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AGRICULTURAL ECONOMISTS AND PUBLIC" FOLLLY

By Laurenngth

In annual conclaves of scholarly'associationé, it is
standing operating procedure for the members to -ask themselves

about their role in the workaday society. Being devoted to

"teaching the young and searching for'new'knowledge, living in

Semi-cloiSteréd retreafs, professoré and researchers require
mutual reassurance that they are‘doing things‘tﬁat are worthwhilejf
in the real world.

Self‘eXaminatiQn iS»healthy..I feel that I am fdlioQﬁhgv
an hQnored~tradition in tHis associlation by undertaking a' 
discussion bf_the'topie.>BUt at the outset I must say that
agricultUrél'economists have:lessntrbgbie with thé deprecating
QUestion, What good are we? than most people in the academic
dlSCJpllnes. They have had another hangup, as I éﬁail explain.

Agrlculbural economics in the United States has been

almost wholly a pursuit of the Land Grant agricultural colleges

and the U.S. Debartment'of Agriculture. It grew naturally out of »
the soil and climate of this public educational federation, where
practitality was the watchword. Ag-economics came out of dirt

farming, as %hey say on the political campaign circuit, crops

-and soils technology, animal hdsbandfy;ifarm management and

later marketing of farm products. I mean literally. Many‘of the

early agricultural economists started,their careers as teachers

of animal husbandry or farm management. They-did not first study

economics and then turn to specialize in the economics of

agriculture. By and'large,.it was the othervway aroﬁhd.“



- The nature of the.origlrs’of the agricultural economics
profession led to.a feeling of inferiority among its early
practltloners. I often sensed when I was taklng graduate wotk
in economlcs and doing extension Johs in farm outlook ‘and pUbllC
pollcy questlons that ag economists. at Iowa State and in USDA |

touchy - .
were snamﬁ?%wg about their lack of groundlng in. formal economlcs .

studles.’Some_of them flaunted thelr,practlcal knowledge of

farming or ofgagricultural markets .and made light.of‘the theories

in the textbooks. Others tried to prove themselves legitimate and

worthy members of the profession of Adam>Smith,'David'RiCardo'and

Alfred Marshall.
ﬂThe‘circumstances under which agricUltural'economics began
to develop as a separate field of study gave the profession an

advantage in the practical world of politics and ‘business. Unlike

the workers in most social sciences, including generallbusiness

economics, the agricultural economlsts really knew their 1ndustry;'

Moreover, their innocence of theoretlcal economlcs enabled them

to apprec1ate the 'power relatlonshlps of. the market and to see'

h.the w1de gap between the textbook prlncnples and the way the

”economy actually functioned.

II
' Agricultural economists have had more influence on the

formulation and the carlywng out. of public pollc1es 4:or thelr

1ndustry, I should venture, than the economlsts spec1allzlng 1n

any other single'industry,
In the‘1920s, when agriculture was suffering fﬁom the
plunqe of prices after wOrld War I, 'agricultural economiSts

provided the intellectual leadershlp in de51gn1ng plans for

.government actlon and for structural r_fo:ms of the-marketlng



syStem. W.IJ; Spillman, Henry e..Taylor, MoL. Ullson, Henry A.
Wallace, E.G. Nourse and John D..Black are names that sprlnr |
quickly to mind. These were the ldea,men behind the expoct_'_
debenture plan; the domestic allotment plan; the McNary Haugen
blll? the farm cooperatlve movement and other proposals for
‘helplng farmers contend with over-productlon and low prices.-
’The.prevailing diagnosisvof the eause of the farﬁ'problem
- at this time was loss of the roreldn market. Farmers ‘had expanded
'productlon to sell abroad in the golden -years of. the carly 19005,
rso the reasonlno went, and then- lncreased output stlll more to
‘.meet the needs of wartime. The setbacks to- forelgn sales in the
Twenties resulted in commodity surpluses. Farm relief plans
generally focused on aspects of the foreign trade 51tuatlon.'
Ag economists called for lower\tarlffs on manufactured_goods to
stimulate_inports and furnish dollarspto foreigntcustomers of
ourufarm produets..They urged export‘subsidies for'farmrproducts;
two-price plans such as the Mciary Haugen'bill and.the'exppc#t“
h_debenture scheme;- , o
h,‘ lhese early agllcultural economlsts were unabashed L,
political economlsts and part1sano.ror farmers. They 03?233225('
ég? the Amerlcan development theme as espoused by the Foundlng
Fathers and reflected in the Morrill Act, the Homestead Act |
and.throughout our public policy. In hls'”Agricultural-Reform
in the United States," published in 1929, John D. Black defined
the objectives of national agricultural policy as: o

