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LABOUR. NETWORKS AND LIFESTYLES
Survival and succession strategies of
farm households in the Basque Country

Hans-Peter van den Broek

STELL1NGEN
1.

Without 'obligatory' references to feminist adages about the original matriarchial character of
Basque society, it can be maintained that Basque agriculture mainly thrives on female labour.

2.

The custom among successors of Basque farming enterprises to marry relatively late in life
makes it more difficult for them to mobilize sufficient labour power just when they need it
most, i.e. in the years following succession (this thesis, Chapter 5).

3.

Farmers who dissociate themselves from the industrialized food production chain and its
corresponding treadmill of investment and expansion by taking up the generation of quality
products may subsequently become subject to alternative but equally coercive treadmills (this
thesis, Chapter 7; also Mak, 1996).

4.

The combination of a) the objectivation of quality norms for agricultural products,
disconnecting them from the farmers' craftmanship, and b) the quality producers' own
strategies aimed at the routinization of labour intensive production and commercialization
activities, makes the industrialized production of quality products more likely (this thesis.
Chapter 7).

5.

If labelling shapes policy, then policy reinforces the 'truth' of the labels in force (this thesis.
Chapter 4; also Wood, 1985b).

6.

As human action is in no small measure the result of intuition, habit and trial and error,
sociological and economic models that are exclusively based on the rational decisions of
actors can only explain a small percentage of this action (cf. this thesis, Chapter 10,
footnote 1).

7.

Too much faith in statistics may obscure the understanding of social phenomena, too little
understanding of statistics may lead to unwarranted faith in one's own prejudice.

8.

Extensive footnotes in scientific texts are not necessarily a proof of the author's erudition,
but may just as well reflect his or her inability to integrate these remarks elegantly into the
main text.

9.

The maintenance of an extensive illegal sector of goods or people is an effective means of
job creation for police, judiciary and organized crime.

10. An analysis of street violence among Basque adolescents should comprise a variety of
intervening factors, such as, the protagonists' disaffection with their personal and the wider
political situation, the strategic manipulation of their disaffection for political ends, and the
function of violence as expression and reinforcement of group cohesion. The phenomenon
can not be explained by reference to only one of these factors.
11. As a result of Anglo-saxon influences, the use of 'pidgin' among immigrants, and the
minimum incidence of compound sentences in 'soap' and 'talk show' programmes on
television, the typically Germanic constructions in the Dutch language (such as the inversion
of subject and verb after an adverbial complement, or the auxiliary verb shifting to the end of
a subordinate clause) will gradually disappear.
12. The adoration of sportsmen and women, pop musicians and television personalities may
successfully be analyzed with concepts from the sociology of religion.

13. Against the background of the ageing population in Europe, it is in the interest of Public
Health to test the hypothesis that the high 'infantilization rate' of popular television
programmes for adults accelerates the process of dementia among the people exposed to
them.
14. The way political correctness is advocated often comes dangerously close to the reasoning
behind politically highly incorrect ideologies.
15. Ook iandbouwwetenschappers laten zich bij de verzameling van hun onderzoeksgegevens
soms knollen voor citroenen verkopen.
16. A pesar de los avances en genfrtica, no est6 prdximo el momento en que los agricultores
puedan pedirle peras al olmo.
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Map 1.

