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The Resources of Agricultural Economics

The Profession's Assessment 


Agricultural and Rural Areas Approaching the Twenty
flrBt Century_ Ed,ted by R J H,ldreth, Kathyrn L 
LIpton, Kenneth C Clayton, and Carl O'Connor Ames 
Iowa State UnIVersity Press, 1988, 565 pages, $1495 

Reviewed by Harold F. Bre/myer 

In 1985, the AmerICan AgrIcultural EconomIcs 
AssocIatIOn (AAEA) held ItS annual meeting on the 
Iowa State Umverslty campus where the organizatIOn 
had been founded 75 years earlier It commemorated 
Its 75-year hIstory In a forward-looking manner 
Noting that the next annIversary would fall In the 
next century, the assocIatIOn took stock of the profes
sIOn's resources and assessed theIr appllcablhty to 
the future The project led to publicatIOn of the book 
reVIewed here 

The 57 eminent agrIcultural economIsts who stayed 
on campus responded to the charge, as stated by R J 
Hildreth, "to Identify the challenges facing agrICulture 
and rural areas In the twenty-first century" (p IX) 

They gathered, according to HIldreth, "to redefine 
the Issues we face as a professIOn and to POint the way 
to a sharper, more relevant set of prIOrity Issues " 
(p IX) What was surpriSing, and perhaps least In 
keeping WIth the 75-year AAEA hIstory, was that 
prIOrity Issues were to be defined In order to qualify 
for "competltlve and specIal grants "(p x) A 
second purpose, HIldreth says, was to asSIst indiVIdual 
agrIcultural economIsts In allocating thetr talents to 
"tOPICS that are challenging as well as In the natIOnal 
Interest" (p x) 

The book IS a work of hIgh scholarshIp that reports 
the contemporary scene well but defaults on futunsm 
The book falls to give the lmaglnatIve, Introspectlve 
glance Into the next century that It promIses 

The 12 prinCIpal chapters, each followed by two or 
three brIef diSCUSSIOn papers, cover tOPICS ranging 
from technology to InstltutlOns to quantltatlve tech
niques to world agnculture The chapters nevertheless 
d,v,de rather sharply between those that constltute 
an Inventory of both factual knowledge and techniques 
and those that are essentlally essays of interpreta
tIOn, whIch are the more subjectIve and provocat,ve 
because the authors address not only how things are 
but how they ought to be 

Brelmyer lB 8 professor emeritus, Department of Agricultural 
Economics, Umverslty of Missouri-Columbia 

Among chapters of the first type are two by Glenn 
Johnson and Stanley Johnson Both are remarkably 
comprehensIve Glenn's covers technologIcal innova
tIOns and Stanley's, quantltatlve techniques One 
dIscussant, DaVId Bessler, says that Stanley Johnson 
surveys "vIrtually all interesting (useful) techniques 
In use today," plus offering "a thoughtful vIew of future 
developments" (p 199) Bessler hasn't,much to add 

The stock-taking artIcles are scholarly, WIll fend off 
rebuke, and can be useful as assIgnments for graduate 
students At the same tlme, they are as excltlng as a 
re"ort of ~ ladles' sewing bee 

Authors from varIOus fields contribute to the Inter
pretlve chapters Several themes are pervaSIve Least 
surprISIng IS the recurrIng InternatIonal focus 
Hildreth mandates It, Mellor and two dlscussants 
pursue It, Schuh and Orden convert theIr macro
economIcs tOPIC Into It, and few authors fall to men
tlon lt SometImes the adJectIve "new" IS attached, 
oblivIOUS to the h,stor,cal fact that US agrIculture 
has always been internatIOnal The internatIOnal 
d,menSIOn IS not new, JUst Inscrutable 

The Schuh-Orden restatement of what has become 
Schuh's sIgnature p,ece on monetary exchange 
brought retorts from Rausser and BoehiJe, who say 
the authors do not address theIr asSIgned macro
economIcs tOPIC Rausser, although agreeing "that 
macroeconomIcs should be studied and that It mat
ters" (p 384), objects to the Schuh-Orden empirical 
analYSIS, whICh he calls "most peculiar" (p 392) 

