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hen I was growing up on a small family farm 

during the 1940s and 1950s, we still had 

vibrant rural communities. Farming communities 

were interwoven networks of people who knew 

and cared about each other. Many of the essential 

tasks on family farms in those days could not be 

accomplished by a single farmer or farm family. 

However, “giving a hand” wasn’t limited to helping 

with farming tasks or emergencies but was given 

anytime someone “needed a hand.”  

 One of my early memories is of my grade-

school teacher letting us kids watch the steam 
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engine that powered a threshing machine move 

slowly down the road going from one farm to 

another. Crews of up to 40 men and boys went 

from farm to farm to harvest grain, put up hay, or 

fill silos. Each farmer provided a share of the farm 

equipment and labor. The men and boys worked 

hard, but a lot of socializing also took place during 

these gatherings. These experiences strengthened 

the feeling of belonging or social connectedness 

within farming communities. 

 The “farm wives” also renewed social relation-

ships during times of harvest. Several women and 

girls would gather at the host farms on harvest days 

to help prepare the noon meal for the harvest 

crews. The women also had social groups or clubs 

that gathered periodically to make quilts and com-

forters to help keep their families warm in winter. 

They also helped each other can 

fruit and vegetables, make jams 

and preserves, and cut up meat 

or make sausage on butchering 

days. The work was often tedi-

ous and tiring, but the conversa-

tions helped them pass the time 

and maintain their social 

connectedness.  

 These communities of 

necessity were strengthened by 

local churches and schools. 

Everybody knew everybody else 

in their own churches as well as 

most people in the other 

churches nearby. Fifth-Sunday 

singing conventions brought 

people from local churches 

together for “all-day singing and 

dinner on the grounds.” The parents of kids who 

went to school together knew each other and 

visited at sports events, plays, pie suppers, and 

fund-raising activities. Unannounced drop-is visits 

with relatives and neighbors were common, partic-

ularly on Sunday afternoons. People also “passed 

the time of day” at country stores, barber shops, 

filling stations, and farmers’ cooperative exchanges 

in nearby towns. These communities not only 

helped people make a living and enjoy life but also 

gave a common sense of purpose and meaning to 

their day-to-day lives.  

 Personal relationships back then, as always, 

were difficult to maintain, and disagreements 

naturally arose. But the people knew they needed 

to “get along to get by” in life. They weren’t going 

to move away and live somewhere else simply 

because of a difficult relationship with a neighbor. 

They needed to focus on the values they held in 

common, rather than their differences. They 

needed to find some way to create a future that 

would work for themselves and everyone in the 

community, or at least for as many as possible. 

They wanted to create places where their children 

and their children’s children would choose to 

return and raise their families.  

 The industrialization of agriculture during the 

1960s and 1970s brought transformational change 

to rural communities. Individually owned field 

choppers replaced the big silo 

crews, combines replaced the 

big threshing crews, and inex-

pensive hay balers replaced the 

haying crews of my youth. Even 

when many farmers didn’t have 

their own harvesting equipment, 

the work-sharing groups were 

far smaller and less social. Social 

circles narrowed as farms grew 

larger and the surviving family 

farms became fewer and farther 

apart. Innovations in manufac-

turing also made many of the 

things families had made from 

scratch more affordable. Mod-

ern kitchen and household con-

veniences eliminated the need 

for farmwives to share house-

work. They had more free time but fewer reasons 

to spend it with other people in their local 

communities.  

 With fewer farm families, many rural schools 

were consolidated into larger schools, and rural 

churches struggled to survive. With improved 

roads and better cars and pickup trucks, farm 

families bypassed the country stores and even 

nearby towns to shop in larger stores elsewhere. 

Relationships became still fewer as people grew 

older and their kids left the community to raise 

their families elsewhere. Some rural kids were 

The people knew they 

needed to “get along to get 

by” in life. They weren’t 

going to move away and live 

somewhere else because of 

a difficult relationship with a 

neighbor. They needed to 

focus on the values they 

held in common, rather 

than their differences. 
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enticed to return home after college by the promise 

of inheriting the family farm or the family business 

in town. However, those who chose to “stay 

home” were often labeled as not being among the 

“best or brightest.”  

