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Agricultural Ethics and Economics

Paul B. Thompson
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After decades of mutual disinterest, philosophers and
economists have suddenly disecovered extensive aleas
of overlap n thewr disaiplines An upsurge of interest
m the ethics of agriculture has also taken place m the
past decade These two events are laigely unielated,
however Agricultural economics 1esearch needs to
biing these two stiands of hiterature together m the
coming decade Apgricultwal policy analysis 1s a prom-
1smg area for this sort of work

Al least thiee different developments in philosophy
and economics have brought the disciphnes togethex

Fust, philosophers have become increasingly mter-
ested 1n rational choice theory, having come to see 1t
as cential to the analysis,of many problems m ethics,
political theory, and the phlosophy of mmd Second,
economists have rediscovered the relevance of culture
and norms 1n forming the mstitutions requisite for
economic exchange Third, philosophers and econo-
nusts have fought a series of battles over the analysis
of public policy For some time, 1t appeared that these
battles would produce only actimony, but as pohicy
professionals have become moie sensitive to the
stiengths and limitations of both economic and ethical
theory. bringing both to bear upon the analysis of pol-
icv has become possible These three areas, in turn,
have precipitated an upsurge of interest in the tradi-
tional philosophy of economies, the resuit being many
fine books, articles, and at least one journal,
Econonnes and Plilosophy

Research 1n agricultmal ethies has different origins
The publication of a series of popular books and essays
cuiLicizing agricolture first stimulated research on con-
ceptual and ethical 1ssues that seemed to be at the root
of the cxiticisms A giroup of rural sociologists then
began to addiess ethical 1ssues directly as part of an
attempt to create a new sociology of agneulture Phi-
losophers with an interest m apphed ethics and pubhe
policy began to dénufy world hunger and ammal wel-
fale 1ssties as themes for a setles of books and articles
beginning n the early 1970's The relevance of these
themes to agriculture was, from the philosophers’ per-
wpective, aceidental, but they provided a foundation
tor more systematic research and teaching on agri-
cultural ethies

Although these two broad developments, the disciplin-
arv bridging of philosophy and economics on the one
hand, and the rise of agricultural ethics on the other,
have different origins, their convergence cleatly
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creates both an opportumty and a responsibility {ot
agricultural economics tesearch m the coming decade
Agricultural economusts should build upon the work
from the past two decades to revitalize some existing
1esearch within the discipline and to imtiate impor tant
new areas of research I shall not say much about the
rising disciplimary overlap between philosophy and
economics here Hausman and McPherson (1990} have
addressed some of those points, and my readers may
consult some of the sources I have noted if they wish
to leain more !

Agricultural Ethics in the 1980’s

Although recent professional work m agiicultural
ethics has been condueted by practitioners of many
diseiplmes, rural sociologists and philosophers have d
plurality of the entres in the emerging itetatme The
primary outlet for this work 15 the professional jow -
nal, Agricnltuie and Human Values, and more re-
cently, The Journal of Agrienitural Ethics The Lopics
covered have been quite varied, mcluding tssues of
11sk and consent 1n food safety, questions of [anness
regaiding U § agricultural labor, and altempts to
understand “sustamablity” as a noaom The gene1al
areas that have 1eceived the gieatest coverage aie the
farm cnsis of the 1980’s, the emergence of biotechnol-
ogy n agriculture, and the nternationalization of agni-
culture The farm ci1s1s 1ssues are predictable the
moral status of “famly farms,” compensation for tailed
farms, and analysis of responsibility for structural
change The 1ssues of biotechnology span a wider atea

environmental and esthetic.influences, farm stiucture
effects, and 1mpacts upon the orgamzation and man-
agement of agiicultural 1esearch Topies in interna-
tionahization of agriculture are more diverse still

1anging from eritiques ot *“‘green revolution’ ap-
proaches to agrcultural development to debates on the
goals for agricultural policy m the Ewopean
Community

