
1
Agricultural History 98:1 • Feb ru ary 2024
DOI: 10.1215/00021482-10910287 © 2024 the Agricultural History Society

Managing the Farm
Bullshit in Theory and Practice

Shane Hamilton

abstract “Management” is rou tinely under stood by agri cul tural his to ri ans as an exer cise 
in ratio nal exper tise, targeted at driv ing ever more effi cient, “busi ness like” prac tices on the 
farm. However, insights from crit i cal man age ment stud ies sug gest that farm man age ment, 
as a body of the ory and as a form of prac tice, may be grounded in some thing less savory than 
epis te mo log i cal supe ri or ity or the abil ity to improve farm ing prac tice. This arti cle explores how 
the mean ing of farm man age ment changed sub stan tially over the course of the twen ti eth and 
early twenty-first cen tu ries, from a prag matic approach for empowering indi vid ual farm ers to 
a more abstract set of the o ries offer ing a chi mera of con trol.

key words farm man age ment, crit i cal man age ment stud ies, agri cul tural eco nom ics

A few years ago, through a series of cir cum stances not entirely under 
my con trol, I found myself teach ing in a man age ment school. One con

se quence of this shift was that I sud denly had to make a deep dive into the 
his tory of man age ment. Historians who have not had a sim i lar expe ri ence 
might be sur prised to know there are sev eral very well respected and widely 
read text books and mono graphs on the his tory of man age ment.1 Many such 
text books begin with an ety mo log i cal exer cise, not ing that the English word 
man age ment derives from the Ital ian mano (for hand) and, by exten sion, 
maneggiarre—the activ ity of han dling a horse. Within the con text of a man
age ment school, the (selfserv ing) impli ca tion of this ety mo log i cal claim is 
that “to man age” is to sub tly exer cise con trol over a will ful beast, to work with 
the sub or di nate to arrive at a mutu ally ben e fi cial des ti na tion.

Two very dif er ent defi  ni tions of man age ment, how ever, appear in the 
Oxford English Dictionary, and nei ther is quite so flattering. One equates 
man age ment with the pro cess of manur ing farm land, or lit er ally with the 
manure itself.2 A sec ond defi nes man age ment as a form of “cun ning, manip
u la tion, or trick ery.”

In other words, man age ment can be under stood as bull shit.3
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There is a stream of crit i cal man age ment stud ies lit er a ture that reflects 
on the ways in which man age ment, as a dis ci pline and as a prac tice, often 
func tions as a means of mak ing more money, with out nec es sar ily pro duc ing 
real social or eco nomic value.4 Ellen O’Connor, for instance, has argued that 
there is no clear defi  ni tion of “man age ment”—it is, she insists, an “insti tu
tional fic tion” gen er ated by the higher edu ca tion mar ket of the midtwen ti eth  
cen tury. Rakesh Khurana sim i larly traces con tem po rary prob lems with 
man age ment to the midtwen ti eth cen tury, see ing a rise in the 1960s of 
a mar ketfocused eco nomic instru men tal ism that was at odds with ear lier 
eforts to define man age ment as a socially legit i mate pro fes sion.5 David 
Graeber’s the ory of “bull shit jobs” devotes many pages to the point less ness 
of many roles described as man age ment.6 Indeed, one of the most insight ful 
cri tiques from this lit er a ture is that—far from being manure in a con crete, 
phys i cal sense—man age ment has become increas ingly abstract, detached 
from mean ing ful work, and inap pli ca ble to realworld prob lems. As sum
ma rized by crit i cal man age ment scholar Dennis Tourish, man age ment is, in 
efect, “non sense.”7

Being exposed to this lit er a ture—most of which, I should note, is writ ten 
by schol ars employed in busi ness and man age ment schools—has been rather 
jar ring for me, par tic u larly when I think about my train ing as an agri cul tural 
his to rian. It is my sense that in agri cul tural his tory, man age ment is rou tinely 
interpreted as an exer cise in ratio nal exper tise—the exten sion of power over 
peo ple and ani mals and land scapes, derived from assump tions of epis te mo
log i cal supe ri or ity, and targeted at driv ing ever more effi cient, “busi ness like” 
prac tices on the farm.

This ver sion of farm man age ment was famously portrayed by art ist Davis 
Meltzer, who in 1970—“with the guid ance of U.S. Department of Agri
culture spe cial ists”—envisioned the “farm of the future” as one in which 
farm ing is orches trated from within a “bub bletopped con trol tower [that] 
hums with a com puter, weather reports, and a farmprice ticker tape” (see 
fig. 1).8 Technology, in this vision, has replaced farm work ers—but not the 
farmer. The farmer, ensconced in his bub ble, exer cises god like con trol over 
the machinedom i nated land scape stretching to the hori zon. This is a tech
noscientific vision of man age ment—a datadriven appli ca tion of brains, not 
brawn, to dom i nate the nat u ral world. Our farmer pre sum ably never even 
smells the many tons of manure being pro duced in the cat tle con dos to the 
right of the pic ture.9