first to hasten the 1mprovement of the rural.
scale of living; SeCOhd, to ‘check the present
rate.of migration,tobthe,c1t1es; and third, to
maintain a somewhat larﬁer_pOpulation on the

land than would otherwise be the case."



Black was the pr1nc1an designer of what was then called

the domeotlc allotment plan, a plan for retlrlng temporarily -

part of - the land used for major crops.glhe aim was to reduce‘

output and ralse prlces of farm ploducts. When prlceo sagged

'idrastlcally in 1930 '31 and 132,-thlsiplan became w1de1y
_acCepted’among'farm groups. In his one speech on agricultural

,pollcy in the 1932 pre51dent1al campalgn, Franklln D. RooseVelt ;

gave a fuzzy endorsement to the idea, and after the electlon the
New Deal Congress approved the first Agricultural Adjustment Act.

That‘hae been_thejfundamental syetem of'supply.management everg"

'Since -- and, though it is in abeyance at'the'moment and thoughi-

»the pOlltlcal language has evolved to "set aside" 1nstead of -

X,

annual allotments, the essentlals of the system-are}the;same‘as

43 years ago..

Note that John D. Black was advocating methods of supportlng ,
farm income which he thought would keep people on the farm, and -

.-whlch he con51dered a de51rable natlonal objectlve. ‘Two of hlS

three objectlves for farm pollcy had to do with malntalnlng a

llarger farm populatlon than would prevall w1thout a federal

action programe.

As it turned out, the domestic allotment plan had the
opposite effect. Itghelped farmers who were in a strong financial

position to acguire'more‘land; price_supportsfenabled the big

~farmer to gain substantially in‘competition.with~the'small

operatof. Ironically, the allotment anddprice programs were

criticized_at_first, by many.agricuttural'economists as well

© as conservative'politicians,and‘buSiness men, for protecting the

-~ out-dated, inefficient;*SmallIfarmeriand blocking modernization

of the industry. Some naive urban critics of "farm subsidiesn’



~such as the Wall Street Journal, have continued even in recent

times to charge that the farm‘programs inhibit efficient; large-li

scale farming.

It;is'true that, on its face, the leglslatlon promlses
certain advantages to‘small farms, and all' farm laws rellglously

proclalm thelr purpose of upholdlng the family. farm. But the

. real effects,were quite different, as became_obv;ous to those

‘who looked at the facts after World War II instead of basing

their opinions on legislative preambles~and‘theory.

III

'a heresy WJthln

There then arose ks among the.

-of the Land Grant system,

:profe551onal agricultural fraternlty/\lncludlng some farm

The heretics
economlsts& w#a@h repudlated the ancient Jeffersonlan doctrlne

Even into the 1930s, as I have noted,_farm.policyrreformers

'sought to preserve independent, small-“cale farming and rural”

communltles; They dld not seek a change in structure of aquculture

but mechanisms to 1mprove 1ts functioning. The phllosophylor

the MorrilllACt, the Iomestead Act and the Country Life Commission
. colleges. |

of Theodore Roosevelt dominated the Land Grant z@xﬁemﬁ The purpose

of resoarch and education was to raise the farm familly to an

urban 1iviqg standard -- not drive peOple off the farm but keep

them there. Extolling the virtues of rural life was part of the

"ritual of'Extension‘work.

But now - the new technology was seen to be. depopulatlng

the farms as it reduced labor requ1rements. Maklng a v1rtue out

‘>of,necessity; agrlculturallsts_began to laud modernlzaulon-and,

consolidation of farms and the "release" of farm workers for

wmRE A rm Al
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- markets reign.