THE BASQUE AUTONOMOUS COMMUNITY

PART

I

"Agriculture in Europe and in the rest of the world is in trouble. (...)
"In some regions of the European Economic Community (EEC) there is an
overproduction that creates surpluses, with few people working the land,
producing food of poor quality and damaging the environment. On the other
hand, in other regions farmers cannot maintain a decent standard of living
from agriculture and are abandoning the work on the land. Since 1960, an
average of 1300 people a day have given up agriculture in the EEC. The trend
towards concentration in some regions and rural depopulation in others
continues."
(From the Resolution of the 1991 Zestoa Conference on Agriculture and Rural
Environment.)
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
The citation above comes from the resolution that was presented at the end
of an international conference on Agriculture and Rural Environment,
celebrated in Spain in May 1991. This conference brought together
representatives of farmers' unions, consumers' organizations, and ecological
groups from over 15 European countries to discuss their common interests,
and the ways to bridge the differences still existing between them. The
location of the conference was a small village in the Spanish Basque Country,
one of the "other regions" referred to in the resolution, where difficult
conditions for making a living on the land are feared to lead to the
abandonment of many farmsteads and even of entire villages. It offered, that
is, the participants the opportunity to observe in situ some of the effects of
the EEC's agricultural development on one of the so-called disadvantaged
areas within Europe. The final resolution of the meeting expressed the wish to
develop a more "regionally-based sustainable agriculture", a new fabric for the
European agrarian structure in which the interests of farmers, consumers and
the rural environment, which under the present-day system dominated by
industrialised food production are at best contradictory, can be reconciled.
During the conference, organized by the Basque farmers' confederation
EHNE and the Workgroup on Agriculture of the Green Fraction in the European
Parliament, the EEC's policy on agriculture and the Northern European agrarian
superpowers, with their huge production surpluses that invade the markets of
agriculturally less developed nations and regions, were repeatedly accused of
being responsible for the agricultural and ecological problems of the latter.
1.1

Research problem and methodology

Spain and Portugal became members of the European Economic Community
on 1 January 1986, just when the former Common Agricultural Policy of the
EEC, which had stimulated agricultural production and protected the farmers'
incomes through a system of intervention prices, had been abandoned and a
new policy came into force that confronted the European farmers with
production restrictions for surplus products and a more direct application of
market prices. It was generally assumed that this policy would have negative
consequences for the large number of small farmers, not only in the two new
member countries, but all over Europe.
My initial research proposal focused on how farmers in an agriculturally
relatively weak region experienced these expected negative consequences of
their incorporation into the European Common Market, what strategies they
developed to maintain their farms under (presumably) adverse conditions
imposed upon them and what intervention policies were carried out by
regional institutions, such as cooperatives, farmers' unions or associations, in
order to defend the specific interests of certain groups of farmers. As an
2

example of such an 'agriculturally weak region' the Spanish Basque Country
was chosen.
The Basque Country, or Euskadi, comprises the seven provinces on both
sides of the Western Pyrenees where the Basque language is spoken. The four
Basque provinces in Spain are divided into two 'autonomous communities':
the Basque Autonomous Community ('Comunidad Autdnoma Vasca'), which
includes Gipuzkoa, Bizkaia and Alava; and the province of Navarra, which is
an autonomous community in its own right. The greater part of the fieldwork
for this study was done in rural areas in the province of Gipuzkoa. The mild
and humid climate of the coastal provinces of Gipuzkoa and Bizkaia is
responsible for the intense green colours that are so characteristic of their
mountainous landscape. This is the region of the baserriak (or 'caserfos' in
Spanish), the Basque farmsteads, which lie scattered on the slopes of the hills
and mountains that surround the small valleys where the urban centres are
located. In her influential study on Basque agriculture, Etxezarreta calls the
baserria "the basic, unique, and traditional form of the Basque farm and the
nucleus of the family and rural social organization" (Etxezarreta, 1977: 8).
Gipuzkoa and Bizkaia are predominantly cattle-raising provinces where the
main activities of farm families are the production of milk and the breeding of
calves. Besides a plot of maize and turnips to feed the cattle, and several
hectares of meadows, virtually all baserriak also have some hectares of
woodland with the fast-growing Californian pine-trees (or 'pino Insignis' as
they are locally called). In certain areas, especially in the province of
Gipuzkoa, sheep-raising for the production of cheese and lamb is an important
agrarian activity. Most farm families keep a few chickens and rabbits, perhaps
raise one or two pigs and have a small vegetable garden for home
consumption.
I was mainly interested in an analysis of the interplay of institutional policies
and individual or collective farmers' strategies, which, I hoped, would enable
me to identify the determining factors that explained the outcome of these
multi-level interactions.
A pilot study I carried out revealed that, after two years of Spanish
membership of the EEC, Basque farmers were still doubtful as to how exactly
this affected their way of farming. They had experienced stagnating prices for
their milk and beef cattle over the last few years, but they seldom attributed
this to the Common Market; and most of them had heard about the milk quota
that would be imposed on Spanish dairy farmers and industries, but they
believed that the quota system would not become effective for at least a
couple of years. For the majority of the Basque farmers, Europe might have
come a little closer, but as far as their concrete farming practices were
concerned, the Common Agricultural Policy was still regarded as of minor
importance. Hardly ever had farmers consciously designed their production
and commercialization strategies in reaction to EEC policies and market
influences. In the policies of most regional agrarian institutions, on the other
hand, the CAP appeared as a permanent and prominent point of reference.
What farmers perceived of the European agricultural policy was what was
filtered down to them, in different ways and with different effects, through
these institutions.
3