A fan tas ti cal image, to be sure. But the claims to the power of man age ment 
that are embed ded in such a visual have, I think, been taken very seri ously by 
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agri cul tural his to ri ans—even when, or per haps espe cially when—we cri tique 
the eth ics of such a vision. As a field we rou tinely refer to  man age ment as 
ratio nal, a means by which con trol can be exer cised—whether over irri ga tion 
sys tems, wild life, live stock, or over dirt farm ers being targeted by pur vey ors of 
a “gos pel of effi ciency.”10 In its pur est form, according to Deb o rah Fitzgerald, 
farm mod ern iz ers of the early twen ti eth cen tury pushed man a ge rial exper tise 
as a replace ment for arti sanal knowl edge, with man age ment serv ing as “an 
ideology of farm mod ern i za tion,” push ing agri cul ture into a “quasiindus trial 
rubric” in the wake of the post–World War I farm cri sis.11

But what if we take a hint from crit i cal man age ment stud ies and dwell 
a bit more on the pos si bil ity that—as no less an author ity than the Oxford 
English Dictionary would have it—man age ment may ulti mately be grounded 
in some thing less savory than ratio nal ity or exper tise? After all , the cen tral 
prem ise of the dis ci pline of farm man age ment is that it can gen er ate greater 
farm profi t abil ity. Yet how do we know if farm man age ment actu ally works—
as opposed, say, to luck, or to struc tural fac tors largely beyond the con trol 
of indi vid ual farm man ag ers?12 What, ulti mately, does it mean to man age a 
farm? More spe cifi  cally, how has the mean ing of farm man age ment changed 
over the course of the twen ti eth and early twentyfirst cen tu ries?

One thing that agri cul tural his to ri ans know, but that man age ment schol
ars often ignore, is that impor tant con cepts, ter mi nol o gies, and prac tices of 
man age ment have reg u larly emerged from agri cul tural cir cum stances rather 
than offices or fac to ries. Martin Giraudeau’s sweep ing account of the “farm 
as account ing lab o ra tory,” notes among many other exam ples that medi e val 

Figure 1. Computeraided farm management of “the future,” as envisioned by artist Davis Meltzer for 
National Geographic magazine in 1970.
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Euro pean live stock own ers devel oped pre cise recordkeeping tech niques.13 
Michael Scorgie locates the rise of mod ern account ing and indus trial man
age ment tech niques in the eforts of pre in dus trial agents, act ing on behalf 
of lords of great English estates, who devel oped inno va tive meth ods to con
trol “agri cul tural activ i ties.”14 Most agri cul tural his to ri ans are famil iar with 
nineteenthcen tury texts pro mot ing “sci en tific farm ing,” a means by which 
land own ing elites could use knowl edge of manur ing and rota tion meth ods 
(i.e., man age ment) to main tain a sta ble soci ety with a rigid social hier ar
chy. Of course, even in their own time, such trea tises were rou tinely treated 
with cir cum spec tion.15 An 1813 text pro mot ing the “Norfolk System of Hus
bandry,” for instance, declared the sys tem was “imper fectly under stood” 
because, of the “Treatises which have been writ ten on the sub ject . . .  few, 
if any, have been from real prac tice.” The text goes on to insist that man
age ment was in fact core to the Norfolk sys tem, but not as mere the o ret i cal 
knowl edge. Especially when over see ing har vest labor, “spir ited man age ment” 
was an embod ied, “real prac tice” that was nec es sary to pre vent farm work ers 
becom ing idle.16

Indeed, while man age ment cer tainly meant some thing con crete in the 
nineteenth cen tury, and often in rela tion to agri cul tural prac tice, it also 
increas ingly came to take on one of its more dom i nant con tem po rary con
no ta tions: the exer cise of power and con trol over a large work force. Several 
schol ars have argued con vinc ingly that the roots of pro fes sional man age
ment first took hold on Amer i can ante bel lum slave hold ing plan ta tions, not 
in indus trial fac to ries. In the United States, as Bill Cooke has noted, the 
thirtyeight thou sand ante bel lum slave over seers recorded in the 1850 cen sus 
were among the first to explic itly call them selves man ag ers, well before the 
rise of the very large rail roads that Alfred Chandler pointed to as the orga
ni za tional birth place of the “vis i ble hand” of pro fes sional man age ment.17 A 
his tory of man age ment that begins with vio lence and exploi ta tion reads very 
dif er ently than one that begins with ratio nal ity, pro duc tiv ity, and indus trial 
prog ress.18

Management has never been merely the pre serve of the office or fac tory. 
Yet at least since the late nineteenth cen tury, English has rou tinely used “farm 
man age ment” to dis tin guish what hap pens in agri cul ture from the manure 
being spread else where. As suggested by the impor tance of man age ment for 
pre serv ing the imbal ance of power on slave hold ing plan ta tions, many of the 
ini tial usages of farm man age ment were focused on labor con trol and dis ci
pline. The US cen sus first cre ated an occu pa tional cat e gory for farm man
ager in 1910 as part of an ongo ing efort over the pre ced ing four decades to 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/agricultural-history/article-pdf/98/1/1/2070334/1ham
ilton.pdf by guest on 23 April 2024



