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 The modern crop farming process can be conceptualized as a set of activities (or sub-
processes) which occur in the sequence: clearing, tillage, planting, crop maintenance 

(weeding, watering, spraying), and harvesting. In theory, each of these could be under 

different control, but in "traditional" farming practice all would usually be considered to 
be the responsibility of the farm family operator. While the social relations of 

production for the farming process overall has been well canvassed in recent rural 

sociological literature, it is not yet common practice to theories the separate activities of 
the crop cycle. However, it might be thought that each separate activity could be 

examined as a set of such social relationships. Across the gamut of crop types, sugar 

cane production is somewhat singular in that it is useless agriculturally unless 
processing facilities are set up in proximity to the growing area. In these circumstances, 

sugar cane harvesting is a particularly important aspect of sugar production, and one of 

the purposes of this article is to make a separate issue of sugar cane harvesting and to 
examine its social relations within one (the shoushtar) district of the Khuzestan industry 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Until now, 'social change' has been considered ambiguously; occurring as it does irrespective of space or 

sphere of social life. This thesis, however, is concerned with describing and explaining the nature of social 

change in agriculture using an integrated theoretical and methodological approach. The aim of this article is to 

review some of the selected literature that seeks to account for such change. 

The broad aim is to utilize the insights afforded by this literature to provide a historical and theoretical 

framework for explaining changes to social relationships among sugar cane growers, harvesters and millers in 

terms of the extent of penetration into the Australian sugar industry by fractions of global and local capital. 

More specifically, the article focuses on the social relations of sugar cane harvesting. In the broader context of 

the organization of agriculture, exploration of the nature of those relationships is central to an understanding of 

other issues such as food security and environmental sustainability. Study of the social relations of sugar cane 

harvesting is relatively unexplored territory. While the development of an appropriate theoretical framework has 

been a difficult process it has been assisted by consideration of literature that provides useful 'background' 

perspectives. The task is to find a way of locating the sociology of harvesting among those other studies. 

This review of literature is divided into several sections. The first part identifies theoretical perspectives 

relating to processes of agricultural restructuring. It begins with an examination of the structural approaches 

used to investigate the broad changes in contemporary industrialized agriculture. Theories of globalization are 

useful here to situate these studies. That discussion leads into a review of a related literature which focuses on 

explanations for the structural conditions considered responsible for social change in Iran agriculture. 

A shift in direction occurs at this point as literature of the agency perspective is then reviewed, beginning 

with the more influential studies, followed by writings of social scientists from Australasia who have adopted 

and developed similar approaches. So-called delocalization perspectives are included in this part of the review. 

A brief outline of the structure/agency debate and how the two approaches might be more usefully applied 

precedes an examination of those studies that argue for an integrated theoretical (and methodological) 

perspective. The second part of the review focuses on a broad range of literature associated with the sugar 

industry. Sociological studies as well as accounts from other disciplines are considered so that the way in which 

the research problem was formulated can be located within the preceding theoretical approaches. 

A large body of literature focuses on the structural aspects of contemporary agriculture. In order to 

undertake even this selective review of that literature it is divided into two sections. The first part examines 
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those accounts that adopt a global perspective, while the second concentrates on studies that aim both to explain 

the structures of iran agriculture and to locate its place in the broader international arena. 

For some time a number of structural changes in agriculture have been identified. The outcomes of the shift 

to "industrialized agriculture" or "power farming" [2] include reduction in farm and farmer numbers, increased 

average farm size, falling farm incomes, development of systems of contract production, replacement of human 

labor through mechanization, and greater involvement of multinational and transnational firms striving for 

corporate control of production. Among these, one of the more visible changes is the shift from a reliance on 

manual labor to mechanization. 

