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Organic Farming as Cultural Action:
A Comparison of Japanese and U.S. Organic Agriculture

~—7 « 777 (BRI ERHEREN)

The term organic has been applied to agricultural practices and products since the early
20" century. Systematic organic practices were popularized among agriculturalists largely
through the writings of Sir Albert Howard (particularly An Agricultural Testament (1940) and
The Soil and Health (1947)). Later, in the 1960s and 70s, such works as Rachel Carson’ s Silent
Spring in the U.S. and Sawako Ariyoshi’ s Complex Pollution in Japan prompted a sharp increase
in consumer demand for organically grown, chemical—-free food. In Japan, the teikes agricultural
movement was born in 1971 from a request by homemakers and mothers in the Kobe area for organic
food. They contracted with area farmers to insure year—round supplies of safe and reliable
organic food, while providing a degree of economic stability for the farmers as well.

In contrast, until the late 1980s and early 1990s, there were few comprehensive guidelines
or government regulations defining what “organic” food actually was. To meet increasing
consumer demand for easy—to—understand guidelines and to provide an international, standardized
language for facilitating organic food imports and exports, a number of developed countries began
implementing government definitions of organic at this time. As regulations were put into place
in Europe, North America, Japan, Australia, New Zealand, and elsewhere over the next decade,
a gap began to appear between regulators and lawmakers on the one hand and small-scale farmers
who had been growing organically all along on the other. For example, in the U.S., USDA regulations
have been criticized for being overly influenced by food lobbyists, particularly from the beef
and pork industries. In both Japan and the U.S., costs of certification prevent some farmers
from legally using the term “organic” to describe their produce, even though the processes
used are in fact completely organic

What has become clear in the post—-war ear of industrialized agriculture is that the way
of thinking necessary to create an organic agriculture aimed at large national and international
markets, with mandatory government regulation, is significantly different from that necessary
to nurture and support a locally—centered, sustainable model of organic agriculture. Not
surprisingly, this gap in philosophy and approach can be seen on a global level, particularly
within the major industrial powers. It is perhaps too simple to refer to the dichotomy as a
contrast between top—down and bottom—up approaches, but this description can help in identifying
some key differences. Government—led, top—down approaches have been successful to a certain
extant in defining what organic farming must not be, but offer little to address the question
of what is should be. They can provide a clear economic model for production and distribution
but without a deeper vision that made the work of Sir Albert Howard so revolutionary.

Over the past 70 or 80 years, a movement can be observed in the center of “organic” activity
from researchers and soil specialists like Howard, to small-scale farmers, to grassroots consumer
and local groups, to finally the level of national and international regulation. Concurrently,
organic farming has changed from an essentially cultural action (dedicated to the sustenance
of an ecosystem based in a specific place) to an economic and political action, with larger scale
organic farmers worldwide enjoying greater profits from “value—added” certified organic food
and export countries such as Australia gaining easier access to the Japanese organic food market.
Beginning from the stance that organic agriculture is a cultural act, an international movement
adapted to thousands of unique local environments, this presentation will examine how the concept
of organic has been implemented, through both top—down and bottom—up processes, in Japan and
the U.S. Particularly, the interactions of local culture, agricultural philosophy, and public
policy will be addressed
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