Hamilton • Managing the Farm 5

 delin eate the social hier ar chies of rural soci ety more care fully. The 1870 and 
1880 censuses gath ered more data about who was “involved in agri cul ture” 
than had pre vi ous censuses, but it was not until 1890 that enu mer a tors were 
spe cifi  cally instructed to dis tin guish between farm ers, farm labor ers, and a 
third cat e gory called “farm or plan ta tion over seer,” inter change ably called a 
man ager. Somewhat con fus ingly, how ever, the 1900 cen sus also noted that 
any per son (includ ing a woman) who earned most of their income “by man
ag ing a farm” was to be counted as a “farmer” by occu pa tion. In 1910, the 
occu pa tion of “farm man ager” became for mal ized as some one who man aged a 
farm “for some one else for wages or a sal ary.” The class inter ests of farm own
ers and man ag ers were thus united in con tra dis tinc tion to farm labor ers.19

But by 1910 the real ity on the ground was that rel a tively fewer Amer i can 
farms were being man aged by a dis tinct class of sal a ried pro fes sion als.20 As 
Adrienne Petty has noted in the con text of North Carolina, the first decade 
of the twen ti eth cen tury did not wit ness the demise of small, wholly owned 
and oper ated farms but instead saw their rather rapid rise. In par al lel with 
the con tin u ance of ten ancy and a land less rural pro le tar iat, small com mer cial 
farms became increas ingly impor tant to the rural econ omy. In these small 
rural enter prises, farm ers both owned the means of pro duc tion and “made 
daytoday deci sions about the farms them selves,” exer cis ing a degree of 
con trol par tic u larly mean ing ful for Afri can Amer i can land own ers.21 In the 
world of the urban indus trial cor po ra tion, the space between man age ment 
and own er ship was becom ing increas ingly dis tinct, with oper a tional con
trol divorced from the pro pri e tary inter ests of share hold ers—an increas ingly 
vex ing prob lem for cor po rate gov er nance in the twen ti eth cen tury.22 On the 
farm, how ever, the dis tinc tion between farmer and farm man ager seemed to 
be col laps ing. Petroleumpowered mech a ni za tion enabled many grain farm 
own ers to reduce their reli ance on migra tory sea sonal labor, while grow
ers of more laborinten sive fruit, veg e ta ble, and spe cialty crops increas ingly 
contracted labor man age ment out to third parties, whether in the pri vate 
sec tor (e.g., padro nes) or gov ern men tal sec tor (e.g., the Bracero Program).23 
An under stand ing of farm man age ment as a form of nonwage work, tied to 
the land, was implicit in the 1920 instruc tions to cen sus enu mer a tors, which 
called for spe cial atten tion to the “farm oper a tor” as some one who “directly 
works a farm, as owner, hired man ager, ten ant, or crop per.”24

It was in this con text that a selfproclaimed “sci ence” of farm man age ment 
arose in the early twen ti eth cen tury, aimed not pri mar ily at pro fes sional man
ag ers but at those who actively worked the land, as either small farm own ers 
or aspir ing own ers. This took insti tu tion al ized form via the Office of Farm 
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Management, launched in 1904 in the USDA’s Bureau of Plant Industry. 
Under the lead er ship of William J. Spillman, the new sci ence was squarely 
aimed at pro vid ing prag matic guid ance to small farm ers. Spillman defined 
farm man age ment in 1903 not pri mar ily as a mat ter of dis ci plin ing or exploit
ing labor ers but as a means of fus ing knowl edge with prac tice to gen er ate 
profi t abil ity, soil sus tain abil ity, and to “[bring] to the farmer and those depen
dent on him the larg est mea sure of hap pi ness.”25 Spillman fur ther insisted 
that such knowl edge, rather than com ing from high fa lu tin experts, was often 
the result of suc cess ful inno va tions by indi vid ual farm ers. The task of gov
ern ment research ers and dem on stra tors was to spread this knowl edge far 
and wide.

Spillman and oth ers who pro moted farm man age ment found increas ing 
pur chase in their approach before World War I. County agents dem on strated 
tech niques such as cost account ing across the coun try, while landgrant uni
ver si ties includ ing Cornell, Missouri, and Wisconsin pioneered new degree 
courses in farm man age ment. By 1914 farm man age ment was insti tu tion al
ized as a com po nent of the Federal Extension Service in the SmithLever 
Act.26 Indeed, one way of con ceiv ing of the insti tu tion al iz ing of agri cul tural 
knowl edgeshar ing in this period is as a “man a ge rial rev o lu tion” devoted 
to orga ni za tional learn ing—one tak ing place not in a ver ti cally inte grated 
cor po ra tion, but instead within a nation ally coor di nated net work, as Louis 
Ferleger has argued, that pro duced “com pet i tive advan tage” for Amer i can 
agri cul ture over other nations.27