 The farm financial crisis of the 1980s took an 

emotional and economic toll on those who chose 

to remain in rural areas. Iowa, an agricultural state, 

lost a full fourth of its farms in the early 1980s 

(State Historical Society of Iowa, n.d.). The state’s 

population declined by 4.7% during the 1980s, 

while the population of the U.S. increased by 

nearly 9.8% (Hansen, 2000). More than 900 male 

farmers in five upper midwestern states took their 

lives during the 1980s (Farmers’ suicides in the 

United States, 2024), and farmer suicide rates were 

more than twice the national average for white men 

(The Associated Press, 1991). It was widely recog-

nized as the worst rural crisis 

since the Great Depression.  

 Since the 1980s, many new 

rural residents have been immi-

grants from other countries 

seeking economic opportunities, 

or people leaving U.S. cities for a 

variety of reasons. Some pick fruit 

or harvest crops for industrial 

agricultural operations, and others 

work on the large factory farms 

that have replaced most family 

farms. Some new residents are 

simply trying to escape the high 

living costs in cities. The remnant 

rural residents may be decent, hardworking, caring 

people, but their common interests and 

commitment to their communities seem to be lost. 

By the late 1990s, most people in rural 

communities didn’t bother to get to know their 

new neighbors because they didn’t need to and had 

little in common. 

 I agree with Wendell Berry’s assessment of the 

plight of rural America in his letter to the book 

editors of the New York Times:  

The business of America has been largely and 

without apology the plundering of rural 

America, from which everything of value—

minerals, timber, farm animals, farm crops, and 

“labor”—has been taken at the lowest possible 

price. As apparently none of the enlightened 

ones has seen in flying over or bypassing on 

the interstate highways, its too-large fields are 

toxic and eroding, its streams and rivers poi-

soned, its forests mangled, its towns dying or 

dead along with their locally owned small busi-

nesses, its children leaving after high school 

and not coming back. Too many of the chil-

dren are not working at anything, too many are 

transfixed by the various screens, too many are 

on drugs, too many are dying. (Berry, 2017, 

para. 5) 

 My perspective is one of rural America because 

that is where I grew up and where my professional 

interests have been focused since. However, eco-

nomic extraction and exploitation, in the guise of 

economic development, have 

had the same destructive effects 

on urban communities. The 

degradation of urban 

communities just happened 

sooner. 

 Good-paying factory jobs 

during the earlier stages of 

industrialization allowed people 

to meet their financial needs 

through transactions rather than 

relying on personal relationships. 

Over time, however, machines 

replaced the workers and facto-

ries moved to rural areas where 

people were willing to work harder for less pay. 

Many in administrative and supervisory positions, 

mostly white men, were able to find employment 

and housing in the growing suburbs. People in the 

inner cities were left not only without jobs but also 

without communities. Some inner-city youth seek 

community by joining gangs. Some turn to early 

marriage or single parenthood in a search for car-

ing relationships. Others turn to alcohol or drugs 

to escape the loneliness. Rural communities have 

simply been led down the same path to social 

disconnectedness as the urban communities before 

them. 

 A 2017 Wall Street Journal article calls rural 

America the “new ‘inner city’”:  

By the late 1990s, most 

people in rural 

communities didn’t bother 

to get to know their new 

neighbors because they 

didn’t need to and had 

little in common. 
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Starting in the 1980s, the nation’s basket cases 

were its urban areas—where a toxic stew of 

crime, drugs, and suburban flight conspired to 

make large cities the slowest-growing and 

most troubled places. Today, however, a Wall 

Street Journal analysis shows that by many key 

measures of socioeconomic well-being, those 

charts have flipped. In terms of poverty, 

college attainment, teenage births, divorce, 

death rates from heart disease and cancer, 

reliance on federal disability insurance, and 

male labor-force participation, rural counties 

now rank the worst among the four major 

U.S. population groupings. (Adamy & 

Overberg, 2017, para. 4–5)  

 Regardless of whether rural counties or inner 

cities rank lower, the environmental, economic, 

and social consequences of industrial economic 

development on communities are undeniable. 