Thus, instead of trying to detect strategies that I had expected farmers to
design in reaction to outside influences, I needed to look for strategies derived
from longer-term family farm objectives - whereby the consequences of the
region's incorporation into the EEC would be seen as just one complex of
factors among many others which might lead to the readjustment of these
strategies and objectives.
In their comprehensive and highly readable review on "The farm as a
family business", Gasson et al. (1988) conclude that almost all authors
challenge or amend the classical assumption of profit maximization when
writing about the objectives of the family farm, though they seldom agree on
what prime objectives should be assumed instead. The most convincing
alternative, in my view, can be found in the findings of a large-scale study of
family firms (not only farms), carried out by Hay and Morris. According to
these authors, the primary objectives of family firms were "to maintain control
and to pass on a secure and sound business to the next generation" (cited by
Gasson et al., 1988: 4). Judging from the trouble most Basque farmers go to
so as to find a suitable successor, I assume that this idea of passing on the
family farm to the next generation also occupies a prominent place on their
'ladder of values'. In addition, I posit that the short-term, day-to-day function
of a family farm is to generate enough income to satisfy the consumption
needs of its members (see also Bennett, 1982: 5).
In this study I will explore how farm households mobilize their networks of
social relationships in order to develop production and marketing strategies
that are aimed at the realization of these two objectives. I understand that this
mobilization takes place on two distinct levels. First, farm households try to
enrol external actors into their strategic projects; these actors may be clients,
other farmers, institutions, et cetera. Second, households have to mobilize
labour and knowledge among their own members. In sociological analysis of
farm household strategies it frequently seems to be all too easily forgotten
that "the household is itself a differentiated unit with actors trying to realize
their own, often contradictory projects. (..) Households do not strategize;
people do" (de Haan, 1994: 24; also Netting, 1993: 300). Central, in this
respect, is the relationship between the senior farming couple and their
successor (or the succeeding couple); they are the ones who are most
interested in, and most capable of, mobilizing the external and internal
networks - and they mutually mobilize each other, as well.
Theoretically, we can distinguish the process of enrolling other actors into
one's network from the mobilization for particular ends of the network itself.
But in practice, this distinction will often hardly be noticeable: one may indeed
be part of a 'latent' network which may only be activated when needed, but
in other cases enrolment and mobilization may take place at virtually the same
time. Actors may be both individual people and collectivities (e.g. households
or institutions) and it should be specified that an actor, apart from other social
actors, may also mobilize material objects and symbols within his network.
And although networks are normally mobilized for their resources, they may
also impose constraints upon the actor as to his future decisions (Long, 1979:
125).
Social networks have been central in the works of sociologists for several
decades: Barnes (1954), Mitchell (1969), Boissevain (1974), to mention only
4