Early twen ti ethcen tury pro mot ers of farm man age ment insisted that it 
was a sci ence—but there remained a remark able humil ity and prag ma tism 
in the field. A 1907 bul le tin on poul try man age ment noted, for instance, that 
most of its pre scrip tions were com mon sense with out the need for “hard and 
fast rules.” 28 In 1912 Spillman addressed the ques tion “What is farm man
age ment?” and while not ing that it was a “new sci ence” devoted to sys tem
atic devel op ment of knowl edge, he also insisted that it was “a very dif er ent 
thing” to develop a sci en tific fact in a lab o ra tory ver sus “work[ing] out its 
appli ca tion in prac tice.” Spillman noted by exam ple that whereas the sci ence 
of agron omy sought the one best way to treat a crop, the sci ence of farm 
man age ment was “concerned with how to get the work done,” with spe cial 
con sid er ation of “a crop from the stand point of its require ments as a liv ing, 
grow ing thing.”29

Far from elim i nat ing arti sanal, embod ied, tacit knowl edge, this sci ence of 
farm man age ment envisioned the farmer as an empowered indi vid ual mak ing 
choices based on per sonal expe ri ence as well as abstract knowl edge. Many of 
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those man a ge rial choices con tin ued to revolve around the most efec tive way 
to spread manure. Take, for exam ple, a 1916 bul le tin on the man age ment of 
muckland farms that framed the manur ing issue as one of care fully bal anc ing 
choices, requir ing con sid er ation of mul ti ple fac tors include acre age, soil fer
til ity, labor require ments, and profi t abil ity of spe cific crops.30 This approach 
to man age ment was a world away from the “one best way” approach to “sci
en tific man age ment” that was pro mul gated in indus trial manufactur ing con
texts at the same time by Frederick Winslow Taylor and his dis ci ples.

All of which raises the ques tion whether farm man age ment is, on the 
one hand, an act or pro cess or, on the other hand, a body of knowl edge. There 
is, after all , a world of dif er ence between learn ing how to apply live stock 
manure most efec tively in prac tice—that is, devel op ing an efec tive pro
cess of man age ment—and advo cat ing for, as Gabriel Rosenberg has crit i cally 
explored, the racial man age ment of human pop u la tions based on “sci en tific” 
exper i ments with live stock breed ing.31 To para phrase Alexander Pope, a lit tle 
knowl edge can be a dan ger ous thing.

A 1921 text on farm man age ment addressed the issue of prac tice ver sus 
the ory directly, declar ing that there was a “cleancut dis tinc tion” between 
“the prac tice of farm man age ment” and the abstract gath er ing of “sci en tific 
find ings.” Despite the dis tinc tion, the text book author insisted that both 
prac tice and knowl edge were equally bal anced in the dis ci pline of farm man
age ment.32 An image from the text book (fig. 2) nicely cap tures this sense 
of farm man age ment as an inte gra tive bal ance between embod ied pro cesses 
of put ting knowl edge into prac tice—for estry, gar den ing, ani mal indus try, 

Figure 2. A 1921 textbook depiction of farm management as an integrative approach, combining both 
theoretical and practical knowledge.
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 irri ga tion—as well as more the o ret i cally ori ented “ologies,” such as bac te ri 
ol ogy, bot any, geol ogy, pathol ogy, and zool ogy.

This ques tion of abstract knowl edge ver sus embod ied prac tice con tin ued 
to bedevil the dis ci pline of farm man age ment for decades after the Office of 
Farm Management was absorbed into the Bureau of Agricultural Economics 
in 1922.33 Through the 1920s and 1930s, as farm man age ment came to be more 
closely wed ded to agri cul tural eco nom ics, there was a nota ble tilt toward 
the o ret i cal knowl edge. Farm man age ment bul le tins insisted, for instance, on 
the impor tance of farm bud gets—not just as guides to greater profi t abil ity 
and effi cient use of resources but as a form of epis te mo log i cal magic. Budgets 
prom ised to pre dict an unknow able future—no mean feat, and cer tainly not 
one to be achieved through mere com mon sense. Problematically, how ever, 
as the “Farm Budgeting” bul le tin of 1928, reissued in 1938, noted, realworld 
“con di tions afect ing farm returns are con tin u ally chang ing.” Accounting for 
rap idly chang ing prices, yields, and tech nol o gies was to some extent an exer
cise in fic tion, of nar rat ing a desir able, if per haps unob tain able, future.34

My read ing of doz ens of farm man age ment text books and bul le tins cov
er ing the entire twen ti eth cen tury sug gests to me, how ever, that for a sur
pris ingly long period, pro po nents of farm man age ment empha sized not a 
dis ci plin ary, coher ent body of knowl edge but instead very prag matic, socially 
embed ded ways of being a farmer. Management was rou tinely depicted as a 
pro cess, and a very human one at that, well into the 1940s. Often this took 
the form of pro mot ing man age ment as a marker of social cap i tal. Business 
records enabled poul try grow ers not only to seek effi cien cies but also to prove 
their cred it wor thi ness to lend ers.35 Cost account ing enabled farm ers to rank 
them selves in com par i son to their neigh bors on spe cific cri te ria, such as rates 
of live stock pro duc tion or diver si fi ca tion of enter prises, in order to know 
one’s place in the rural social hier ar chy.36 A 1946 text book empha sized that 
in a world of over all higher aver age agri cul tural pro duc tiv ity, “a high degree 
of skill and man a ge rial abil ity” was required for farm suc cess. The same text, 
how ever, also noted that run ning a farm took more than just plan ning, data 
anal y sis, and budgeting—it also required “tech ni cal abil ity” and “mechan i cal 
skill” as well as inter per sonal skills to “mak[e] the most efec tive use of avail 
able labor” with out direct super vi sion.37