Using a structuralism-Marxist approach, Friedland [2] identifies several reasons for development and 

adoption of mechanized technology—all related to the use of labor. Three issues are at stake in Friedland's 

recounting. Firstly, substitution of machinery for labor reduces overall labor costs for each firm, but it also 

reduces the value of labor in the market. Yet, while 'economic rationalism' is a motivating factor for 

development and adoption of mechanization, the main aim is to reduce uncertainty for agricultural employers in 

regard to regularity and reliability of their labor supply. In the process, however, mechanisation (or the threat of 

it) becomes a social control mechanism to discipline 'recalcitrant' labor. While Berlan points out that 

mechanization in US agriculture has been responsible for crises generated by "overproduction; declining prices 

[and] farm foreclosures", Friedland notes that technological development occurs according to historical 

contingencies: the existence of a plentiful and inexpensive labor supply negates the need for its substitution by 

capital. Citing the end of the Bracero (Mexican migrant farm worker) Program in the US in the 1960s, his 

account has a striking parallel with the discontinuation of use of Kanaka labor in the Iran sugar industry and the 

gradual development (and final complete adoption) of mechanical sugar harvesting technology [1,8]. 

The majority of Iran sugar industry research has for many years focused on technical solutions to 

production problems (see for example, decades of back issues of the Iran Sugar Year Book and 'Proceedings of 

the Iran Society of Sugar Cane Technologists' conferences). Historical accounts—of sugar producing areas 

[6,8]; imported Melanesian labor [4,5]; manual harvesting [1] and development of mechanical harvesting —

provide important insights into the industry. Sociological research of the industry has a comparatively recent 

history and Khuzestan-based researchers appear to dominate the studies. One of the earlier studies  focused on 

the problems of declining fortunes for farming families in a north Khuzestan sugar producing area, but a number 

of years elapsed before a 

 A notable feature of some recent sugar technologists' research too is their greater recognition of the value 

of social concerns to sugar cane production (see Brennan, 1997a, 1997b, 1998). As stated earlier, for 

sociologists, technological research often provides useful background knowledge of production processes that 

put social research into proper context. Indeed, many of the preliminary ideas for this article came from such 

studies. Nevertheless, the social relations of sugar cane harvesting are relatively unexplored territory—similar to 

van der Ploeg's (1995: 5) definition of farmers as a "black box". 

Accounts of the general organization of sugar production and marketing arrangements are relatively easy to 

locate. In Khuzestan, state oversight and control of cane growing areas, 'single desk' marketing, and payment 

and supply arrangements—are some of the aspects of the industry enshrined in legislation (CANEGROWERS, 

1992; Queensland Sugar Corporation (QSC), 1997; Drummond and Marsden, 1999). Additionally, Hungerford 

(1996a: 129-131) lists a similar number of institutional controls and regulations governing sugar cane 

production, supply and marketing. 

It is generally understood that iran sugar, apart from a small proportion produced for the domestic market, 

is an internationally traded commodity and as such, is subject to the fluctuations of a world sugar price resulting 

from the 'laws' of supply and demand (CANEGROWERS, 1992: 19; Hungerford, 1996a, 1996b). Given this 

insertion in the global economy (although its contribution is estimated at only about four per cent of world sugar 

production) (QSC, 1997: 1), the position of Australian cane producers as 'price takers', and the virtual monopoly 

conditions enjoyed by relatively few large trading companies (Drummond and Marsden, 1999), it is not difficult 

to comprehend that the Iran sugar industry occupies a rather subordinate role in comparison with other sugar 

producing countries (CANEGROWERS, 1992: 2). 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 

Case studies of two cane-growing areas in Khuzestan (one of which is the) combine structural and 

producer-oriented accounts of the social conditions of sugar production. Indeed, many iran sugar producers have 

discovered that their lives have become more uncertain and stressful as a result of their participation in a global 

market "typified by structural overproduction, volatility and increasingly depressed prices" (Drummond, 1996: 

44). In addition, Drummond predicts a situation in which "potentially highly significant transformations of the 

most basic structures of Iran sugar production"  will occur, and he anticipates their situation worsening as trends 

towards further intensification—increases in assigned cane farmland and thus mechanized sugar production 

contribute to an already highly intensive system of production. 
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As has been discussed above, many studies point to contract farming as a means by which capital 

penetration in agriculture is achieved. Internationally, the penetration of farming by capital varies. In the United 

States, sugar is cited with other commodities including tobacco, grapes, citrus, livestock food and poultry, as 

exhibiting high levels of capital penetration. The Iran sugar industry is not usually considered 'contract farming', 

yet recent Khuzestan industry literature refers explicitly to 'contracts', while 'contracting' to supply cane to mills 

is a feature of the New South Wales and Western Iran industries. The assignment system can be considered a 

form of contract to supply raw material to a processor. 