The family farm ideOlohists,came in for'condescendingvv
stles if not contempt. It was time to- recognlze farmlng as’ a -

bu51ness and not a way of life. Agrlculturawwconomlsts began to b

’talk about farm populatlon adjustment,as a "final" solutlon of

‘the farm surplus problem. It was not a problem of over-production

butiof'tOO many'people sharing the national farm income. Instead l

.of trylnq to restraln farm output so as to increase farm 1ncome,_v‘
‘ what was needed was. contlnued reductlon of farm populatlon ‘to

’1ncrease the 1nd1v1dua1 shares.

At the same tlme, after. world Nar II as George Brandow

has 1u01dly explalned in his reVlew of the llterature on

,‘commerc1al agrlcultural policy soon to be pobllshed by this;
‘association, thé ag economists'turned to'the:demand sidelas an
Arexplanation_of the farm problem. The lessonvof World“War-lI
.had beenhthat‘when,the economy was in boom, withifull:employment,g

lprices of”farm’products were high ‘farmers were prosperous. MoSt

1mportantly, young peOple leaving farmlng areas could get JObS

'1n the c1L1es. The farm problem was not really a farm problem

but a problem of general economic stablllzatlon on a r;51ng~

trend of growth.v

in harmony
“This analy515 was happily @eﬁﬁﬂﬁﬁgﬂx w1th the "permanent
furnished
ad]ustment" theme. It also wfg timely gustlflcatlon of the

“conventional Land Grant doctrlne that full—speed—ahead,1nfusion

- of new-teChholOgy was all to the benefit of farmers and the

rest of us. The same rationale was comforting to those who

~‘wanted‘to "get the government out of agriculture" and let free

The technologlcal faith:had come 1nto questlon by a few -
dissident '

.farm radlcals and a few h@x&ﬁ%& ag gconomists. who made ‘the

Thamimal ~Aanne~rtion hetween excess QUODIV and new methods that



‘analysis.

increased productton.\d , v ‘ o Y

SRR S

(/go 1t was nice for the Lruo be Lievers in Science to hear"Oizzﬁ_

. rebut this Ly arguing
respected economlstszagg?e tha» the farm problem was caused by

weak demand for farm‘proddcts:.The free marketeers~were'not
dlsturbed by government financing and 1nvestment in new farm

private busnnessawaonly _
KR35 B R "art1f1c1al"

technology as an intervention. ln
meddling in what.they regarded as»"natural" markets;
Unfortunately for the "final solution™ proponents, it
soon. became apparent that full employment and contlnued rapid ”
‘reduction of.the farm populatlon were not enouqh to keep farm
'1ncome hlgh The over- production tendency seemed not: just a
matter of weak forelgn and domestic demand' 1t seemed to be.
chronlc, if 1rregular. Even with high employment prlces of
farm products and the net 1ncomes of farmers often were, below
satlsfactory levels.g ' :IV | v. |
,Agricultural economlsts‘attributed the farm problem first
to loss of.foreign’markets, then to slack'domestic demand.vThey
were slowvto appreciate the conseguences of the technological

revolutlon in farmlng. The appllcatlon of sc1ence to agrlculture

was regarded as a "'given" in the farm economlcs equatlon - bevond
- economic scudy, The~Land-Grant College—USDA'system, in all 1ts

parts and roles; was based on the idea that technological -

efficienCy_is an_ultimate'good: there could not be too much or
too fast a drive for getting more output per man, per acre or.
per unit of capital.!Alone among the'agricultural_establishment

scholars, a few economists braved the theologians of technology

‘to ask whether the push for technical advance might be too

impetuous. They asked whether the over—capacity of»agriculture

‘_could be the result of lettlng technology get ahead of social

et

adjustment They suggested that tkm prlorlty in publlc expendlture
' oY

for rural communltles mﬁéﬁf 1tse1f be subjected to sc1emt1f1c

Rt s



to. challenoe the tlme honored ag eyperlment station sales aroumeoc
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~Considering that theselquestioners of the dogma were

themselves emploYes of the Land Grant system,,they deserve

'pralse for courage. eatly‘all criticism of‘the public

agrlcultural research pOllCJeS has come from within -- not from
agricultural economlsts in prlvate-educatlonal, research,and
business institutions, where you might expect it to originate.