Such min is tra tions often took a mor al is tic tone, suggesting that a farmer 
who had access to reli able knowl edge but failed to put it into efec tive prac tice 
was a fail ure at busi ness.38 In this sense, man ag ing the farm was about engag
ing in “busi ness.” Not busi ness in the abstract sense of orga ni za tions seek ing 
profit, but rather in the Puritanical sense of keep ing busy, as  mor al ized by 
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the clas sic folk song “The Boy Who Wouldn’t Hoe Corn” (also known as “A 
Lazy Farmer Boy”): “Why do you come for me to wed? You can’t even make 
your own corn grain.” Integrating the social dimen sion of farm man age ment 
into the moral of the story remained com mon; as one 1963 USDA bul le tin 
insisted, “In farm ing more than in any other occu pa tion, the home is closely 
linked with the busi ness.” Making money was not the sole pur pose of farm 
man age ment: “The song of the lark in the fra grance of a calm sunny morn ing 
may out weigh in the farmer’s book of deb its and cred its the metal lic clink of 
a few extra dol lars.”39

But increas ingly from the late 1940s on, eco nomic the ory infil trated the 
dis course of farm man age ment, pro mot ing man age ment as a form of intel
lec tual cap i tal, a way of know ing rather than a way of being. Economists 
such as Earl O. Heady crit i cized the first gen er a tion of farm man age ment 
research ers for empha siz ing farm account ing over struc tured data anal y sis. 
What was needed was for mal mod els, ide ally rooted in pro duc tion eco nom
ics, that would reveal fun da men tal prin ci ples. A 1949 work shop in Black
duck, Minnesota, pro duced heated argu ments between the prag ma tists and 
the the o re ti cians, with the the o re ti cians triumphing. Through the 1950s and 
1960s, farm man age ment research was increas ingly influ enced by neoclassical 
eco nomic the ory.40

It is worth not ing that gen eral man age ment, out side the world of farm 
prac tice and research, also took a strong turn toward neoclassical eco nom ics 
in this period. A pair of 1959 reports com mis sioned by the Ford and Carnegie 
Foundations lambasted Amer i can busi ness schools for fail ing to inte grate 
the dis ci pline and rigor of quan ti ta tive sci ences into their cur ric ula. Business 
schools across the United States responded with gusto, increas ingly hir ing 
pro fes sors with PhDs in quan ti ta tive fields, pri mar ily eco nom ics.41 Strate
gic man age ment, as high lighted by the work of Igor Ansof, increas ingly 
drew on highlevel math e mat ics, such as the sys tems anal y sis devel oped at 
the RAND Corporation in the early Cold War. Ansof ’s 1965 text Corporate 
Strategy laid the ground work for the school of ratio nal plan ning that took 
cor po rate America by storm in the 1960s and 1970s. Premised on rig or ous 
appli ca tion of for mal ized con cepts and the o ries, and presented in the form of 
“exhaus tive . . .  lists, boxes, dia grams, matri ces, charts, and time lines,” Ansof
fian pre scrip tions were so com pli cated they required cor po ra tions to invest in 
spe cial ized stra te gic plan ning divi sions atop the cor po rate hier ar chy.42

Some busi ness schools, includ ing Harvard, inte grated math e mat icsheavy 
eco nom ics con cepts into new pro grams in “agri busi ness man age ment.” Agri
business pro grams were dis tinct from farm man age ment, as they did not 
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tar get actual or future farm ers but instead sought to train future lead ers of 
the ver ti cally inte grated cor po ra tions respon si ble for pro duc ing farm inputs, 
processing farm out puts, and mar ket ing and dis trib ut ing food and fiber 
to con sum ers. The eco nom icsdriven man age ment the o ries of the period 
unasham edly pri or i tized the inter ests of big businesses, as exem pli fied by the 
late 1970s rise to prom i nence of Harvard’s Michael Porter, who openly advo
cated monop oly power as a path to “supranormal profi ts.”43

Meanwhile, within farm man age ment in the 1960s and 1970s, the “phys ics 
envy” ram pant among econ o mists of the time drove an increas ing push for 
abstrac tion. In what has been called “the most influ en tial paper ever to appear 
in the Journal of Farm Economics,” for instance, Yair Mundlak devel oped a 
“fixedefect model” to explain “dif er ences in unob served man a ge rial abil ity 
when esti mat ing a CobbDouglas pro duc tion func tion.” Modeling and trans
forming data on farm pro duc tion to enable appli ca tion of clas si cal regres sion 
tech niques pro duced an esti mate, according to econ o mists, of exactly how 
much “man a ge rial abil ity” was respon si ble for a given out come.44 This was a 
level of math e mat i cal prow ess seem ingly far more pow er ful than the epis te
mo log i cal magic pre vi ously prom ised by advo cates of farm budgeting.

