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Tweeten vs. Tweeten 

Farm Pollcy Analysis By Luther Tweeten Boulder, 
CO Westmew Press, 1989, 399 pages, $48.50 

Reviewed by Lloyd D. Teigen 

A lot can change m 10 years. Tweeten's VIeWS of farm 
policy sure have At least, that's my readmg of the 
dIfferences between hIS latest text and the Foundatuins 
he published m 1979 I'm not sure, It'S for the better 

PromotIOnal material asserts that Farm. Polwy A naly­
Sts IS "a completely new look at the problems of 
farmmg m the United States,today, "although It was 
orlgmally mtended as the thIrd edItIOn of hIS Founda­
hons 0/Farm. Pohcy SIxteen chapters and 567 pages 
were reduced to 12 chapters and 399 pages m the 
reVISIon Four chapters m the Foundatwns were 
elimmated and four others combmed mto two for the 
current text Two new chapters were mtroduced m 
the 1989 work 

New are chapters on "EnvIronmental and Natural 
Resources" and "Poverty, Human Resources, and 
Rural Development" Gone are "Food and NutritIon," 
"Farm OrganiZatIOns and Protest," "EconomIc HIStory 
of American Agriculture' AttItudes, InstItutIOns, and 
Technology," and "EconomIc HIstory of Amer.can 
AgrIculture InterpretatIon and EvaluatIOn" Chapters 
on goals and values for farm policy from a rural 
perspectIve and from an urban-mdustrlal perspective 
are combmed mto a chapter on "Values, Beliefs, and 
POlitICS" "AgrIbusmess Conduct, Structure, and Per­
formance" combmes two chapters on market structure 
for purchased mputs and for farm products WIth new 
materIal on commodIty futures markets A glossary of 
agrIcultural policy terms IS new to the 1989 book, and 
the appendIX derlvmg utility measures from mdustry 
demand and supply was dropped from the 1979 text 
"Public Welfare and ECOnOmIC EffICIency" was 
renamed "Public Welfare and Economlc,Science" 

ThIS work deprIves policy students of the context, 
motivatIOn, and hIstory of the programs affectmg 
agrIculture !thmk that's a real loss Perhaps the past 
IS Irrelevant to policy dIrected at removmg Govern­
ment from agrIculture. But, even that reqUires 
knowmg what values are bemg represented by whIch 
mterest groups m order to neutralize theIr opposItion. 

Teigen IS an economIst 10 the Agriculture and Trade AnalYSIS 
DIVISion, ERS 

Tweeten recognizes the dIsengagement of Government 
from farm policy, and economIC policy generally, 
when he states (p 32), "An Important prmclple of 
policy analYSIS IS that the presence 0/ an econmmc 
problem ts not su//wtent Jush/watton for publw tnter­
ventwn (hIS emphaSIS) It IS necessary to show that the 
socIal costs of public mterventIOn are less than the 
socIal costs of the market faIlures or other problems 
the public programs attempt to address" But, the role 
played by budget reform and defICIt reductIOn 
legIslatIOn m thIS policy redIrectIon IS not dIscussed m 
hIS text 

Tweeten's greatest turnabout reflects hIS thmkmg on 
resource returns m farmmg The chapter tItle m 1979 
was "Farm Problems Low Resource Returns," but It'S 
"Explammg Alleged ChrOniC Low Returns" m the 
current book HIS 1989 summary reads 

NeIther theory nor empIrIcal eVIdence sup­
ports the hypotheses that commercIal farms 
are chrOnically predestmed to earn low returns 
m farmmg m the absence of government 
mterventIOn The farmmg mdustry demon­
strates substantial reSIliency m adaptmgtothe 
uncertam enVIronment m whICh It operates 
ThIS IS not to deny that even well-managed 
commerclaUarms do not receIve low mcomes, 
low rates of return, and capItal losses some 
years, and sometImes for several years (p 129) 

Contrast that WIth hIS 1979 summary 

Data presented m thIS chapter document the 
prevalence of low rates of return on farm 
resources ,These are symptoms of a more basIC 
problem of excess resources And exce~s 
resources are a symptom of an even more baSIC 
problem--the lack of resource mobIlity (p 197) 

Tweeten's 1989 conclUSIOn has been eVIdent for more 
thl!n 40 years to analysts exammmg the dIstributIon 
of mcome wlthm the sector The ratIO of total mcome 
m the farm sector to the num ber of places that have or 
normally would have had $1.000 or m6re gross sales IS 
terribly mlsleadmg Policy based on sectoral-average 
mcome per farm IS bad policy 