The more cutting ripostes In the book, however, 
relate to themes that define the scope of agrIcultural 
economIcs Should the scope be narrow or broad? 
Several authors who favor the broad approach are 
concerned for tests of correctness and applicabIlity of 
economIc knowledge Welfare, economIcs gets frequent 
mentIOn Tweeten calls for "the profeSSIOnal eqUIv
alent of plaCing a man on the moon-speCIfYing a 
SOCIal welfare functlon" (p 142) Tweeten dallies WIth 
the old distinctIOn between normatlve and posltlve, 
then strikes comparIsons between prescrlptlve and 
descrlptlve. HIs discussants, st1"lcter interpretatIOn
IStS, dIsagree VIgorously Bender sees little difference 
between Tweeten's prescrlptlve economICS and MIlton 
Friedman's characterizatIOn of posltlve economIcs (p 
146) Bullock IS "surprised" by Tweeten's emphaSIS 
on a SOCIal welfare functlon (p 149) Paarlberg has 
"grave mIsgIvings about the ablhty of economIsts to 
preSCribe agrIcultural policy actIOns or to estlmate a 
SOCIal welfare functIOn" (p 155) 
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Tweeten outlasts his cntlcs Welfare cntena, and the 
polItical-economy focus that predates economiCS, pop 
up frequently m the big volume De Janvry, charged 
to diSCUSS Mellor's paper on world agriculture, takes 
up the Tweeten cudgel "Smce the role of government 
IS so Important m agriculture, agricultural economics 
[economists] should not miss the opportunity of bemg 
at the frontier of this Important fi_eld" (pp 173-74) 

Daniel Bromley stirs debate as he declares "reaource 
problems" to be "entitlement problems" to whICh 
"welfare economICS provIdes us wIth no unamblguous 
answer "(p 208) Further, welfare economics IS 
now on "the threshold of a third phase that Will be 
primarily concerned With 'SituatIOnal COnflictS' as 
opposed to general efficlency'phenomena " Al~o, "con
frontatIOn and COnflict Will predominate and the 
essence of that COnflict Will be over presumed (or 
actual) rights and duties on the part of those bearing 
Jomt costs" (p 226) 

Alan Randall, a discussant, straddles the role of 
devil's advocate and bemg the deVil himself, then pro
tests that "75 or 80 percent of practICmg natural 
resource,economlsts would not Identify themselves 
With the mstItutIonalist land economics tradItIOn" 
(pp 230-31) Readers who ponder what Barkley, Alter, 
Powers, and Raup say m a later chapter devoted to m
stItutlOns, and note how often varIOus writers address 
mstltutlOnal deSign, may wonder whether Randall IS 
sketchmg a meanmgful distinctIOn or mtpICklng Too 
many of the dIscussants qwbble about matters that 
have lIttle bearmg on agriculture and ruraL areas of 
the 21st century 

Technology shows up frequently m the context of an 
alleged new mformatlOn age With Its speeded com
mumcatlOn Glenn Johnson asks If private and publIc 
electromc controls Will substitute for the "allocatlve 
functions of the market mechamsm" (p 84) Knutson, 
who never eqwvocates, makes the cogent suggestIOn 
that msofar as research findIngs m new "bIOtech
nology and mformatlOn technology" will be "patented 
and sold "(p 117), publIcly sponsored research 
may come to an end He stops short of askmg whether 
knowledge IS no longer to be a free good 

In a different vein, risk and uncertainty are men
tIOned repeatedly John Ikerd counsels that "farmers 
must learn to cope "(p 539), as'though they have 
not done so from Infancy PrIOr knowledge alone, 
Yllthout accompanymg whereWithal, Will not reduce 
risk very much 

Not all the highlIghts m the book can be noted here 
Pope's hstmg of new fields of emphaSIS, Deaton and 
Weber on how agricultural economics once came close 
to bemg called rural economiCS, and Bonnen on the 
data base are worth readmg When Deaton and Weber 
treat rural economies "m a neomercantIhst age" (p 
409), Hady objects He VIews "Increasmg mercantilIsm 
as a problem of the 1990s" and hopes that "saner 
head1 Will prevail by the,early 2000s" (p 447) 

Bonnen deplores "the profeSSIOn's growing flight 
from the einp;ncal" (p 452) Crosson heSitates but 
deCides to agree George Hoffman calls "Bonnen's 
concern well founded" and the problem "a threat 
to the long-term ViabilIty of the agricultural eco
nomics profeSSIOn" (p 496) 

The 57 authors tell where agricultural economics now 
stands and do a lIttle extrapolatmg But not one 
futurist IS to be found among them As an exercise m 
clBlrvoyance, promIsed by ItS title, the book IS a dud 
There's no mentIOn of how depletiOn of the world's 
petroleum reserves will affect the next century 
Eisgruber notes that Kmg and Sonka, when wrltmg 
about management problems, omit mention of en
vironmental management (p 299) Mellor addresses 
world poverty, but neither he nor any of hiS diSCUS
sants suggests that runaway birth rates could con
vulse much of the world 

The agricultural economists who met at Iowa State 
Umverslty and were charged With Itemlzmg the pro
feSSIOn's current resources for the purpose of prepar 
Ing for the future overfulfilled the first part of the 
assignment and fell short on the second If members 
of the profeSSIOn aspue to be fUturiSts, they must take 
a new look at both themselves and the signs, however 
mdIstlnct, of what lIes ahead for the NatIOn and ItS 
agriculture 
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