Other farm man age ment the o rists, mean while, worked to deduce the 
num ber of essen tial “func tions” of efec tive farm man age ment. Debates of 
the 1960s raged over whether there were five or six. By the 1980s, the o rists 
would set tle on just three: plan ning, implementation, and con trol. One thing 
that seemed increas ingly cer tain was that “man age ment” was not itself a thing 
or pro cess but instead an abstract sum mary of a set of deci sions. As influ en
tial the o rist G. L. Johnson put it, “I have never observed a dairy cow eat ing 
or con sum ing man age ment.” According to Johnson, farm man age ment was 
noth ing more than the “con trol ler of which, how much, when, and under 
what con di tions inputs will be used in pro duc tion func tions.”45

Such think ing led to ever more pre scrip tive mod els of farm man age ment 
in the 1970s, increas ingly draw ing on lin ear pro gram ming and sim u la tion 
mod el ing.46 Not only was the farmer’s “man age ment” increas ingly abstracted, 
but the farmer as a per son also seemed to be a prob lem atic ele ment of “noise” 
in the equa tions. Take Ramesh C. Agrawal and Earl O. Heady’s 1972 tome 
Operations Research Methods for Agricultural Decisions. The intro duc tion to the 
text bemoaned the fact that small farms (unlike large cor po ra tions) could 
not aford “their own plan ning and eco nomic experts,” which led to a large 
“num ber of farm ers mak ing plans and com mit ting resources” ineffi  ciently. 
Operations research tech niques, according to Agrawal and Heady, would 
solve the prob lem. All one needed to imple ment them was “a con ven tional 
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course in cal cu lus” and famil iar ity with “the clas si cal oper a tions of matrix 
alge bra.” Presumably a super com puter would also be of ben e fit.47

Farm man age ment text books followed suit, increas ingly depicting the 
pro cess of man age ment as a cyber netic feed back loop of infor ma tion  
processing—“a con tin u ous cycle of plan ning, implementation, mon i tor ing, 
and record ing prog ress back to a reeval u a tion of the plan and the imple
mentation pro ce dures using the new infor ma tion obtained through the con
trol func tion.”48 Diagrams of such feed back loops had no space for manure. 
Indeed, one might won der, could a farmer implementing such an abstract 
pro cess “make their own corn grain?” It turns out that I am not the first to 
ask this ques tion. One econ o mist, engag ing in a debate over the defi  ni tion of 
“farm man age ment” in a 1981 arti cle in the Journal of Agricultural Economics, 
quoted a 1951 arti cle titled “The Teaching of Farm Management”: “Although 
usu ally quite inca pa ble of man ag ing a farm him self, the agri cul tural econ
o mist does not hes i tate to draw con clu sions (often quite the wrong ones) 
from these ana ly ses.”49 This spe cific cri tique was raised in a debate about 
whether reigning defi  ni tions of “farm man age ment” as of 1981 were efec tively  
tau to log i cal—for exam ple, that “farm man age ment is what farm ers do.” From 
this per spec tive, according to farm man age ment the o rist John Dillon, too 
many research ers had con fused their eco nomic ana ly ses with the actual pro
cesses of man ag ing a farm.50

To be sure, even in the 1980s many pro po nents of farm man age ment 
con tin ued to sub scribe to the older, more prag matic approach. Members of 
the University of Georgia’s Extension Farm Management Department, for 
instance, cir cu lated “com mon sense” advice to local farm ers in the 1980s. Tips 
included avoiding “unnec es sary trips across the field or to town” to min i mize 
out lays at a time of infla tion and con tinu ing the costaccount ing prac tices 
pro moted by W. J. Spillman and his fol low ers many decades ear lier.51 Some 
exten sion econ o mists who set out to intro duce farm ers to more abstract  
the ory—such as con cepts of risk man age ment—found their wouldbe stu
dents read ily under stood the core ideas (hav ing already put many of them 
into prac tice) but remained skep ti cal of the ory for the ory’s sake, dis mis sively 
ask ing, “How can I use this infor ma tion to make money?”52

In the o riz ing farm man age ment as a con stel la tion of deci sions, econ o
mists of the 1960s onward imag ined farm ers as Homo economicus, capa ble of 
mak ing ratio nal deci sions if given all  rel e vant infor ma tion. The prem ise of a 
dia gram depicting farm man age ment as a feed back loop was straight for ward: 
plan appro pri ately, imple ment efec tively, and farm ing will be under con trol. 
From this prem ise flowed a con se quence: the the o ret i cal dis tinc tion between 
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 farm ing and man age ment increas ingly col lapsed. From the 1980 cen sus 
onward, the dif er ence between farmer and farm man ager was increas ingly 
elided. Indeed, the most recent US cen sus occu pa tional codes list includes 
“farm ers, ranch ers, and other agri cul tural man ag ers” under the broader cat e
gory of “man age ment occu pa tions.”53