a few. In
this study, however, I have not so much followed their
preoccupation with size, density, frequency of interaction, etc., but I have
first and foremost focused on the instrumentality these networks have for
actors trying to mobilize resources (means of production, particularly labour).
In part, this may link up with what Boissevain calls the network's
'transactional content'. My perspective brings me closer to the type of
analysis which is common in actor-network theory, it even borrows part of its
terminology , yet it does not accept all of its premises.
As Callon (1986) sets out to explain, the actor-network approach starts
from three principles on the part of the observer, which he summarizes as
"agnosticism (impartiality [towards] actors engaged in controversy),
generalized symmetry (the commitment to explain conflicting viewpoints in
the same terms) and free association (the abandonment of all a priori
distinctions between the natural and the social)" (ibid.: 196). It is the last
principle which is problematic (whereas the first two should be 'open doors', I
think, for most present-day sociologists). If the idea of making no distinction
between human and non-human actors, and of describing them in the same
terms, is taken to its ultimate consequences, as Callon attempts in his paper
on the 'domestication of scallops and fishermen' in Brittany, the result is a
logical deadlock: either one accepts interests, negotiation of power, and even
motives behind the 'actions' of non-human 'actors' and ends up with the
anthropomorphism Callon wants to avoid; or one does not, but then nonhuman entities can not be analyzed as 'actors' in sociological terms - or at
least not in Weberian terms, that is attributing motives and meanings to the
actors which become translated into social action.
Furthermore, this approach tends to regard the collective actor too much
as a monolithic whole, moving in unison in the same direction; the attention is
so much focused on processes of 'intéressement' and 'enrolment' of potential
allies that internal frictions, conflicting interests, and negotiations within
collectivities are practically ignored. Useful, however, are the ideas of
'displacement' and 'dissociation' (or 'dissidence'). Displacements may occur
all along the process of network mobilization: goals and interests of actors
involved may change, and so may their resources or their locations. These
displacements are the result of strategic adaptations. Dissociation means that
actors break the arrangements which link them to the network, normally as a
consequence of displacement. Eventually, the result may be that the whole
network falls apart.
11

My account of the sociological processes whereby motives of actors (farm
household members) are translated into action (household strategies) will to a

The terms do not necessarily coincide in their meanings, though. In Callon's analysis, for
example, the terms enrolment and mobilization are reserved for particular stages in the
process of generating an actor-network (Callon, 1986: 211-219): the actor who is taken as
the point of departure exerts himself upon other actors by claiming to be indispensable for
solving their problems (problematisation), by locking the others into roles specifically thought
out for them (intéressement), by relating these roles to each other in a comprehensive
scheme (enrolment), and finally, by becoming the spokesman for the other actors
(mobilisation) (ibid.:196).
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large extent be based on the theory of peasant economy, developed in the
1920s by the Russian agricultural economist A. V. Chayanov, and more
specifically on his notion of subjective equilibrium (Chayanov, 1966).
Chayanov points out that there are fundamental differences between farm
households and capitalist enterprises, especially as to how the production
factors labour, capital and land are used. Kerblay summarizes these
differences in the following way:
"In the capitalist economy land and labour are the variable factors
which the entrepreneur tries to combine to obtain the maximum
remuneration from his capital, considered as a fixed factor. In a
typical peasant economy labour, proportionate to the size of the
family, is the stable element which determines the change in the
volume of capital and land". (Kerblay, 1971: 154)
21

In Chayanov's model, the peasant family farm seldom employs any hired
labour. Agricultural tasks are normally carried out by family members alone,
and their labour-input depends on a subjective evaluation of its marginal
disutility (or, which is the same, the marginal utility of leisure) in relation to
the estimated marginal utility of the output it would generate (Chayanov,
1966: 81). Durrenberger explains this in the following words:
"... as peasants work, each successive unit of labor is exponentially
more loathsome than the last. (And) as peasant workers acquire the
goods they need, the next unit is less valued than the previous one.
As peasants work more, they acquire more of the goods they need.
At some point, the increasing marginal disutility of labor will
outweigh the decreasing marginal utility of the goods produced, and
the peasants will stop working" (Durrenberger, 1984: 39; see also
Thorner, 1966: xvi; and Kerblay, 1971: 153).
The equilibrium, which is the production target of the household, can be
graphically represented as the point of intersection of two curves (see Figure
1), where the curve AB "indicates the degree of (labour) drudgery attached to
acquiring the marginal ruble" (Chayanov, 1966: 82) and the curve CD the
marginal utility of the income earned.
Chayanov also postulated that there exists a causal relationship between
family composition and farm size, whereby farm size is the dependent
variable. His empirical data (gathered in the Starobel'sk district in the Ukraine)
show that a peasant household tends to cultivate more land when the family's
consumer demands increase due to a higher c/w ratio (i.e. the total number of
consumers in the family related to the number of workers). He recognized,
however, that this part of his model could only be generalized for those areas
where peasants had easy access to land. For situations where this was not

To highlight the difference, we could write these statements as economic functions. So that
is for the capitalist economy:
Remuneration = f(land, labour | capital),
and for the peasant economy:
Remuneration = f(land, capital | labour).