There 1s no doubt, however, that Rachel Carson, Jim
Hightower, Frances Moore Lappe, and Wendell Benry
deser ve most of the credit (o1 blame) for stimulating
philosophical research on 1ssues agricultme Puo to
the publication of books such as Suent Spiing 01 The
Unsetthing of America, work on agrieultural ethies
was pursued by a coterie of rumral social scientists
whose work, though sophisticated was largelv ignored
by p1otessional philosophers The popular cnitics were
mote difficult to overlook They blasted an agnicultur al

1Sources ate cited i the Refelences section at the end of this
es3ay
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establishment that had wallowed n self-praise since
Woild War II and which had come to regard moral
purity as a birthiight The establishment’s 1eplv to
critics often began and ended with the claim that they
wele not part of (and hence could not know anything
about) agriculture

The exivtence of social conflict was itselt mteresting Lo
sociologists, but the estabhishment’s fallure to meet
the teims of the critics’ arguments 1eally pecipitated
most philosophers’ interest in the debates Rarely does
a detender of agricultw al practice challenge the fac-
tual claims of a4 critic Far more typreally, enities and
defenders talk past one another, applying different
concepts and values to then cdifferent understandings
of the situation These kinds of coneeptual confusion
are keenlv 1elevant to ethical and political theory, and
conceptual contioversies perpetuate conflicts that phi-
losophers are tramed to analyze and, perhaps, resolve
The 1esult 1esearch on agricultutal ethics has tended
to follow contioversial topies This 1eseaich has not
been diiven by any comprehensive method o1 theory
but bv subject matter As a1esult, many of the gener-
alized attempts to state ‘what ethics can offer agri-
cultural economists” (including moie than one that I
have wtitten mvself) ate not very good The ethics lit-
erature 1s far better at talking about the problems
than at talking about 1tsell The most productive
appoach, therefore, may be to examme the 1983 fmm
Clisls a5 a case study 1n agricultural ethies

The Farm Crisis and the Economic Analysis
of Agricultural Policy

The faxm crisis of the 1980’s has substantially different
coverage in the writings of ciities than m the agri-
cultural economes hteratwre Noting these ditferences
will illustrate the kinds of philosophical presumptions
that ethicists want to understand Agricultural econo-
mists have labored to document tarm stiuctural
¢hange, hoping to find variables that might explain
this change The task involves the use of production
and sales data to classify U S [aims The bimodal
analysis of U 8 taim structule 1eveals that low-
volume, part-time operations aie relatively healthy
hinancial terms and the number of high-volume,
capital-mtensive operations are g owing Other faims
(the middle gtoup) that tall n between are dechmng mn
number s, 1n thei shaie of total tarm production, and
in profitability

The bimodal analysis reveals certam ethical implica-
tions The declime 1n the number of farms m the middle
group can1eadily be mterm eted as a “cost” of farm
pohaes, usuallv understood i terms of the aggregate
financial losses and emotional stiess suffered by indi-
viduals who are forced to make adjustments imvolun-
tarily This mter pretation 1s well suited to a fame-
work m which alternative policies aie evaluated n a
general companison of outcomes, the relative costs and

1

benefils of each poliev proposal Such compartsons
teveal tradeotfs among the policy choices, fo1 example
how pohicies that miligate costs 1n terms of [arm stress
and fimanecial loss can be expected to impose higher
costs i other areas, to taxpayers, perhaps, ot Lo con-
sumers This approach has misleadingly been called
utihtarian A true utihitanian, however, would mnsist
upon policies that optunize the ratio of benefit Lo cosl

Many agiicultuwral economusts 1ecognize that the politi-
cal acceptability of policy costs will be mfluenced by
many factors that, on the face of it, at least appear to
conlradict the utiitarian msistence upon optimization
Luther Tweeten (1983, 1987), {m example, has ac-
hnowledged that the family faim’s historical 10le 1 Lthe
U S national heritage provides a valid 1eason tor
accepting less than the optimal 1atio of conventional
costs and benefits