 The consequences of this loss of community 

have not been limited to those living in rural areas 

or inner cities. In 2000, political scientist Robert 

Putnam (2001) documented the decline of “social 

capital” in the United States since 1950 in his 

landmark book, Bowling Alone. He described the 

reduction in all the forms of in-person social 

interactions that had once formed, educated, and 

enriched American lives. He documented declines 

in physical and mental health and decreases in the 

civility of society that paralleled increases in social 

disconnectedness. 

 The situation has only gotten worse since 

Putnam’s book. In 2023, the Surgeon General of 

the United States issued a public health advisory, 

citing recent studies in which about one in two 

Americans reported experiencing chronic loneli-

ness (U.S. Surgeon General, 2023, p. 4). He 

pointed out that 

 

Loneliness is far more than just a bad feel-

ing—it harms both individual and societal 

health. It is associated with a greater risk of 

cardiovascular disease, dementia, stroke, 

depression, anxiety, and premature death. . . . 

And the harmful consequences of a society 

that lacks social connection can be felt in our 

schools, workplaces, and civic organizations, 

where performance, productivity, and 

engagement are diminished. (U.S. Surgeon 

General, 2023, p. 4) 

 The U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) in 

2023 was more than four times higher than the 

GDP in 1950, even after adjusting for inflation 

(Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2024). The 

relationship between a rising GDP and increasing 

loneliness is not a coincidence. The GDP depends 

on impersonal transactions, not personal 

relationships. 

 Loss of community is inevitable whenever 

economic self-interest is given priority over com-

mon interests and social connectedness. As 

societies develop economically and economies 

grow, personal relationships are systematically 

replaced by impersonal market transactions. This 

depersonalization is necessary to achieve the 

economic efficiency of industrial economic 

development. People buy and sell rather than swap 

work or share. Those who lament the loss of 

community and sense of common purpose are 

often maligned as nostalgic or longing for “good 

times that never were.” Admittedly, most poor 

people today have far more money than poor peo-

ple had 70 years ago. But it takes far more money 

to live, and there is no way to live well without 

family, friends, or community.  

 So where is the hope for the future? “The 

world changes through local communities taking 

action. … There is no power for change greater 

than a community taking its future into its own 

hands” (Wheatley, n.d., p. 1). This is the conclusion 

of Margaret Wheatley, a widely respected writer, 

speaker, and teacher, after contemplating how best 

to address the problems of modern society. She 

also says, “Global change always begins from small 

local efforts that then connect with other small 

local efforts; after many years of hard work, of 

experimenting and learning together, these small 

efforts may suddenly emerge as a powerful global 

system of influence” (Wheatley, n.d., p. 3). I agree 

with Wheatley that there is no greater power for 

change than the power of community.  

 But how do we begin to rebuild caring com-

munities in a global society that seems committed 

to destroying personal relationships? I think we 
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need to start by agreeing on the meaning of com-

munity. There are many definitions of community. 

One I like is “[a group of] individuals who share a 

common interest, background or purpose that 

gives them a sense of cohesion” (Tuller, 2023, para. 

3). Another is “a group of people that care about 

each other and feel they belong together” (Pfort-

müller, 2017, “We need to update,” para. 3). So I 

would define a community as a group of people 

who care about each other and share a common 

sense of purpose. 

 Sociologists and community development spe-

cialists recognize several different kinds of commu-

nities. Some I find useful (all from Horntvedt, 

2021) include communities of place, which include 

people who live in specific geo-

graphically defined places; com-

munities of interest are groups that 

come together because of shared 

interests; communities of practices are 

people who associate because of 

common professions or avoca-

tions; communities of circumstance 

include people brought together 

by specific situations or occur-

rences; communities of action are 

formed when people join 

together to do things they can 

not do individually, notably to 

bring about change. 