Yet the cruel irony of all  this was that by the end of the twen ti eth cen tury, 
most farm ers had less auton omy over deci sionmak ing, plan ning, or con
trol than ever. In what could be described as a pro cess of “chickenization,” 
farm ers have been increas ingly tasked not with plan ning and implementing 
deci sions within a selfcontained “farm sys tem” (as imag ined by 1980s farm 
man age ment the o rists) but instead as con trac tors within a net work of cor
po rate enti ties striv ing to dis trib ute pro duc tion and price risks. As one infor
mant recently explained, “As con tract poul try grow ers, you learn to exist on 
what you can get. There’s still a lot of man age ment deci sions that we don’t 
make, [that] some body else makes.”54 Financialization, cap i tal i za tion, and 
other struc tural changes mean that onfarm man age ment deci sions account 
for less and less of the actual pro duc tiv ity of an indi vid ual farm.55

In the last three decades of the twen ti eth cen tury, two key trans for ma tions 
emerged as responses to the rec og ni tion that indi vid ual farm ers, as man ag ers, 
had severely restricted auton omy to make opti mal deci sions. One is the rise 
of risk man age ment as a dis course in both agri cul tural prac tice and pol icy. 
The con cept of risk man age ment emerged first in cor po rate prac tice in the 
1950s, as a means of inter nal iz ing pro ce dures for min i miz ing haz ards and 
thus avoiding the ris ing costs of mar ketbased insur ance. In the 1960s and 
1970s, new modes of finan cial risk man age ment enabled cer tain cor po ra tions 
to nav i gate increas ingly wild fluc tu a tions in com mod ity prices, inter est rates, 
and exchange rates.56 Early pro po nents of inte grat ing these cor po rate tech
niques into agri cul ture like wise based their argu ments on the wide spread 
insta bil ity faced by farm ers, par tic u larly in the wake of the 1972–73 sea son, 
when grain price shocks, cou pled with President Nixon’s eforts to dra mat i
cally trans form Amer i can farm pol icy, exposed agri cul tur al ists to global eco
nomic complexities far beyond their con trol.57 Farm man age ment exten sion 
agents pro moted risk man age ment in the 1970s and 1980s as a means of 
regaining con trol in a cha otic eco nomic envi ron ment. This included adop
tion of tools such as crop insur ance, futures mar ket hedg ing, and diver si
fy ing busi ness units across dis con nected price cycles.58 In 1994 the USDA 
established a Risk Management Agency, and within two years the amount 
of fed eral money spent on crop insur ance had tri pled com pared to the 1980s. 
Financialization of farm ers’ under stand ings of risk prom ised greater con trol 
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but was fun da men tally pre mised on the only real cer tainty in agri cul ture—
namely, that farm ing is a uniquely uncer tain enter prise.59 Risk man age ment 
started out as a set of cor po rate, tech ni cal cal cu la tions. By the early years of 
the twentyfirst cen tury, agri cul tural risk man age ment had become embed
ded in the social fab ric of farm ing, “cen tral to farm ers’ abil ity to hold on to 
their land, their life style, and their sense of self.”60 Yet it also remained a set 
of tech ni cal cal cu la tions, derived first from abstract eco nomic the ory rather 
than farm ers’ own per sonal expe ri ences.

The sec ond trans for ma tion of the lat ter years of the twen ti eth cen tury was 
the rise of socalled pre ci sion agri cul ture. Precision ag is often touted as a 
means of achiev ing “sus tain abil ity” based on its capac ity for max i miz ing the 
ratio between inputs—chemicals, seeds, labor—and ulti mate yields. Yet in 
prac tice the agri busi ness firms that have pioneered pre ci sion ag—includ ing 
John Deere, work ing with Monsanto in the early 2000s—have pri mar ily 
marketed their plat form ser vices to farm ers as revolv ing around the pro vi sion 
of data as a path to greater auton omy. As one report on Monsanto’s work 
noted in 2011, “Monsanto has been devel op ing tools to bring data to grow ers 
to help them [gain] con fi dence in seed choice.”61 Syngenta has like wise in 
recent years pro moted its prod ucts as empowering, call ing their plat form not 
“pre ci sion ag” but “deci sion agri cul ture” solu tions: “The prem ise behind deci
sion agri cul ture ver sus pre ci sion and I would also add, you know, we, we have 
cus tom ers that want the insights but, either through a lack of time or skill, 
you know, aren’t nec es sar ily tech ni cally adept to cre ate the dash board views 
that they want or to put the data in that they wish to have.”62 Compare this 
state ment to the ear lier quote from a 1946 text book, in which farm man age
ment experts con tin ued to insist that hav ing “tech ni cal skills” was one of the 
most impor tant ele ments of man ag ing a farm. In the world of pre ci sion ag, 
it seems, farm ers are not expected to have those tech ni cal skills but instead 
must pur chase them from a mul ti na tional agri busi ness—whether it’s Syn
genta or Monsanto’s new cor po rate par ent Bayer. “Confidence” in deci sion
mak ing is appar ently now a com mod ity for sale, not some thing to be learned 
from either expe ri ence or USDA bul le tins.

