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Sustainable Agriculture in Temperate Zones. Charles A. Francis, Cornelia
Butler Flora, and Larry D. King, eds. New York: John Wiley and Sons,
1990. xiii + 487 pp. Graphs, tables, index, and references. $69.95 cloth
(ISBN 0-47162227-3).

The editors of Sustainable Agriculture in Temperate Zones have
succeeded in compiling the diverse range of issues orbiting the expansive
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and somewhat nebulous concept of sustainable agriculture. The book
contains well-written chapters by established experts drawn primarily from
the mainstream sustainable agriculture movement within US land grant
universities. The strength of the book is the authors’ cogent reviews of
leading edge research in their respective fields of expertise. These areas
include soil chemistry and biology, plant breeding, crop rotations and
legumes, pest management, pasture management, conversion to sustainable
systems, production economics, rural development, and agricultural policy.
Added to this eclectic mix is a good dose of introspective analysis of the
central philosophical and practical issues confronting the sustainable
agriculture project.

As someone with an admittedly weak background in the natural
sciences I found chapters in this area quite palatable, reflecting the
authors’ effort to communicate complex biophysical processes to the
nonexpert. Although the book shares similarities with earlier edited
volumes on the subject, the field is advancing so rapidly that students and
practitioners of sustainable agriculture would be well advised not to pass
it by.

The editors waste no time in providing their working definition of
sustainable agriculture as a philosophy based on humanitarian and
ecological values that guides the application of science and technology
towards the creation of environmentally and socially sustainable farming
systems. In trying to square this lofty view with the intensely competitive
reality of Corn Belt agriculture, I appreciated one author’s addendum:
“Sustainability must be considered as a process towards or away from some
current state” (p. 58). For when we examine closely what is happening in
the fields of Iowa and elsewhere we find that sustainable agriculture is a
movement on a continuum that, for many farmers, begins with the simple
act of cutting back on their chemical inputs for purely economic reasons.
Although this may not fit the definition of sustainable agriculture in the
minds of the idealist, it represents a first step towards recapturing and
reshaping the forces of nature that lie at the heart of sustainable produc-
tion.

My primary criticism is the book’s failure to address directly the
political economy of sustainable agriculture, either in the policy, research,
or production arenas. I fail to recall the word capitalism mentioned at all,
much less a discussion of how the contradictions inherent to capitalist
agriculture, for example, the technological treadmill and the land market,
can be significantly confronted and transformed by sustainable agriculture.
Very little substance is provided regarding the impact of sustainable
agriculture on the profits of agribusiness corporations or its challenge to
their hegemony over the research agendas of land grant institutions. In her
chapter on rural communities and sustainable agriculture, C. B. Flora
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observes that communities that openly accept and externalize conflict are
the most successful in controlling their own destinies. Their experience
may provide a valuable lesson for the sustainable agriculture movement.
David R. Lighthall, Department of Geography, University of lIowa.
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