The philosophy that 1 attiibute to economsts 15 conse-
quentialist, however, 1n the sense that il 15 the
expected value ot poliey outcomes (the costs and bene-
fits) that are compatred m making an evaluation of pol-
1ces If farm structural change 15 seen as a clisis, we
must make the ethical judgment that the total numbei
of mdividual farm failures in the muddle g1oup 1ep1e-
sents unacceptable costs for public poliey This judg-
ment may be unacceptable because the policy does not
produce compensating benefits to1 farms m the middle
group, o1 1t may be unacceptable because the costs ale
too great in absolute texms without 1egard to compen-
sating benefits Decisions that produce monetarily
suboptimal outcomes may be Justified for a vaniety of
reasons, but policy criteria that can be eaxpressed in
terms of expected value are consequentialist c1iteria

Alternative Views of the Farm Crisis

Gritics who have expressed concern ahout the plight of
{amily fatms durmg the past two decades have tended
to bring very difterent philosophical fi ameworhs to
their understanding of the farm c11315 {Thomp~on,
1988a) Burkhardt has published a peiceptive analysis
of the debate He shows that one group of ciitics,
includmg Jun Hightower and Marty Stiange, have
argued that recent events in agricultute constitute a
crists because they 1epresent a foreclosure of ethically
mpottant opportunilies i American society Then
view 18 assoclated with a longstanding delense of cap-
itahsm agamst Maraist critiisms The standard philo-
sophical justification ot {aissez-farre capitaiism has
always been that 1t best achieves the ideal of Goveln-
ment by consent of the goveined In contiast, Mar \-
15ts have long held that wage workers m mdustiialized
capitahist economies are demed autonomy because they
sell then labor (themselves) to suivive Popubist anii-
communists have atrgued that American society
escapes this charge because of 1ts agrarian base
Farming was an open opportunity to all Ameiicans.,
one i which they might live a poot, hardsciabble
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existence, to be sure bul one in which they would be
autonomous They would ' be then own boss ”

Hightower and Strange see the transitions tahing
place in the U S farm sector as a crisis, not because
lots of individuals ate adversely affected but because
the political legitimacy of larssez-farre capitalism 1s
bemng etoded Ironically, many economists who have
altempted to respond to this ernticism have mistakenly
presumed that the populists are enemies of capitalism
Tiue, the populists sanction intervention n maikets
for land and tor agiicultural commodities, and this
mter vention may saciifice allocative efficiencies The
populists do not value capitaism or markets for then
efficiencv, however, but for then uncompromusing po-
tection of private property and individual autonomy

From a philosopher s peispective, the populists seem
to be more strongly commutted to capitahism than then
detractors Populists attiibute mtiinsic value Lo cap-
italist mstitutions of property and ftee exchange,
while many economists see them as merely mstiu-
ments fo1 assuring etficiency and growth The popu-
lists would 1ather be fiee, but poor, than be forced to
gamn wealth working for bosses (not to say that they
object to wages—only that the mdividual must have a
meanmgful alternative to them) By a happy comer-
dence, to a populist, unregulated markets also promise
economic growth Etficienev aguments, on the other
hand, seem to place no intrinsic value on private pop-
erty, sanctiomng rather severe inteiference in pet-
sonal autonomy when market faillures can be
demonstrated Consumer soveieignty becomes a
means for efficiently allocating society’s 1esources It
15 the g1eater satisfaction resultmg from free transac-
tions that justifies maikets for the consequentialist To
the populist, consequentialism places too little
emphasis upon personal autonomy