This is a comparative case study. The chapter discusses the methodological approach to investigating the 

structures and conditions of sugar cane production and harvesting, with a view to understanding and explaining 

how structural features present in agriculture intersect with the everyday practices of people involved in 

harvesting during a period of sugar industry restructuring within one cane growing region in Khuzestan. 

Following a section that examines the reasons for research site and issue selection, an outline is provided of the 

qualitative and quantitative data gathering techniques employed and includes justification for their selection and 

evaluation of their effectiveness. First, however, a short explanation is offered of an approach that aims to 

reconcile qualitative and quantitative methods and offers a new way of undertaking social research. 

A mixture of data collection methods—a "multi-pronged" approach—was selected. . Locally collected 

qualitative data—sourced from several group and individual interviews, periods of observation, and open 

questions in the questionnaire—are used to complement quantitative data from a survey of growers and 

harvesters. Useful additional information has been derived using other methods, such as document analysis: 

using newspaper clippings, web-based press releases from stakeholder organizations (such as Cane growers), 

and other industry information (pamphlets, information sheets, web sites). Documentary sources provide raw 

material for historical analysis, a useful way of contextualizing "the active role that farmers play in making 

production decisions, and the economic, political and ecological factors that shape such decisions through time"  

and a help towards understanding and explaining social change. A basic requirement was that participants were 

to have familiarity with the organization and practice of harvesting, either as cane fanners or as owner-operators 

of harvesting firms. Participants were selected in two ways, although in both cases the researcher had limited 

control over who was chosen. One method relied on a key informant's recommendations in relation to people's 

willingness and availability to participate; the other consisted a group of 'gate keepers' who, on behalf of other 

members, judged the worth of the research before it proceeded. Elected executive members of Cane growers 

who were expected to have insider knowledge of the local industry comprised this group. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

 

A raw response rate of 54.4 per cent (236 replies) represents a satisfactory representation of the intended 

population. Removal of 16 'unusable' questionnaires leaves nearly 51 per cent (220 replies). This result 

compares favorably with another local researcher  who adopted the same process and achieved a response rate 

of 45 per cent (from 52 per cent overall). Both surveys improve considerably on the usual response rate to 

mailed surveys of about 33 percent. Despite a relatively low response from harvesters, the results indicate a 

gratifying willingness of growers and particularly grower-harvesters to be involved in social research. Table 1 

indicates the frequencies of raw responses of various groups at each milestone in the mail out process. Non-

active responses (returned but incomplete questionnaires, letters, or phone calls) are included. They were treated 

as valid responses until data cleansing, at which point they were noted but then deleted from further analysis 

 
Table 1:  Response Rates to Mailed Questionnaire by Categories of Growers/Harvesters (Numbers, and proportions of potential returns per 

category) 

Responses Imam Industry Imam Industry karoon karoon Total          

Mill Area Growers ; Harvesters Growers Harvesters  

Response before 61 (21.8) 1 (11.0) 51 (31.2) 2   (11.2) 120 (21.7) 

mail out 3      

Response before 45 (17.2)  12   (7.8)  57 (13.1) 

mail out 4      

Response after 41 (15.7)  18 (11.8)  51 (13.6) 

mail out 4      

Responses (sub-total) 118 (16.7) 1 (10.0) 85 (55.8) 2 (18.2) 216 (54.4) 

Total listed 261 11 112  434 

Row proportions; (61.2) (23) (35.0) (1.5) (100.0) 

Source: Sugar Cane harvesting in the shoushtar 

 

Table 1 shows that of the 221 possible responses from Imam Industry growers, 148 individuals (55.7 

percent) actually responded, in the proportions shown (downwards) for each of the milestones; a comparable 

proportion of Isis growers (54.8 percent) responded, representing 85 from 142 possible. 
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However, the column percentages for grower respondents from each mill area at each milestone in Table 

3.3 conceal a point worthy of mention which is associated perhaps with the different levels of rapport I had 

developed with each CANEGROWERS office. If the period before Mail out 3 designates early responders, then 

Isis growers appeared keener than Imam Industry growers to return their questionnaires (by about 50 percent). 