6

the case, he states that the family's work hands, "not finding a use in
farming, turn ... to crafts, trades and other non-agricultural earnings"
(Chayanov, 1966: 94); this may also happen if there is still enough land
available, but payment for non-agricultural labour is higher than remuneration
of farm-work (ibid.: 107). If off-farm work is hard to find, or wages are too
low, the farm household may decide to intensify the labour-input of its
members on the holding itself (ibid.: 113; also Patnaik, 1979: 390).
31

drudgery
(marginal
disutility
of labour)

satisfaction
(marginal
utility of
consumption)

output/income

Figure 1.

Intersecting drudgery and remuneration curves.'

So with respect to a rural economy in which the possibilities to buy or rent more land are
limited, the economic function for the production factors (see also footnote 1) would rather
be as follows:
Remuneration = f(capital, labour | land).
As to what should be placed along the axes of this system of coordinates, I have mainly
followed Durrenberger's suggestion: "Let the X (horizontal) axis of the graph represent units
of goods produced, and the Y (vertical) axis represent some measure of relative marginal
utility of goods (..). The Y axis also represents relative marginal disutility of labor"
(Durrenberger, 1984: 40). When Chayanov himself introduces these curves, the abscissa is
said to represent "the sum of values (in rubles) earned in a year by the subject running the
farm" (1966: 82), i.e. the holding's income level, but where he uses similar graphs in the rest
of his work, he is not explicit about this anymore.
Marginal disutility of labour can also be read as marginal utility of leisure. More recent
graphical presentations (Nakajima, 1986; Ellis, 1993) are made up of indifference curves,
which "describe a given level of utility (personal happiness) for different combinations of
leisure and income" (Ellis, 1993: 106), and production functions. As it is not the combination
of income and leisure, but the confrontation between remuneration and drudgery which I
want to highlight, I shall follow Chayanov's original figures.

7

It is this latter model (referring to areas where access to land is difficult)
which applies best to the rural situation in Gipuzkoa. Nevertheless, another
proviso should be made to suit the model to the present-day situation. It can
no longer be maintained that the family's consumer/worker ratio mainly
dictates the minimum production and consumption levels. For farmers who are
becoming more and more integrated into the wider society and its institutions,
the minimum level of production is often increasingly prescribed by external
institutions, whereas the minimum level of consumption family members find
acceptable is chiefly influenced by what they regard as their principal
reference group within society. We shall see in Part II of this book that the
realization of these production and consumption levels through farming is
often constrained by the amount of family labour that can be mobilized; the
number of workers in the family determines the attainable farm output and
income.
We should point out here that none of the production factors can be seen
as a completely fixed factor. As for land, for instance, it is not only the
number of hectares belonging to a farm which matters. In the Basque
provinces, the same area of land may be theoretically 'under-utilized', but it
may also be cultivated intensively. The area may be a constant, but land
intensity is variable and depends on the utilization of the other factors, labour
and capital. A similar reasoning holds good for capital: as we shall see later,
extension agents maintained that Basque agriculture was characterized by a
sub-optimal utilization of machinery, but a few farmers used their tractors and
other equipment very intensively, working both their own plots and those of
their neighbours. And also labour intensity may vary according to the
implements worked with and the type of land worked on. In short, the
utilization or intensity of production factor A should be seen as a function of
the other two factors B and C; or in other words, production factors in
agriculture should only be analyzed in their interrelatedness, no factor being
constant.
Not only the quantitative presence of production factors, but also their
utilization (their qualitative presence) determines the attainable farm family
income. This highlights the fundamental role of farm household members in
deciding upon the attunement to one another of the factors of production, and
particularly of the individual labour input of the family members. By
'attunement of production factors' I mean their manipulation in such a way
that they respond best to market possibilities, family members' personal
capabilities and knowledge, and not least their individual preferences. Farmers
choose the combination of factors of production they estimate most
favourable in terms of remuneration of the family's economic activities and
the costs and efforts related to the realization of these activities.
Chayanov did not analyze the labour farm in isolation from its wider
economic context. It cannot be denied that he had an eye for technological
developments, external markets and even the influence of urban culture on
the consumption needs of farm family members (cf. Chayanov, 1966: 84,
207 ff.). But in the course of time, these external links of farm holdings have
become stronger and more extensive, especially in Western European and
North American agriculture, having implications for farm management that
could not have been foreseen in Chayanov's days. Today, the supply of
8