Burkhardt finds a second kind of argument 1n the writ-
ings of Wendell Betry (1877), and m many of the state-
ments made by rehgious leaders (Comstock) The
argument 1s cifficult to summarnze, and I think that
many of mv economist colleagues have underestimated
1ts force because they have hmited themselves to sum-
marized versions like Beiry's (1987) o1 the one that
follows here The 1dea 18 that one’s life activity 1s as
potent as one s will in forming moral chaiacter, that
human beings have a moral and 1ehgious duty to culti-
vate virtues and to shun vices, but some Iife 1oles are
motre conducive to this than others Anstotle thought
that only atistocrats would have the wealth and leisuie
time needed to cultivate the virtues, but Amenican
philosophets, like Ralph Waldo Emerson, argued that
vittue is best learned by living a life m which an mdh-
vidual’s 1oles are well ntegrated with one another and
with the natuial envnonment Traditional taiming was
thought to be virtuous because tamily roles were mte-
gral to the economic life of the farm, and the farm
itself was integrated mto the cycles and 1equnements
of natme

Given this backgiound, the farm crisis has nothing to
do with declining numbers of fat me1s, with finanaal o
emotiondl sliess, o1 with the cosls and benefits of farm
policy The passing of the well-integi ated, virtuous Iife
15 4 ¢r1s1s, not only in that few can hive this hife of vir-
tue, but also m that virtucus rural life disappears as a
10le model for those 1n the city to look to for mspua-
tion Tracitional tarms are not valued as instiuments
tor producing virtue They are valued because they
are expetlential prerequisites for even conceptualizing
duty and vntue

Theretore, we have a duty to preselve traditional
farms (of which even Beny admits there arée now few)
The duty 15 not conditioned upon calculating the costs
ant benefits of domg so This simple duty is, 1n this
respect, like a traditional 1ehigrous duty The Chns-
tian's duty to follow God’s commandments 15 not gen-
erally thought to be derived from the lact that
tollowing commandments produces moie benefits than
harms Dutv to God 1s a simple, duiect duty, not a duty
done tor the sake of the consequences produced The
natural law t1adition of ethical theory holds that pubhe
policy must facilitate the peiformance of natural duties
ahd must never contiovert natimal dutles

While many people would reject the philosophical
ft amework in which Beirv develops his views on the
traditional farmly farm, most people undeistand what
he 15 talking about, which, oddly, does not hold tor
agricultm al economists In at least two published
debates, Wendell Beny has advocated his petspective
on farming against consequentially oriented agii-
cultural economists The 1ssue of whe “won” the
debates, I think, depends upon the values one brings
to readmg them What 15 1elevant here 1s that Berv's
mtellocutors seem conceptually mcapable of dealing
with the famuly farm ssue m anything but consequen-
t1ahst tetms They accuse Berry of emotionalism and
ir1ationality It 1s one thing to be convinced that one’s
own philosophical perspective 1s 11ght 1t 15 quite
another to be so closely wedded to 1t that one excludes
the possibility for rational disagr eement on philosophi-
cal frameworks

Mv point 18 to show that the bimodal analysis of farm
structuwre change analysis i3 mote attuned to one philo-
sophical appoach to ethies than it 1s to others Econo-
mists aie not biased 1n the sense that thev favo
specific policies (though some do) Neither 1s the bimo-
dal analysis biased m the sense that it fayors specific
interest groups Yet, the view that the farm crisis
should be understood m terms of how 1it-aifects pro-
ducetrs exiting the middie gioup of taims has 1esulted
fiom agricultw al economics 1esearch which 15 not phil-
osophically neutral Other wavs of approaching public
policy place comparatively hittle emphasis upon how a
policy influences conventional economic yatlables
without evaluating policy 1n terms of measurable costs
and benefits
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I would not endorse either the populist view o1
Berry s view agamst the conclusions of the analysis
that has been favored by agrcultural economists My
point 11 discussing the views has been to p1esent alter -
natives to the consequentiahist framework favored by
agneultural economists, and to demonstrate the philo-
sophical assumptions of the standard approach m agii-
cultural economics When the possility of alternative
policy eritena 1s understood, a host of important prob-
lems can be more effectively grasped Berrv and the
populists, tor example, pefer certain kinds of nstitu-
tional arrangements regardless of the monetaiy con-
sequences of adopting them