 Farming communities of the 

1940s and 1950s had all of these characteristics. 

They were communities of place because travel and 

communication were more difficult in those days. 

They were communities of interest because their 

children attended the same schools and churches 

and they depended on the same businesses and 

commercial services. They were communities of 

practices because, in one way or another, nearly 

everyone in most rural communities depended, in 

some way, on farming. They were communities of 

circumstance because people were forced to rely 

on each other to make a living. And they were 

communities of action. When something needed to 

be done that they couldn’t do individually, they did 

it as a community. I suspect the once-vibrant 

communities of today’s inner cities once shared 

these basic characteristics of community.  

 Local food systems have many of the same 

characteristics of caring communities of the past 

and thus offer a logical place to begin rebuilding 

both rural and urban communities. Communities 

formed around interest in local foods can expand 

to include communities committed to affordable 

housing, health care, transportation, and other 

essentials of a desirable quality of life. Regardless 

of where they begin, the best hope for the future of 

rural America, urban America, society, and human-

ity depends on the willingness and ability of people 

to come together to restore and revitalize their 

communities. 

 To succeed, communities need to include 

people who feel connected to a particular eco-

logical place, share a commit-

ment to its sustainability, and 

understand farming, food 

systems, housing, health care, 

transportation, and the other 

essentials for a desirable quality 

of life. Transformational change 

also requires people who under-

stand the necessity for change, 

share a common vision for the 

future, and realize that indivi-

dually they can not make that 

vision into reality. Finally, people 

in transformational communities 

must possess the collective 

courage to act when the risks are 

real and the outcomes uncertain. All of the basic 

reasons to form and join communities may be 

necessary to restore the lost sense of caring and 

shared purpose. 

 In previous columns, I have written about 

the importance of cooperation (Ikerd, 2013) and 

vertical cooperatives (Ikerd, 2012) and com-

munity food utilities (Ikerd, 2016) as organiza-

tional structures that could be used to create, 

expand, and sustain local food communities. 

Nonprofit organizations and benefit corporations 

(B Corps) are additional structures that facilitate 

cooperation rather than competition. However, 

organizational structures and processes are use-

less unless they are built and sustained by people 

who care about each other and share a common 

sense of purpose. 

The best hope for the 

future of rural America, 

urban America, society, 

and humanity depends on 

the willingness and ability 

of people to come together 

to restore and revitalize 

their communities. 
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 I am often asked if I am optimistic about the 

future. My standard answer is that I am not opti-

mistic, but I am hopeful. I understand the difficulty 

of transformational change, even when it seems 

obvious to me that change is necessary. But I am 

still hopeful. In the words of Vaclav Havel, philos-

opher, revolutionary, and former president of the 

Czech Republic:  

Hope is definitely not the same thing as opti-

mism. It’s not the conviction that something 

will turn out well, but the certainty that some-

thing makes sense, regardless of how it turns 

out. It is this hope, above all, that gives us 

strength to live and to continually try new 

things, even in conditions that [to others] 

seem hopeless. (Havel, 1990, p. 181) 

 Havel added, “Life is too precious a thing to 

permit its devaluation by living pointlessly, emptily, 

without meaning, without love, without hope” 

(Havel, 1990, p. 188). 

 I have hope for a sustainable future for agri-

culture, food systems, and for both rural and urban 

communities. The transformation will not be quick 

or easy, but I know it is possible. In an unsustain-

able world, working for change is the only thing 

that makes sense, regardless of how it turns out. 

This hope gives us the courage and strength to try 

new things, even things that to others seem hope-

less. Finally, life is too precious to live without 

meaning, without love, and finally, without hope. 

These are my perspectives on the past and future 

of agriculture, food systems, and community 

development. I remain hopeful.  
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