Trade liberalizatIOn and market volatility Illustrate 
other changes m Tweeten's vlewpomt Luther sub­
SCribes to Schuh's 1976 observatIOn that greater 
mtegratIOn of world trade and fmanclal markets 
makes the U S farm and nonfarm economy senSItive 

THE JOURNAL OF AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS RESEARCH/VOL 42, NO 2 56 



to foreIgn events (p 167) He also argues that broad­
scale trade lIberalIzatIOn would dampen prIce move­
ment throughout the world by IncreaSIng the prIce 
elastICIty of demand (p 159) In 1979, Tweeten saId 
that free trade "could double the prIce elastlclty of 
demand for U S exports" (p 231), whIle In the 1989 
text, free trade merely "would raIse the prIce elas­
tlclty" HIs 1989 text Criticizes the tendenCies of the 
European Community to export ItS productIOn tn­
stabilIty, while the 1979 text said nothIng about EC 
trade After all, they were still bUYIng U S graIn at 
that time Tweeten's assessment of the lIkelIhood of 
trade lIberalIzatIOn IS reflected, by the elImInation of 

But In View of vested Interest In protectIOnist 
polIcies, It would be naive to conclude that trade 
lIberalIzatIOn, however attractive to economiSts, 
will soon dampen price volatilIty In world 
markets for farm products (1979, p 231) 

Tweeten makes Widespread use of ERS descriptive 
and analytical reports In hiS diSCUSSIOn, and praises 
theagency(p 94)" the most comprehensive obJective 
InformatIOn from government comes from the Eco­
nomic Research SerVice, USDA, In the executive 
branch Land-grant UniVerSities, of course, also con­
tribute In a major way" But, hiS sources are not 
consistently Cited He mentIOns PEST actlvltles on 
p. 51 Without citIng Rausser as origInator of the 
concept He footnotes (Johnson. 1987) on p 37 Without 
tncludIng the work In hiS references HIS figure 11 
depicts commodity and multlfactor terms of trade, 
which represent two-thirds of a figure In an unclted 
agricultural InformatIOn bulletIn on parIty 

He does cite my larger report on parity In hiS short 
history of commodity programs, and defInes parity 
prtces In thiS glossary With better preCISIon than the 
definitIOn In the Fact Book of US Agnculture But, 
Tweeten makes a factual error when he notes that the 
"speCifIC cO!lcept of parIty prtce was used for the first 
time In legLslatlOn" In the Agricultural Adjustment 
Act of 1938 (p 327) Parity prices were defIned In the 
1933 Agricultural Act In fact, hIS diSCUSSIOn of 
support levels under the 1933 Act quotes corn at 60 
percent of parity and cotton at 69 percent of parIty (p 
325) The erroneous text did not appear In hIS 1979 
book, and was probably Intended for InsertIOn In hiS 
diSCUSSIOn of the 1933 Act but escaped hIS edItor's eye 

The addItions and deletIOns to the openIng of hIS 
chapter on "CommodIty Programs A Short HIstory" 
Illustrate the edltortal gaInS and losses between the 

1979 and 1989 texts Added In the 1989 text (p 323) 
was 

A hIstOrical reVIew and calculatIOns of agrt­
cultural price parIty are found In TeIgen (1987) 

Deleted from the 1979 text (p 456) was 

The chapter deals prtmarIly WIth programs of 
the federal government to alleViate commerCial 
farm problems descrl bed at some length earlIer 
Federal programs to alleViate problems of 
rural poverty are descrl bed elsew here (Tweeten 
and BrInkman, 1976) An accountof the excIte­
ment and drama of polttlcal InfIghtIng IS sacrI­
fIced In the Interest of breVity In the follOWIng 
pages ThIS IS unfortunate, and the reader IS 
encouraged to read such able presentatIOns as 
Pressures and Protest (Hadwlger and Talbot, 
1965) and The Poltcy Process 1n Amencan 
Agnculture (Talbot and Hadwlger, 1969) 

I'm pleased WIth hIS CItatIOn, but feel ItS wordIng IS 
clumsy and not nearly as flUid as that eXCIsed from the 
1979 text Other SImIlar examples could also be found 
Generally, I found the aesthetIC appearance of the 
1979 text and ItS artwork more pleaSIng than that In 
the 1989 book 

I expected much'from Luther's new text for many 
reasons, but I was somewhat dlsapppoInted The 
bottom lIne IS that I would use hIS 1979 FoundatIOns. 
rather than the current text, If I were teachIng a 
course In agricultural poltcy I don't thInk polIcy can 
be understood absent the context In whICh It arose or 
evolves I thInk Tweeten erred by elImInatIng the 
contextual materIal 
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