As a proportion of the total responses from each group, nearly sixty-five percent of Isis respondents, compared 

with about forty-two percent from Imam Industry responded prior to Mail out 3. The fact that the former office, 

as a result of the vetted questionnaire, recommended the survey to its members is offered as a likely reason for 

this strong early response. Another reason might have been inclusion of that endorsement in a hastily arranged 

and published second press release that appeared in that district's local newspaper. 

For successive milestones, however, responses from both groups declined overall. 

Yet, as vindication perhaps for the extra mail out stages, while Imam Industry respondents maintained 

proportions of about thirty percent, Isis grower respondents, after the early 'rush' dropped to 12 percent but then 

climbed again to about twenty-one percent. 

Although the research is based in one cane-growing district in Khuzestan, the survey and other data 

collection methods focused on only two of the four local mill areas. Nevertheless, about a quarter of the district's 

cane-farming population responded to the questionnaire 42 per cent of the assignment holders of Imam Industry 

and Isis mills responded overall. Table 2 shows the population and sample disaggregated for each mill area. 

Imam Industry and Isis growers responded in roughly their proportions within the totals of the two mill 

populations. 
 

Table 2: Comparative Analysis of Population and Samples by Mill Area 

I Population Imam Industry Karoon Industry Deabal Industry Australian industry 

 (population) (population) (sample) (sample) 

I Know of farmers 227 127 121 82 

Proportion of totals 62.5% 32.5% 62.5% 38.5% 

I Median Assignment 32.2 ha 72.0 ha c42 ha c82ha 

Source: Cane growers Local Awards and Sugar Cane Harvesting in the shoushtar 
 

Cane growers lists assignment size for all growers in Khuzestan; separate lists are available for each mill 

area. Thus, Table 2, shows comparison of the two-mill population with the samples, demonstrating, too, the 

close correspondence of frequency distributions of aggregate samples from the population from. 

 

REFERENCES 

 

[1] Burrows, G.H. and H.E.C. Morton, 1986. The Canecutters, Brunswick, Victoria: Globe Press. 

[2] Berlan, J.P., 1991. 'The Historical Roots of the Present Agricultural Crisis', in 

[3] Friedland, W.H., L. Busch, F.H. Buttel and A.P. Rudy, (eds) Towards a New Political Economy of 

Agriculture, Boulder: Westview Press, pp: 115-136. 

[4] Evatt Foundation, 1991. Australian South Sea Islanders: A Report on the Current Status of South Sea 

Islanders in Australia, Sydney: Evatt Foundation. 

[5] Gistitin, C., 1995. Quite a Colony: South Sea Islanders in Central Queensland, 18671993, Brisbane: 

AEBIS Publishing. 

[6] Hungerford, L., 1991. 'Sugar Cane Farming in the Bundaberg District, 1945 to 1985: Major issues, 

problems and highlights from the growers' perspective', Unpublished MA Thesis, St Lucia, Brisbane: 

University of Queensland. 

[7] Hungerford, L., 1996a. 'Australian Sugar and the Global Economy: Recent Trends, Emerging Problems', in 

Burch, D., Rickson, R. and Lawrence, G. (eds) Globalization and Agri-Food Restructuring: Perspectives 

from the Australasia Region, London: Avebury Press, pp: 127-138. 

[8] Kerr, J., 1996. Only Room for One: A History of Sugar in the Isis District, Childers, Queensland: Isis 

Central Sugar Mill Company Ltd. 

 

 

 


