s  a p r e l i m i n a r y  
e f f o r t .  The typology i s  not  o f f e r e d  a s  t h e  kind of f i n i s h e d  
p r o d u c t  t h a t  migh t  r e s u l t  f rom t h e  u s e  of  more r i g o r o u s  
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  p r o c e d u r e s .  Our p u r p o s e ,  however ,  was t o  
examine  t h e  s t a t e  o f  t h e  a r t  i n  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r e s e a r c h  
f o c u s i n g  on f a r m s  and t o  p r o p o s e  an  a l t e r n a t i v e  t y p o l o g y  
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based on t h e  b a s i c  f u n c t i o n  of a g r i c u l t u r e .  
The  s t a t e  o f  t h e  a r t  i n  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r e s e a r c h  

f o c u s i n g  on f a r m s  i n d i c a t e s  a need f o r  more work. Many 
typo log ie s  a r e  found i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  bu t  t h e  t h r ead  which 
t i e s  many of  them t o g e t h e r  i s  t h e i r  a r b i t r a r i n e s s .  W h i l e  
s e v e r a l  e f f o r t s  have  been  made t o  overcome t h i s  p rob lem,  
t h e y  have been l e s s  t han  s a t i s f a c t o r y .  

A l though  we do n o t  a v o i d  t h e  p rob lem of a r b i t r a r i n e s s  
r e s u l t i n g  from t h e  u se  of a s i n g l e  v a r i a b l e  c r i t e r i o n ,  we do 
con tend  t h a t  a g e n e r i c  t y p o l o g y  must  be b a s e d  on t h e  b a s i c  
f u n c t i o n  of a g r i c u l t u r e  which i s  t h e  product ion  of food and 
f i b e r  t o  meet t h e  n e e d s  of  a s o c i e t y .  F u r t h e r ,  i f  t h e  
b a s i c  f u n c t i o n  of a g r i c u l t u r e  i s  t o  produce food and f i b e r ,  
i t  f o l l o w s  t h a t  a n y  g e n e r i c  t y p o l o g y  m u s t  r e f l e c t  
d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  of  v a r i o u s  f a r m s  t o  t h e  
s a t i s f a c t i o n  of t hose  needs. S t i l l  f u r t h e r ,  we contend t h a t  
t h e  marke t  v a l u e  of  f a r m  p r o d u c t s  s o l d  i s  t h e  most  u s e f u l  
i n d i c a t o r  of such c o n t r i b u t i o n s .  

Use  o f  t h i s  i n d i c a t o r  a s  a c r i t e r i o n  v a r i a b l e  
s i m p l i f i e s  a t t e m p t s  t o  c o n s t r u c t  a  typology, bu t  i t  does not  
overcome t h e  p rob lem of  c l a s s  b o u n d a r y  d e t e r m i n a t i o n .  
However, o b s e r v a t i o n  of  d a t a  on m a r k e t  v a l u e  of  p r o d u c t s  
so ld  shows t h a t  t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  ( s a l e s )  of some farms  i s  so  
s m a l l  t h a t  t h e  l o s s  of  t h e i r  p r o d u c t i o n  would h a r d l y  be  
not iced.  With r e s p e c t  t o  s o c i e t a l  needs f o r  food and f i b e r ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e s e  f a r m s  c a n  be  v i ewed  a s  n o n e s s e n t i a l  
p roduct ion  u n i t s ;  we sugges t  t h a t  t h e s e  fa rms  be c l a s s i f i e d  
a s  Pe r iphe ra l ,  a term t h a t  i s  i n d i c a t i v e  of t h e i r  r o l e  vis- 
A-vis t h e  b a s i c  f u n c t i o n  of a g r i c u l t u r e .  The i r  numbers and 
resources ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, a r e  not  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  te rms  
of t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of American a g r i c u l t u r e ;  t h e y  account f o r  
s l i g h t l y  more t han  one-half of a l l  American farms,  c l o s e  t o  
o n e - f i f t h  of a g r i c u l t u r a l  r e sou rces ,  and s l i g h t l y  more t han  
1 4  p e r c e n t  of  a l l  f a r m l a n d .  These  s t r u c t u r a l  i n d i c a t o r s ,  
however, a r e  o n l y  c o r r e l a t e s  of t h e  r e l a t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  of 
P e r i p h e r a l  f a r m s  t o  t h e  b a s i c  f u n c t i o n  of  a g r i c u l t u r e .  
These  same i n d i c a t o r s  a r e  c o r r e l a t e s  of c o n t r i b u t i o n s  of 
Marginal  and Main l ine  farms. 

Any a t t e m p t  t o  impose  t y p o l o g i c a l  o r d e r  on complex 
phenomena s u c h  a s  t h e  Amer ican  a g r i c u l t u r a l  s y s t e m  i s  
f r a u g h t  w i th  problems, and when i t  i s  recognized t h a t  some 
of s o c i e t y ' s  g o a l s  vis-6-vis  a g r i c u l t u r e  a r e  no t  r e l a t e d  t o  
t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  f o o d  and  f i b e r ,  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  i s  e x a c e r b a t e d .  Raup (1972:9)  h a s  a s s e r t e d  
t h a t  t h e  u l t i m a t e  s o c i e t a l  concern about  farm s t r u c t u r e  i s  a 
c u l t u r a l  v a r i a b l e ,  bu t  we sugges t  t h a t  g o a l s  r e l a t e d  t o  such 
s o c i e t a l  v a l u e s  a s  d i s t r i b u t i v e  e q u i t y ,  v i a b l e  r u r a l  
c o m m u n i t i e s ,  and o t h e r  a m e n i t i e s  a r e  s u b o r d i n a t e  t o  t h e  
fundamental  goa l  of producing s u f f i c i e n t  amounts of food and 
f i b e r .  

