CHAPTER TWELVE
AGRICULTURE: THEORY AND ANALYSIS

In ”‘}‘ ‘"""i‘_‘"s chapter attention was directed towards a consideration of
the main physical and socio-economic influences on patterns of agricultural
prnductmn. The aim of the present chapier is to examine an c:u'ly, but still
"“Pnr.l.lm, theory of agricultural location, and to demonstrate certain of the
lcchmqu‘cs more recently developed by geographers for studying decision-
making in the agricultural context, changes in the spatial patterns of agricul-
ture and the classification and delimitation of various types of agricultural
region. A considerable degree of selectivity has been involved in the choice of
techniques for inclusion— this chapter is by no means exhaustive—but the

material gi\'g‘s some indication of the modern geographical approach to the
study of agriculture.

A Theory of Agricultural Location
Von Thiinen’s Isolated State

One of the earliest attempts to explain agricultural land use patterns in
economic terms is contained in a model of agricultural location proposed by
J. H. von Thiinen in the early nineteenth century. Von Thiinen himself‘was a
prosperous and successful owner and manager of a large estate in Mecklen-
burg, and his major work, ‘Der Isolierte Staat’ (The Isolated State), published
in 1826, was based in part on his observations of farming practices in that
locality. Thus, although von Thiinen’s work was quoted in Chapter Four as an
example of a normative model, it was based in part upon empirical evidence
relating to economic conditions in the early nineteenth century. '

His theory of agricultural land use is based on the concept ofieconomic rent,
which had been described earlier in 1817 by the economist, D. Ricardo, al-
though von Thiinen was unaware of Ricardo’s work and arrived at the same
conclusion quite independently. Q" he economic rent of an area is the return ‘\

which can be obtained above that which can be got from land which is at the
margin of production.“>
WIn Fig. 12.1a, A is an’area of cultivation close to a city (O). The yield for a
given crop is 2:0 tonnes per hectare. As the city expands and its market for
produce increases, cultivation is extended to area B, which is located further
from the city and is regarded as having a lower fertility. At B the yield is 1-5
tonnes per hectare. In this situation the economic rent of A is 0-5 tonne per
hectare converted to a monetary value. If area C is brought into production
and-yiclds 1-0 tonne per hectare then the economic rent of A and B will be
1-0 and 0-5 tonnes respectively. Ricardo based his ideas on economic rent on
tility differences of the soil, but von Thiinen showed that exactly the same
situation arises if the ‘quality’ of the land varies not with respect to fertility,
but with respect to locafion. Thus in Fig. 12.1b the land is assumed to be of
“uniform fertility and crop yields equal in all areas, but the return on agricul-
tural produce (XY) declines with increasing distance from the city (O) due to
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Fig. 12.1. (a) Ricardo’s concept of economic rent based on the assumption of declining

soil fcrll.hty with increasing distance from the city (0). (b) Von Thiinen’s concept of

cconomic rent determined by the increase in transport costs with distance from the
city.

the greater cost of transporting crops to the market. In the diagram the shaded
portions of the columns represent the economic rent of A and B if the next
distant location is farmed.

The idea may next be extended to two crops, potatoes and wheat. Fig. 12.2
shows the decline in returns over distance for the two crops. Potatoes yield a
larger bulk per hectare than wheat, and are more costly to transport, The

_return from potatoes therefore shows a steeper decline away from the city
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. t for two crops: wheat and potatoes. Taking into account
Fig. 12.2. 50000““;:;2‘ are most profitably grown between O and A, and wheat
transport costs, PO between A and B.
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