Instead, the_outsidersvmostly_have beaten the drums fof'all-out _

production research, that is, the deVelopment:and application of.

new technology for_agficulture. Thét includes the’major fa:ﬁ'f'

" organizations.

Agricultural economists inside the system were first to
point out that farmers taken as a group did not benefit from‘the

introduction of new methods; only the first users.did cThey dareddwp

g

to 1eglslatures that an increase 1n corn yields 1ncreased farmersf

faggregate income. Public spending for'agrlcultural 1mprovements.

benefited the American consumer and the foreign buyer,. not the_

farmer. Ag economlsts showed that the bypassed farm operators,

,hlred workeLs and small towns in rural areas beneflted least of

all or not at all from new farmlng Lechnolooy.
The discernible effects of these studies on public policy
are small so far:but I am confident will ultimately be,substantial.'

Agricultural economists:have broUghﬁ to bear on the -

intellectual‘front the nonfarm or nonagrarian concerns which are

bbecoming~apparent on the political front. The farmer in aii the

last 200 years has felt that interests outside farming -~ the

middlemen, the bankers:MEhe railfog éi the manufacturers,——’were

mak ing the'mainvdecisions'about his business. He has had to take

the other fellow's‘price,eboth as buyer and as selier,n



b(overnment v
Actually, in this center/farm pollc1eo have been‘
L
largely left to the farmer and hlS organlzatlono,-lncludlng
~institutions

- to get
the Land. Grant m&mﬁnv& farm lobbylsts have been able

most of What'they'wanted. The decline of farmers in‘number“and:‘

-proportion of,the voting population‘did not'weaken'their power

in government,ldespitefreapportionment. Yet the farmer!s‘instinct,f

about being at the mercy of outside interests is not lar Off the -
Government

mark . %7§3p011c1es have been beneficial to the ellte of commerc1al

'agrlculture and to Lhe business interests selllng to and buylng

the majority of people

- from them -- but often not benefltlal to;m@gg'lnbfarmlng. .

"The>political atmosphere on food and agriculture:has.
changed in the 1970s. The rlse in food costo to consumers and
tmﬁiééé%%%iﬁ?ilrgi communlty structure —— the trend to 1ndustr1al.
agrlculture, the mlgratﬁon of’ dlsplaced rural people to c1tles f-'d
have attracted a wider constltuency;for,farm DOl}CY-
Agrlcultural economists as partlsans and polltlcal

act1v1sts contrlbuted heav1ly to the natlon s farm pollc1esgl“
of the first half of the TwentJeth Centuryl/As "pure" economlsts,_
more segregated from the polltlcal scene today, their 1nf1uence.“
“has diminished. Agrlcultural economics undoubtedly has become
- more sc1ent1f1c,'more scholarly, more knowledgeable about the
farmlng business. The more you know, the more detached from
pOlJthS, the less llkely you are to attract attention and
bstlr‘oplnlon. The more spec1allzed you become, the leSS’effectlve
you are ‘in the polltlcal economy. It is 1nev1table that as our
.studles have become moreAlnten5lve, more detalled with greater_'

use of mathematlcal technlques, they become narrower. The impact

on publlc affalrs is remote and long delayed and 1nd1rect
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‘ , - =10
I do not say this is ¢ 'bad thing; I don't belittle '

‘the mathematical tools merely because I don't understand them.

I must admit, however, that the remark of Joan‘Robinson, who '

refuses to use equations, gave me some-satisfaction. She sald

2/

"I don't know math, so I am obliged to think."= If I were to

'cr1t1c12o the budget of research in agrleultural economlcs,"

I should be more inclined to adopt another criticism of
Ameridan'economists made by Joan Robinson. She:said they are .
flounderlng because they still have an 1deologlcal bias touard

the free market, which she eavs 10 a Lheoretlcal concept that ad

does not exist.’

