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A G R I CULTURAL ~~d ENV IRONME N T AL 
ETHICS : 

A PR AGM A TI C V IE W 
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~ichigar1 State University 
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1. Environmenta l Issues 

The list of environmental conflicts is familiar to all 
and little purpose is served b y repeating it. There are 
trade-offs between the production of food, fiber and mineral 
materials and other uses of our natural resources which are 
more passive and directly utilized . One role for scientific 
inquiry is to clarify these trade-offs ( indicate the 
marginal rate of substitution of one product for a nother) . 
I suspect there is general agreement on this role. Some of 
the initial conflicts may disaooear in th e orocess, but some 
new one may ~evelop as people become more aware of who is 
doing it to th em. 

Tne only v ariation on this that I want to add at this 
point is to emphasize that values a re learned . This means 
tnat information is part of tne e v olution of values that a 
particular individua l ma y hold as we ll as part of the ino~t 
into indivi~uals reacning comoromises a n d accommodations 
with each other . Tnis may be a proces s of cerson A 
persuading B to change her mind or to e ngage is some 
compromising give and take . My hunch is that the maJority 
is going to learn to derive sufficient satisfac~ion from 
less mat e ri a l goods throughput than the average American now 
consumes . We will decide that more rnaterial t:ir1:11-'!1put 
creates more stress than pleasure and we will place more 
emphasis on bei ng r ather than having <using the terms of the 
psyc hologists Erich F r omm <1976) and I v an Illich ( 1973) . 
But , this may be wishfu l thir1king c•n my part . If. it d•:•es 
cc•me ab1::i1-1t, i t wi ll be accc1mpar1ied by greater eq1.1ality t h an 
we n ow have . It will be diffic1.1lt fo r t h e have-nots to 
learn to do with l ess materials . Even where there is 
general willingness to trade off some materia ls for on-site 
environmental uses, it will be unaccept2ble to the person 
who loses his entire income in the crocess. This explains 
wny labor 1.1nions have opposed bans on constr1.1ction of 
nuclear power plants . When a polluti ng chemical or steel 
plant closes, it employees are not ma k ing a marginal trade
off and their willingness to go al ong depends on how t:ie 
costs of change are shared . 

*Thanks to mY coMmentators, Glenn Johnson , Warren 
Samuels, and John F . A. TaYlor . 

(Workshop on Et hics and Values , University of Fl orida, March l, 1985) 
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The above discussion is illustrative of some of t h e 
ways in which analysis of values proceeds. Some testable 
propositions can be formulated about how values are learned 
and evolve <knowledge about values>. At the same time this 
information can be used in persuasion and preference 
formation itself . 

2 . Truth is Social 

~y experience suggests that truth is a social 
pher11:1menor1. As Glenr1 Johnsor1 puts it, "Scier1ce itself, is a 
social pnenomena and h ence scientif ic trutn is a function of 
the state of scier1ce as a socia l activity . " What we mear1 by 
some tnin g bei ng objective is that everyone gets t h e same 
answer--or nearl y everyone and most of the time . When we 
accept a relationship as being true after stat istical 
ar1a iysi s, it always is relative to so:•me lev e l o:•f 
significance. Th at t hres hold is a value judgment and social 
construct <Ruoner, 1953) . The explanatory significance of an 
independent variable in explaining a decen~ent var iable is 
often affectec by what ot h er indepe nc e nt variacles are 
included i n tne analys is. When models are sensitive to 
variable speci fication there are judgmen ts to be mace which 
are conventi ons and are matters deter~i ned b y the preva ili n g 
prior k now ledge and theories of t h e leaters in the field . 
These matters are settled (to the ex t ent t~ at t h e y are 
settled) by social persuasion <see Leamer i 1983) . Tn is is 
not to s ay t hat after furt her excerien ce most obser ver s will 
n ot change their minds . The point is Jus t tnat social 
observation is all we have to work wit h . As Paul Feyerabend 
<1978) puts it, " scier1ce kr1c•ws no 'bare' facts at a l l but 
that the 'facts' that enter our knowledge are already viewed 
in a certain wa y and are, therefore, essentially 
ideati o:o na l". Other implicatic•r1s arid aopl 1cat ior1s of the 
idea that truth is social will be ciscussed below in the 
section on the relation of experts to the publi c . 