But in fact, as recent classaction law suits regard ing an alleged “right to 
repair” John Deere’s “smart” trac tors indi cate, quite a few farm ers con tinue 
to think that their own “tech ni cal skills” are in fact quite valu able. One can 
also look at Farmhack  .org, where farmerpro gram mers have devel oped, for 
instance, a set of opensource Drupalbased tools called farmOS to help farm
ers pur sue their own, roy altyfree dig i tal agri cul ture solu tions.63 Ultimately, 
although advo cates of pre ci sion agri cul ture pro mote sus tain abil ity, their  
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pri mary strat egy is one of com mod i fy ing infor ma tion, posi tion ing agri busi
ness man ag ers as the key deci sionmak ers rather than farm ers them selves.64

For much of the twen ti eth cen tury, the cen tral prem ise of farm man
age ment was that farm ers, as indi vid u als, could put the ory and knowl edge 
into prac tice to gain con trol over the inher ent unpre dict abil ity of the farm. 
More elab o rate the o ries emerged by the lat ter twen ti eth cen tury, ofer ing the 
chi mera of more con trol at the expense of lost indi vid ual auton omy. Farm 
man age ment, much like cor po rate man age ment, increas ingly trained peo ple 
to think in abstract finan cial terms, “performing the ory” (in the words of 
Donald MacKenzie).65 Or, as the imag ery of pre ci sion agri cul ture seems to 
sug gest, farm man age ment entails embody ing the mar ket—becom ing one 
with the cloud of data—rather like the finan ciers in Karen Ho’s eth nog ra
phy of Wall Street, who think of them selves as “liq uid” com mod i ties rather 
than employ ees. Those same finan ciers, not coin ci den tally, rou tinely describe 
their work to Ho as being cen tered on “bull shit”: that is, con vinc ing their 
cor po rate cli ents that their advice—which is always to restruc ture—is valu
able and essen tial.66

In the wider world of non farm man age ment, the con se quences of becom
ing too tightly wed ded to mathematicized, marginalist eco nom ics has 
increas ingly come under attack. This is par tic u larly true since the global 
finan cial cri sis of 2008–9, which many com men ta tors within and with out the 
world of man age ment stud ies attrib uted to the fail ure of finan cial man ag ers 
to con ceive of the human con se quences of their deci sions. From this per
spec tive, the instru men tal ist mar ketthink that has infil trated man age ment 
the ory and prac tice since the 1970s seems very much in line with the Oxford 
English Dictionary’s defi  ni tion of man age ment as “cun ning, manip u la tion, 
or trick ery.” Indeed, in the wake of the global finan cial cri sis, the Carnegie 
Foundation com mis sioned a new report, Rethinking Undergraduate Business 
Education. Often referred to as “Carnegie II,” the 2011 report reversed the 
posi tion laid out in 1959, this time lambasting busi ness schools for treating 
man age ment as merely the realm of eco nom ics. Its authors called instead 
for more train ing in lib eral arts and human i ties fields, to gen er ate capac ity 
for syn the sis as well as anal y sis, for empa thy and sensemak ing rather than 
calculative deci sionmak ing. The response has been sub stan tive, if not entirely 
trans for ma tive. Art, nov els, poetry, and his tory have increas ingly been used 
to teach in a wide vari ety of busi ness and man age ment sub fields, includ ing 
entre pre neur ship, human resources, orga ni za tional behav ior, and strat egy. I 
have done so myself, run ning a course titled “Business Humanities” with my 
col leagues Stephen Linstead and Simon Mollan at the University of York.67
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To my knowl edge, how ever, there is cur rently no sim i lar move ment afoot 
in farm man age ment cir cles. There is no stream devoted to “crit i cal farm 
man age ment stud ies” at either the annual meet ings of the Amer i can Society 
of Farm Managers and Rural Appraisers or the Agricultural and Applied 
Economics Association. “How can I use this infor ma tion to make money?” 
remains the implicit ques tion undergirding most farm man age ment research 
and the ory. Whether such a fram ing holds true to W. J. Spillman’s 1903 def
i ni tion of farm man age ment as a means to achieve “the larg est mea sure of 
hap pi ness,” I would sug gest, is a ques tion that remains wor thy of fur ther 
con sid er ation.

Shane Hamilton is reader in strat egy, man age ment, and soci ety at the University of 
York. He served as 2022–23 pres i dent of the Agricultural History Society. He is the author of 
three books, includ ing Supermarket USA: Food and Power in the Cold War Farms Race (2018), 
and numer ous arti cles on agri cul ture, busi ness and labor his tory, and rural pol i tics. This pres
i den tial address was deliv ered at the 2023 meet ing of the Agricultural History Society in 
Knoxville, Tennessee.
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