Sciertific, mathematical studies about'the‘economicydetails.'

of agriculture no doubt help us understand the industry; But to
the éxteént that they rest on assumptions abodt "pure" economic .
science, thev are illusionary and not helpful.in the formatidn'of

publ]c policy. /‘/é read

S recently an: 1ntorest1ng paper by Paul HcCracken, now a professor.

at the‘Unlver51ty,of Michigan and a longtlme member of the
President's Council of EBEconomic Advisers, called_”Refleotions"

o . s s 3/ : e e L
on Economic Advising.'"=" McCracken believes an economic adviser

'-ought to try to keep his'own valuee and political judgmente

separateifrom his advice on economics. I guess everyone:Would
agree with_that: But it implies that there is such a‘thing'as
economie science which can he divorced from politics. That I
doubt. |

McCratken‘tells about an'incident when he and other

advisers were asked‘to report in 1961 about the domestic economy

and the balance of payments. One of their recommendations was

that the gold reserve requlrement be reduced or removed whlle

the issue was qulescent, rather than waatino until the FedeLal

o

Reserve's gold holdings were'onithe verge of. becomlng def1c1ent.

r—-



economics 1s more than demand and supply curves .=

xnf2x
-11

|
Kennedy said he understood theleconomic logic and the ecornomic
cost of delaylnq a dec151on, but he would have to pass. He sald

such 1eglslatlon would have to come ‘before Senator Harry Byrd

and he de not want Lo start his admlnlstratlon by ralslng the-’

gold 1ssue ‘with the senator..

McCracken said he and the other adv1sers performed

.correctly.asradv1sers, but the Pre51dent 1ook1ng at the largerh :

their advice.

-domain for whlch he was respons1ble, chose not Lo take 7%x
‘McCracken said he understood that the "pure" economlcs,had4‘34

:been adulterated inhKennedy's deCiSion and‘he had nO'reason to

think the President’was wrong .
. ~N
I agree on this kJnd of separatlon of economlcs and
party politics. But in the larger meaning of polltlcal economy,'
and his associates §
McCrackenAtook 1nto account more than pure economlcs in thelr
assessment of the gold reserve questlon. They had-. to conslder
the power factors in banklng and government among others.-

In deallng ‘with agrlcultural pollcy, as w1thvmoney or~'n

.vother economlc pollcy, it is 1mp0551b1e to separate the ecoromlcs

bas a pure sc1enco. Economics 1tse1f is more compllcated than any

phy51cal.sc1ence. It deals with pesky human»behav1or.»It,embraceshr
power of large organiZations more and more..We_deceiye ourselves'
and our cliehtele.when we claim to.be'only "humbledtechnicianSn
bringing to bear an antiseotic economic'analySis on a-public
policy guestionc§/ |

On the whoie, agricultural economists have‘been broad
enough to see beyond economlcs in public pollcy and to see thatv

s/

I could read -

'a long list of current members,oglthls assoc1atlon who have made

1argebcontributions to the agricultural policies of thisucountry;
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: 1 :
But I'm a coward. I'm afrald I'd leave out a deserv1ng stalwart

or two and offend Lhem, while offendlnq others by including -

certain names. So I won't give you my llSt. Anyway, you all know

tho people who have served as economic - pollcy adv1sers in the
executive departments, directors of pollcy studles for‘Congress,
members:and di:ectors of pfeSidential commissions and the authdrs f
of ihfluential.books'and articles. It'shbuld'be.easy,'at.leasﬁ inﬁl
this.crowd, to support with ddcumentation my ciaim>that acriculﬁurai'
,economlsts,have been more influential in economlc pollc1es for o |

thelr industry than other spec1allzed economlsts have been‘for

Fhelrs.

\

1967 | N | o
In his, presidential address to this association, &= -

- e T C;E. Bishop,vwho was.thenvdirector of the
., Natlonal Adv1sory Commission on Rural. PoverLy, said ”Those,of
sus who work in Lhe rural soc1al sc1ences have not percelved ghe
‘significance of ?he growing urbanlzatlonuof rural‘Amer;ca.”EE;:
said_farm ecOnémists had besn preocdupiéd with the broblém5 §fA
tﬁevfarm firm and had éiven little or no attention to economic
pfoblems mUcﬁ more impoftant to the majority of the rufal
v'pbpulaﬁioh.v | | o |
Bishop asked that economists study tﬁe;effécts of farm
iprograms on_income distribution'in agfiCulture and-thc:effects E
bf teéhnology on the'sfructure of ruralycohmunities. He said that
"in order to incfease our usefulness in coprng with prdbiems éf>

- economic structure and public policy, we must break the bonds

L LR TR L IR
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of pure competition and extend our analysis‘to problems that’

'.transcend-market~phenomena."