3 . Expert s and Trade-offs 

Some economists nominally deny a ny c o mpeten ce to rate 
values, yet t n ey support particu l ar po l icies under the guise 
of incr eas ed efficiency, welfare, producti v it y , and freedom . 
These val ues are formulated in such a ' way as to command 
uni versal adherence . Who after all wa n ts to be i neffici ent , 
wastefu l and unproductive? Th i s formulation allows a stance 
toward the public and its pol i ti c a l representat i ves whi ch 
is policy p~script1ve and which i f rejected bears the label 
"irrat ic•nal" c•r J ust plain stupid . In this fc1rrnulatic•r1, it 
is necesssary t o split resource allocation to maximize 
pro ouction from the admittedly value laden questions of 
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income distribution (who has ownership of resources with 
which to e nter into market or political transactions>. The 
usual approach pretends to be value neutral , when in fact it 
i s value presumptive. For a critique of this position see 
Joan Robinson (1962). This formulation pretends harmony 
when in fact people are in conflict, and in doing so it 
supports the status quo distribution of power. Supporters 
of this approacn claim to be objecti v e positivists but are 
really only deceptive. I think that students shoul d be 
taught to be aware of these deceptions . 

I do not k now how othe r discip line s present their 
expertise. It would be interesting to me to c o mpare notes . 
I am aware, for example that s o me soil sc ient ist s utilize 
soil capability classifications. Certain types of soils and 
topography are appropriate for certai n uses . What does that 
ter m appro oriate mean? Is tne farmer who makes a use at 
odds with t h e soil capabili ty c lass irration al? He may be 
per fectly aware of the long term soil e ros ion , but needs t o 
trade i t off to perso nally surv ive. Both the soil s cientist 
and the farmer may agree on tne c~aracter of t he orod uct i on 
function a nd that erosion is bac. T~e farmer ma~es an 
ex ~ l icit value judgment as to what is t~e right action 
involving the tradeoffs, while the s cientist's 
recommencation fol lowi ng th e soil capaoi lity classif icat ion 
may involve tradeoffs of whi c h he is unaware or which are 
h idder1 . 

Various professions have wide ly adhere d to ~erformance 
stanoards. One hears park a nd recreation specialists speak 
of t h e desirability of so many a cres of parkland per caoita . 
Outside of agriculture, we are aware of s~c~ me~ical 
standards as so many hospital beds oer caoita . In 
education, teachers recommend a certain teacher-student 
ratio . These standards are presented not Just as something 
that the speaker likes, but as com i n~ somehow from t h e 
deptns of one's professional learning. Most professionals 
would probably be offended if their recommendations were 
regarded as only eq ual to that of any person in the street. 

Engineers use a number of conventions in construction 
desigr1s, such as flood cor1trol dams. Ex'tra stren~h\!:, to 
reduce the probabili ty of failure or of not containing the 
"Moses Flood" cc•sts r11c1ney. If ar1yone OOJects , the desigr1 
fc•r t l,e "star1dard prc•Ject floc1d" i s JUstifieo as beir1g W•:•rth 
it to save lives . Yes , lives may be s aved at the given 
locati o n, but a super dam at one s ite plus limi~ed budgets 
means that no dam and lives sav e d at t he site t~at didn't 
ge t bui lt. Design standards t reated as technical matters 
often hid e value judgments. 

Th ere i s a raging debate now among bio-technologists 
and some memoers o f the public over wnen a new mi cro 
organism is safe to release to the environment . Many 
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sci e ntists dismiss their critics as being ill-informed . Do 
any of them s imply admit to differences in values in the 
same way that they might admit to the r e asonableness of how 
each person decide s to spend their income for consumer 
goods? I try to teach students not to be embarrassed by 
such an admission. 

Another heated debate in progress is over animal 
rights. Again scientists find it hard to understand why 
everyone is not wi lling to ma ke the same trade-off between 
scientific discovery and the pain that some feel when they 
perceive animals to be in pain . 