Among t h e  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  migh t  be r a i s e d  a b o u t  o u r  
t y p o l o g y  i s  one  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  i t s  u s e f u l n e s s .  To t h i s  
ques t ion  we would r e p l y  t h a t  t h e  development of t h e  typology 
i s  an a t t empt  t o  c l a r i f y  some of t h e  i s s u e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  r e s e a r c h  f o c u s i n g  o n  a g r i c u l t u r e .  
S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  we have a t t empted  t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  q u e s t i o n  of 
g e n e r i c  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of  f a r m s  w i t h  t h e  p r o p o s i t i o n  t h a t  
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t h e  u l t i m a t e  s o c i e t a l  i n t e r e s t  i n  f a r m s  must  be  t h e i r  
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  food  and f i b e r  n e e d s  of  s o c i e t y .  The 
u l t i m a t e  v a l u e  of a  f a r m  t o  s o c i e t y ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  i t s  
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h o s e  needs ,  and on t h e  b a s i s  of  t h i s  
p r o p o s i t i o n  we c o n t e n d  t h a t  a t y p o l o g y  whose c a t e g o r i e s  
r e f l e c t  t h e  r e l a t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  of  g r o u p s  of f a r m s  i s  
usefu l .  We would add, as  one of our  r ev i ewer s  s t a t e d ,  t h a t  
each of ou r  " c a t e g o r i e s  (Mainl ine,  Marginal ,  and P e r i p h e r a l )  
a re ,  on average, o rde r s  of magnitude a p a r t  w i th  r e s p e c t  t o  
t h e  s c a l e  v a r i a b l e s  ( g r o s s  s a l e s ,  a s s e t s ,  and s i z e ) ,  t h u s  
j u s t i f y i n g  i n  p a r t  t h e  t i t l e ' s  r e f e r e n c e  t o  ' g e n e r i c  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s ' .  " 

Second, ou r  typology i s  parsimonious,  a s ing l -e -var iab le  
c o n s t r u c t  t h a t  r e q u i r e s  no  c o m p l i c a t e d  s t a t i s t i c a l  
manipula t ions  of data .  I t s  s i m p l i c i t y  f a c i l i t a t e s  i t s  use. 
I t  i s  f l e x i b l e  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  i t s  c l a s s  b o u n d a r i e s  a r e  
n o t  u n m o v a b l e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  we s u g g e s t  t h a t  l o s s  o f  
product ion  by  P e r i p h e r a l  fa rms  would h a r d l y  be no t i ced  s i n c e  
t h e y  a c c o u n t  f o r  o n l y  3.9 p e r c e n t  of a l l  s a l e s ;  when we 
app ly  t h i s  c r i t e r i o n  t o  M i s s i s s i p p i  farms,  however, we f i n d  
t h a t  t h e  c l a s s  boundary must be s h i f t e d  downward t o  i nc lude  
o n l y  t hose  farms wi th  s a l e s  of l e s s  t han  S5,000. 

We w o u l d  a l s o  r e p l y  t h a t  t h e  t y p o l o g y  i m p l i e s  a 
" p r e d i c t i v e  schema" (McKinney, 1954:13). For i n s t ance ,  t h e  
concept of P e r i p h e r a l  farm implies an a d a p t a t i o n  by t h e  farm 
o p e r a t o r  t o  s o c i a l  and economic  f o r c e s  beyond h i s  c o n t r o l .  
Tha t  i s ,  l a c k i n g  r e s o u c e s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  a d j u s t i n g  food  and 
f i b e r  p r o d u c t i o n  p r o c e s s e s  t o  c h a n g i n g  t e c h n o l o g i e s  and 
o t h e r  fo rces ,  some f a rmer s  a r e  fo rced  t o  s e e k  supplementa l  
sources  of sustenance.  This  sometimes r e s u l t s  i n  a downward 
ad jus tment  of fa rming  ope ra t ions .  

C loud ing  t h e  i s s u e  of  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  i n  Amer ican  
a g r i c u l t u r e  i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  f a r m e r s  more o f t e n  t h a n  n o t  
produce food and f i b e r  i n  excess  of q u a n t i t i e s  needed. This  
f a c t  of overproduct ion  r a i s e s  t h e  s p e c t e r  of nega t ive  va lue  
t o  s o c i e t y  of  some of  Amer i can ' s  f a r m s ,  b u t  m a i n t a i n i n g  a  
v i a b l e  food and f i b e r  product ion  system invo lves  c o s t s  t h a t  
s o c i e t y  must  be  w i l l i n g  t o  b e a r .  However, t h e r e  r e m a i n s  a  
q u e s t i o n  of  s o c i e t a l  b e n e f i t s  v e r s u s  c o s t s  of  m a i n t a i n i n g  
those  farms whose c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  food and f i b e r  needs a r e  
i n s i g n i f i c a n t .  To r e c o g n i z e  t h e  c e n t r a l  f a c t  o f  t h e i r  
l i m i t e d  c o n t r i b u t i o n  l e a d s  t o  q u e s t i o n s  o f  p o l i c y  
f o r m u l a t i o n .  Measured a g a i n s t  t h e i r  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e  
food and f i b e r  needs of soc i e ty ,  P e r i p h e r a l  fa rms  c o n s t i t u t e  
a c l a s s  f o r  which  p o l i c i e s  d e s i g n e d  t o  h e l p  them m a i n t a i n  
t h e i r  l i m i t e d  p r o d u c t i o n  p a t t e r n  w o u l d  s eem t o  b e  
i r r a t i o n a l .  
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