Mlne years later I thlnk oneg can say that the agrlcultural
economlsts have been shlftJng in the direction Blshop adv1sed.

With consumer organlzatlons becomlng more vocal 'w1th env1ronmental

‘concerns becomlng lmperatlve and forelgn pOllcy once: agaln rlslng

the

to the forefront of agrlcultural policy, ﬁ&%ﬁ trend toward ‘a
’broader approach to publlc pollcy w111 contlnue.'The public- has '7
awakened to the connectJons between farm. pollcy and forelgn

pollcy, food prices, protectznd the env1ronment and the rural uruan_

Structure of society.'The publlc says, ‘in effect, that farm pollcy

is too 1mportant to be left to the farmers, 51nce that means 1n‘

‘-practlce the blg farmers and agri- onlﬂOSS-_

‘The public isino longer willing to accept without question,
the assertions of the agricultural'establishment that the U.S.
haS‘the purestfvand most nutritious food supply in the world.

Nor 'is. 1t ready to leave 0011 and water management to the
in rural areas

~.establlshment. Even ‘the lssuesAof crime prevontlon, public welfare,

and

educatlon, the rlghts of mJnorltlesA collectlve bargalnlng of -

farm workers will not be left to_rural areas.
As Ed Bishop said,-the'rural‘society is becoming‘urbaniZed; its
isolation is ending. The farmer and his community have been broughtd

into the mainstream of the nation.

~Don Paarlberg said last.September,”The lggest lssue: of

agricultural policy is ... who is going to control the agenda o e

‘_The old agenda is concerned prlmarlly w1th commodltles and

spec1f1cally w1th 1nfluenc1ng supplles and prlces in the farmer s
interest ... ‘The new‘agenda d;ffers_radlcally o e .t Food prlces

® o0

and specifically.how to hold.them down ... ecobo@ical questiohs‘
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rural development prlmarlly a program of the 80 per cent of .
'the rural people who are nonfarmers ... civil rights ...

7/

collectlve oargalnlng. "o Paarlberg seid'the agBiculturai
establlshment should not Ju;%iiepeat the honored rhetorlc" butA7 
should recognlze thaL the new constituency would have Lo be o
served. o

iI agree with him. Moreover, I -think the:nonfarm»preseuresi'
Ontagficulturaleeolicy will be beneficial-to independent family'
farming and to.a healthler rural society. | .

Agrlculture S own 1nst1tutlons, developed fof an earller
time and for.a'diffe:eht'farming structure, are incapable va":
meeting the requirements for public_policy on.rural affairg
jtoday. The very success of the scientific advances in»farming
tended to freeze the institutions in plece. The'faet‘thet the'
benefits of Scientifie.advance'we:e not»being'shared equelly

within egricUIture_and between agriculture and the urban sector.

.Eended to be ignored by the Land'Grant system;

the commercial farm organizations and

v7agri~bUsiness,
The;e;seems to be a law of.nature that successfdl human -

, organizetions resist changevuntii they have lost effectivéress
and are feplaced.'James,Bonneh, our honored president, has
frequently alerted us to whet he has called ?The Decline of

'ﬁhe Agrieultﬁral Establishment." Ten years ago Bonnen SaidAin

“a speech that "tﬁe commercial agricultural power structqreuheS"
reached a state of‘extreme organizational fragmentation . .VQ

-and theseefragmented elements are themselves contributing.greatly

3

-4

exert .-

to a general erosion of the politicel'pbwer which togéther they



|

The politics of farmiﬁg in the '20s and.f3bs had to do-
with a fairly homogenebus farming community. That community.hes
been. spllttlng apart from the effect of the revolution 1n4H

"Lechnoloqy. The farmer's organlzatlona have been SpllLtlﬂg,thO,
into agrl -business flrms and into commodity gloups. The ag
colleges and the‘USDA have tended to become more_assoc1ated With":
large farming interests>and the suppliefs of farm“inputs.aed‘

‘vthe buyers of farm products. The close essbcietion.of USDA'withf
the pest1c1de 1nduotry and the 1nternatlonal grain companleS'

has been notorlouo. Regulatlon of peoL1c1deg has been taken away

~

from USDA, and the regulatlon of,graln inspection 1svbe;ng

‘reformed.