In all of these cases there are trade-offs being made 
between competing ends. The scientists may rnetorically as k 
who is better able to make a choice than the person who is 
best informed. But, this is a contradiction in t h e 
implications of trade-offs . Most specialists are by 
definition e xpert in one sioe of the thing being traded off . 
There are no specialists in general trade-offs. There are 
JUst oec•ole trying t•:• dco their best . This is riot to say 
tnat there are not some members of some professions which 
are very useful because of tneir i nterac~i ve modes of 
operation. For example, architects, farm managers, and 
extension wor kers ask a lot of cuestions of their clients 
and put them in touch with a wide range of knowledge . 

There is an alternati ve to the deceotive invocation of 
the cloak of scientism. This is a person who recognizes 
conflict and makes a persona l mora l choice, and makes no 
extra claim for it that c ou ld not be claimed by any one 
proposing an alternative value also based on ex~erien~e and 
reason. 

Be fore closing this section, note s hould be taken of 
the demand for scientific authority to whi ch many are 
willing s uppli e rs. When the course of events interrupts our 
habits at a rapid rate we become unsure of ourselves. When 
we feel at sea we are in the market for relief from the 
agc•ny of choice. Erich Frc•mm ( 1 '341) cal ls it the "Escape 
Frc•rn Freedom" . 

4 . Professional Etnics 

How do I treat ethical issues i n the classroom? I 
would ma ke some of the above points at various places in an 
undergraduate c•:•urse i r1 11 Cc•r11r11ur1 it y Ecor1or11ics 11 which trains 
people to be public policy analysts for state and local 
governments. I do not devote any time asking students to 
compare their value Judgments <with the e xception noted 
below). I am not against it philosoohically but I have 
other things to do. 
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I do spend one class period discussing a set of cases 
that I provide students which ask what they would do as 
analysts working for government in specified situations. 
For example, suppose that information which you have Just 
developed is exoected to affect the outcome of something in 
a way contrary to your own values. Would you sit on the 
information until the issue is decided. Or suppose that you 
are working for a politician whose values you generally 
agree with. You discover that the politician has committed 
a small illegality and if it is made public it may hurt the 
politician's chances for re-election. We JUSt k ick these 
dilemmas around and compare notes on what we woul d do and 
the conseouences we would expect. After the students have 
had tneir say, I tell them what I would d •:i in each of the 
situations, out claim no special authority for my position. 

I ack.r1owledge that "speal"'.ing truth to:• power" can create 
risKs to •:ine's JO:•!:l CWildavsk.y, 1979). I Judge t:-iat it is 
important for stucents to begin thinking about such issues 
before t h e y are on the Job and are faced wi~h real choices. 

5 . Pragmat i sm 

The simple tex t book. definition of pragmatism 
emphasizes means-ends interdependence and that truth is 
determined by i ts consequences. This means tnat problems 
are not oefined in terms of gaps between what is desired and 
wha t exists ( Bogho:• l t). Rat :.er, habits O:•f behav i o:•r are 
interrupted by events. At tnat time one formulates ends in 
view wnich do not remain fixed and antecedent but are 
examined in the same light as the means. Rs the means are 
explored, the eno in view may change. New modes o f behavior 
are tried and the person finds them wor kable or continues 
inquiry. Workability is decided in t~e mind of the 
individual in the problem situation and not in the mind of 
the exterr1al scier1t ist <see, Kuhr1, 1962). 

Workability is not determined by the expert who 
compares what is to some ideal, but i s experienced by the 
participants. The scientist may adopt a pragmat ic approach 
for him/herself, but this is non-aut horitative for others. 

What then is the role of informa~ion in helping people 
involved in value conflicts where ca r t of tne interruotion 
of habitual cehavior is clash with others? The role of 
democratic discussion can't be overemohasized . John Dewey 
i~ his book, The Public and Its Problems, spends the last 
chapter which is er1titled "The Problem C•f Methcod" talkir1g cof 
democracy and how the sense of community is created . This 
is the rea l stuff of what it means to say that truth, 
whether in so-called facts or values is social and 
experier1t ial. 
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Consider the f ollowi n g pai r ed attituces and behaviors 
which may be involved in value studies : 