technology in agriculture, and with it the huge labour productivity and yield
increases it has made possible, is way beyond what could have been imagined
seventy years ago. Markets have differentiated, all having their own logic for
the actors operating upon them. And through industrial labour of farm family
members, but much more as a result of mass media such as radio and
television, the urban way of life - its consumption and leisure patterns - has
become a constant point of reference for households on even the most
remote farmsteads.
Thus, farmers' strategies are not simply designed on the basis of on-farm
factors; farmers establish what Long and van der Ploeg call 'interlocking
projects' - with external institutions and market agents (clients, cooperatives),
but also among themselves.
"Actors' projects are realized within specific arenas, such as those
shaped by market, state/peasant, agribusiness/peasant, or
farmer/farmer-representative relations. That is each project is
articulated with other actors' projects, interests and perspectives.
This articulation is strategic in that the actors involved will attempt
to anticipate the reactions and possible strategies of the other actors
and agencies" (Long and van der Ploeg, 1994: 80).
My discussion of the farm household's mobilization of its external network will
be primarily focused on these interlocking processes.
I shall try to extend my analysis beyond Chayanov's discussion of the
family farm's drudgery/remuneration balance. Chayanov used the intersecting
marginal (dis)utility curves in the first place to explain shifts in worker output
and labour intensity under changing circumstances. In my work, however, the
subjective equilibrium model will be used to illustrate the rationa.le behind
certain household strategies (of which the aforementioned interlocking
projects may form part) in comparison with alternative strategies.
Farm households, some more than others, respond to new opportunities
they are offered or constraints imposed on them as adequately as possible, in
an attempt to enhance their room for manoeuvre. From the observer's point of
view, keeping Chayanov's diagram in mind, this can be interpreted as farm
households moving marginal (dis-)utility curves up and down while searching
for a more advantageous equilibrium point. For instance, they may purchase
new machinery in order to increase their labour productivity; as the same
output can now be obtained with less labour drudgery, the curve AB shifts to
A ^ , (see Figure 2). If this machinery can be bought by means of credit which
is paid off over a number of years, the effect on the household's consumption
pattern will hardly be noticeable. If the machines are paid with money from
the household's savings, and part of the household's income is thus reserved
for productive consumption ', a smaller part can be spent on the satisfaction
of (personal) consumption needs of the family members. In other words, for
each unit of output the income that can be spent on the family's personal
consumption is lower than in the original situation. When the level of
6

The distinction between 'productive' and 'personal consumption' is made by Friedmann
(1978); see also Mauleon (1989: 102).
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consumption is lower, the marginal utility of any additional unit is higher;
hence, the corresponding marginal utility curve shifts upward (to 0,0,; cf.
Chayanov, 1966: 209). A similar upward shift of the consumption satisfaction
curve also occurs if, for example, household members set money aside in
order to emulate urban lifestyles (ibid.: 84). These shifts of (dis-)utility curves
lead to a new point of equilibrium (in Figure 2, somewhere between Y and Z).
Now, according to Chayanov, farm households only consider adaptations to
be advantageous if the new equilibrium point is located in the shaded area
under the original point of intersection (ibid.: 209, 210). It is there that the
drudgery is lower than originally, while the utility of the means of
consumption still increases.
61

Figure 2.

Shifting marginal (dis-)utility curves.

Similar shifts of these curves occur if farmers start operating on other markets
where prices for their products are higher, or if they decide to take up a job in
industry, so that they get paid more in return for the same (or less) labour
input.
Turning to the family's 'internal' network, I believe that Chayanov's idea
of 'the equilibrium of subjective evaluations' can be integrated into an analysis
of the social organization of family labour within the farming household. I will
therefore translate the concept of subjective evaluation to the level of
individual household members. After all, it is not so much the household as a
whole that makes a subjective balance between remuneration and labour

It is, however, very difficult to relate these curves and equilibrium points to quantifiable
levels of output or labour hours. Netting therefore remarks that "since utility and drudgery
are completely subjective variables with no independent empirical referents, the model may
have a mainly heuristic value" (Netting, 1993: 302).
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