Agnicultural ethies 1s 1elevant to the mstitutional com-
ponent of policy analysis 1n at least three distinet
ways Fnst, ethics are, 1n one sense, mstitutions that
have a profound effect on the performance of markets
Moral norms establish property constramnts and
entitlements that an economist can 1ll afford to ignote
(Thompson, 1987) Second, as imphled 1n my discussion
ol farm erisis Iiterature, alternative philosophical
frameworks: can evaluate, Jur,tlfy, o1 legitimize a given
policy (Thompson, 1988b) Even 1if one 1s philesophi-
cally comnutted to choosing policies because of the
consequences they produce, one would hope that a
competent, professional policy analyst would have an
intellectual grasp of the nghts-based, eommumtarian,
and procedural alteinatives

The thud area of relevance 1s more deeply philosophi-
cal Philosophers hke Kant and Rawls have tred to
develop a way of asking a question that probably
never occurs to most of us but whose answer 1s vitally
important to the shaping of our public laws and pol-
1ies The pont of departure 1s Knight’s obset vation
(Buchanan) that the kind of people we are—what we
beheve and desire—is stiongly determined by the
moral norms, the opportumties, the legal structure,
and the daily practices of the society in which we hve
Knowing this, how can we shape ow socrety so that 1t
allows us to become the sort of people that we ought to
be? The question requires us to stiive for a kind of
objectivity that may seem paradoxical Rawls’ famous
thought experiment, “the original position,” 1s
intended to present a method for approaching the
question by shedding all the information that imdvid-
uals have about then particular wants, desnes, and
hte goals, but by retamming all that we know about
human nature and society (including economices'),
which 1s needed to fashion an answer By addiessing
out philosophical question we can arrive at a deepet
grounding tor consequentialist, rights-based, commu-
mtarian, o1 procedulal theories for evaluating public
policy

Conclusions

Wendell Berry’s work on the family fatm 1s, 1n my
view, pomted toward this third area of 1elevance, one
that might be called “constitutional choice,” 1n the
sense implied by Anthony Giddens Beny wants com-
munities that produce certain kinds of people He
thiks that'rural commumties of America’s past ¢hd so
He is, on my reading, less interested in presetving
farms than he 18 1n preser ving the philosophical values
of a farming people This preservation requites a
defense of those values and of the mstitutions that pro-
duced them That defense, m tiuwn, requnes an attack
upon the new techniques, technologies, and manage-
ment strategies that inform a farm producer’s choices
and form the next generation’s values The new agn-
culture 1s, on my reading of Berny's work, undermn-
ing the constitution—understood as the woirk habuts,
loyalties, space-and-time awareness, and community
coherence—of Amenrican society

Agamn, I will shy away fiom endoi1sing Berty’s view,
for I am far from sanguine about the constitution of
tradhtional rural Amertea Although lack of space pre-
vents a defense of my views, the 1eader should know
that I think there are good historical and normative
reasons why any of the authors writing on constitu-
tional choice (Castle) provide mote piomsing strat-
egies than does Ber1y Beriy’s work 1s important
because 1t demonstrates the necessity of 1a151ng deep
philosophical questions about agiicultine Rural social
scientists neglect 1t at the peril of confining themselves
to shallowness

The potential for new knowledge 1n the three areas |
have noted 15 great and can be enhanced by inter-
disciplinary research in agiicultural economics and
agricultural ethies Cross-disuplinary work requues
more (ross-referencing of the hiterature, and ¢ oss-1ef-
etencing medans that agneultural economists will have
to start reading agricultural ethies The full potential
for interdisciplinary wotk will not be realized until
there 1s more collaboration among economists, philoso-
phers, and mterpretively oniented sociologists This
will require some wstitution building of ot own, and
we have a long way to go

The American Agricultural Economics Association
announced a section fo1 contributed papers on agri-
cultural ethies for this 1990 meeting, but none were
submitted More than 100 scholars, but only a handful
ol economists, attended the 1989 meeting of the
Society for Food, Agriculture, and Human Values
These two inaidents indicate that agricultm al ethies
and agricultural economics may be ships passing in the
night Neither subdiseipline can afford to continue in
that vein
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