Collectivist Individuali st 
Man-made law 
Historical and 

evolutionary 
E x perimental 
Democratic 

Natural law 
Subject matter isolated f rom 

its connections 
Absolutist 
Elitis~, aut hor i tative 

My def i nition of pragmatism involves t he interaction of 
the terms on the left , in contrast to those in the right 
column.The pragmatist s ees mankind as functioni ng as part of 
culture (affecting and being affected by socia l 
interac~i on ) . Th e re i s no presumotion t h at laws nominal ly 
deouced from nature are good wh ile man's attempts to 
interfere are not only stucid , ~ut doomed . There is a 
strong attenti o n to history . At the moment , I am afraid 
that many economists give little at tention t o history whic~ 
lea Thorste in Veblen to wr ite the articl e, ''Why Economi cs 
Is Not An Evolut iona ry Science . '' This also e xola i ns why one 
of the heterodox professional groups in economics is callee 
the Associ a t i on of Evolutionary Economics . 

A ke y element of pragmatism is its interest in 
ex~erimentat ion . Remember, t h e ~est of wor ~ability is 
action . Many mainstream Journals h ave precious little data 
in them and e ven less where tne author was involved in an 
experimen~ . The few wo rking pragmatists are called 
e xtens ion personnel and they have a hard ti me getting their 
stuff in the Journals. Pragmatists are wi lling to admit 
they do no t have tne answer and encoura~2 t h eir clientele 
and students to try different ~hin~s and learn from the 
e xper ien ce. The e ssence is tne democr atic orocess an~ 
persuasion among equa ls. 

Th e rol e of an experimental, oarticipatory l earning 
process defies quic k s ummary, but we must come back again to 
the propos ition that val ues are o oJective and amenable t o 
the methods of science in the same wa y as facts . Does t his 
mean that value s are pre- e x isting and waiting to be 
discovered in the same wa y as a star or an atomic partic le? 
No , values are to be createc , no~ discovered . Science is 
applicable to values and facts in the sense that the process 
involves experience, reason , ou~lic1ty, discuss ion, trial 
and experiment <rather than trial by c0mbat> , learning and 
ac~ion. Value s are not sometning for the detached sci e nt ist 
to discover and bring to sinners for the ir redemption , but 
something wnich t he scientis~ can nelp peoole create and 
ex perience for themselves . There is sometning fundamentally 
different about the scientist who says to conflicting 
parties : 

1 . Here, d o this on pain of bei ng labeled irrational . 
or 2 . Hey , try this on for size. 
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6 . Concl 1.1sion 

In conc l usion, I would consider myself as an aspiring 
pragmatist as a result of the character of my Job. Let me 
e xplain . I was or1ce engaged tc• make a study c•f the 
Jurisdic~ion and organization of the Federal water resources 
agencies. There is a continual c ycle of prooosals for 
consolidation or subdivision. The sponsor of the study 
wanted me t•:i make a sing l e recc•mmer1datic•n . I refused. 
Philosophically, I cou ld not pretend that there were no 
conflicting interests and make an argument for a general 
we lfare maximizing relationship between the agencies . I 
would h ave to presume whose in~erests count to maKe such a 
rec•:>mmendatio::in . Ir1stead, I tried tc• tal k ti::i the interested 
par~ies to ae~errnine who they were and their ends in view . 
Then from observation of institutional performance, I 
suggested what ty~e c•f C•rgariizat ic1Y1 wo::oL1ld serve each of the 
various ir1terest grc•ups . Er1d of report <Scnmid, 1'371> . 

Th is is considerably short of pragmatism . I stooped 
there not because of phi l osophic judgement, but from lack of 
opoor~unity . If I had been invited (Jaic) to a meeting of 
the conflicting parties anc as ~ed for a sugges~1on to 
resco lve thei r stalemate, I wi::11.1l d try. I w•:•uld pr•:•baJ:.y have 
needed more information anc it would have taken longer . 
But, I am willing t•:• play the r•:•ie of mediatc•r . I use tnis 
term to por~ray the pragmatic scient i st because when a labor 
med1a~or for examole is calied in, ~he mediator does not say 
"do this c•n pain c• f oeirrg labeled irratior1al", but rather, 
"try tn1s fc•r size" . If the science is good, the parties 
will find the compromise worKable more times tnan not. 

In conclusion, this is a ratner oersonal stat ement of 
how one social scientist and teacher acts . I hope by 
exposing it to th e analysis of others, that it can be 
i mproved . 
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