Agricultural economists have been the leaders'in calling
to public attention the neglect of - low—lncome farm families and
hired farm labor, the effects of government farm programs on the .
farming structure and the impact of technology on rural Amerlca..'
But the challenge laid down by Ed Bishop is stlll pertlnent if one
judges the profeSSJon by what appears in the Journal of Agrlcultural
-Economica. Public poljcy issues still receive secondary effort
‘e"p ciallv thoge which affect the general puhllc.' ‘
| For half a century the prlnc1pal public pellcy question o
concerning food and agrlculture was how to deal with productlon
over-capacity; in the nexkt.half century the centralipfoblem could
Cwell be'scarcity. High'foodicosts arid instability of prices will
be public policy tafgets. The ag economists'will find'themselves"
in a different position-with reSpect_tb“farm'policy formation
than in the pést. We need more work on food and nutrition policies,
foreign policy, national energy and environment pollc1es and the'
structure of aqucultuxe and rural communwtles. :

, Perhaps I could be accused of blas, but I am confldent
that the members of thls asgoczatjon w111 rise to. the needs of

‘the occasion as they have in the past.¢
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~"Lauren SOth is a journalist and|economic consultant.,
~ The author wishes to thani Jimmye s. Hiilnan,
Jame r Bonnen, ltarold F. BrOLmynr, Emery N. Castle;
John A. ochnittker and- Robert K. Buck for comments and

'squestions in the writing of this paper.

1/ Among the many good books recounting the impact. of farmers'
political movements on government policyAwhich tell of the
contribﬁtions_ef early agricultural economists are: "Agricultural
Discontent in the !iddle West, 1900-1939;”'Thecdore'Salutosband
- John D. Hicks;'UniverSity of Wiscorisin Press; ”Farm Policies:of'*
the United States, 1790-1950," Hurray R. Benedict, Twentieth
Century Fund; "The Age of Reform from Bryan to FeDeRoy" Rlchard
destadter, Alfred A. Knopf . ,
g/.Intetview by Soma Golden, lew York Times, Mar.v23,'1976:\_
3/ Published by‘International Institute of Economic Reseafch,
Los Angeles, Ca. Distributed by Green Hill Publishers,flnc.,:
Ottawa, Il. 61350 | . o
4/ Alan Randall, of the Unlver51ty of Icntucky, discuséed.
~"Information, Power and Académic Responsibility" perceptively
in the May, 1974, Journal of Agrlcultural Economics. "Conce1v1ng
the economy as a system of mutual coerc1on," he wroLe "1t becomes
impossible to avoid the moral dilemmas Wthh confront anybody
“~1nvolved in the publlc sector or 1n social decision maklng.
If an actlon taken in any publlc agency tends to increase the
power of some people while reducnng the power of others (1 e.,
to make some people better off and others worse off) its _
distributional consequences cannot be aLtrlbuted to some 1neV1tabl°
and inexorable economic law. Rather, these conséquencea are the
result of a decision?&hjch that“agencv should be conscious and
for which it must take responsibllity.' B
.é/ Randall (footnote 4) asked, "What, then,‘is the normative
significance of a supply curve, a demand curve, a price? Very
_little;'I sdggest, since all of these things are very largely
' dependent'on the structure of power within an economy, and the
structure of power can be changed by pdlitical action'as well as
by what we have come to tthk of as. economic changcs. Economlc

‘data such as prlces and supply and demand curves can be ‘used in’
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“assumed optimal."

6/ Journal of Farm Economics, December;'1967

7/ Speech at the Natlonal Public Pollcy Conference, Clymer,
N.Y., Sept. 11, 11975. '

8/ Speech at meeting of the Great Plalns Aqucultural‘
Council, Bozeman, Mont., July 28, 2966.

N



	506
	19-00105AAEA_0506

