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The theme of thisc seminar is that the skills of the scientist and the
sclenbitic method ran be applied usefully to both the process of choosing or
dlolgiing agricultural pelicy, and the administration of prozrams to carry it

out,

By scientiste and science we refer not only to the physical sciences
snelt s chemisury but to the social sciences as well., But perhaps we do not
acxn "selence” at ally we certainly avoid the imasge of profound gray haired
sehelars, cloisvered in their chambers or laboratories, wko talk only to each
vtiave -~ yresunably in Greek or Latin., We have almost the oppozile extreme
i wind -~ of a democcratic science, or & laymar's scientific method,

Or, Lo rephrase the theme of this seminar in the languaze vsed in an
salier luceture, we believe that we can assemble and study infermation learned
sowt Lhe past and make it useful to asricultural policy of the fulure., More-
aver, &lthouzh we warn against over-facile generalizatiouns, our basic technique
is Lo arrive abt general principles and then to apply them vher: they rid.

The principles can be as broad as the ecoromiss of opening un new lands
vio Suliirellon, or as narrow as adding premiums for guality to floor piicas

for corn (maize).

Geals Always Present, Having repeated our basic theme, we easily advancc

to the next idea, ramely, thai if we are going to apoly ravional, Jogical

Judgient to egriculituerel policy, we begin with raming our goals. We imolicitly

do so, IL is impussible to do otharvise. There is ro way to choose new Lo
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reach « certain destination or objective without first naming the destination.
The destination is a goal; or, rather, getting there is a goal.

This is so obvious as to be a truism. Yet, surprisingly, we sometimes

Cind persons who distrust or even oppose drawing up goals or plans for agri-
culture, 1In the United States the language of-agnosticiSm is that it is betFer
to be practical than theoretical. Those of us who try to be part-time
philesophers explain that we cannot be practical without having some theory
0O guw b usy and that theory i+ useless unless it can be put into prectice,
North

sal we soldom win our argrents, jAmericans can be stubborn in debates of
e Vingd

j}ﬂ&kﬁ{biﬁiﬁgyyiiyiljgﬁli. We conld readily spend our time discussing
Cieo b s af poals, Philoscphere and legicians have indeed written much on
thic sobicel, Wor instance, in a graduate course in agricultural policy that
ar ansociate and 1 teach at the University of Missouri, we call the atbention
O Lhe sbodents Lo the writiugs of percons such as Jun Tinbergen of Denmark.l
M Taberpon devises complicated lenguage such as "the fixation of a collective
eeeezenee indicstor," which bresumzbly means discovering, in a dcﬁocracy, what
otaCowanln, or din a no.-demosratic nation, what the heads of covernment
S ruting party desire.  Dr. Tinbergen then asks that we make a "deduction,

<o hde dndicator, of the targets of economic policy generally." The ey

sord s "targets". Henext writes about instrumeﬁts, and quantitative values
i Lrusents, and so on.

72 not disparage this foimal analysis, even though‘it is difficult to
understand,  In our discussions we will usc simpler language. I hope to
Alusbeale a few principles ond Prok; ]ﬁuu in ibe process of choosing goals
that I have obccrvad or encountered,

Five Dilemoas. My remorks will be organized according to five dilemmas

Ll e Tind vhen we seleet and deseribe goals for agriculture. These are:

'Ou ”ho » Theory of JFeonairic Policw
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Conflict of interest: temporal
Conflict of Inlerect: social Oor econamic grour
Uneivocted or unintended consequences: the second generation problem
Operabional constraints: informational deficiencies
ideological handicaps
5.- Hiersrchial nature of goals: the suboptimization problem

RN Y™

Omitted are long comments on the goal-choosing process. It is sometimes
sald that we should think first about what steps we are going to take in order
to s=lect our goals. For example, we could exéhange opinions about which agency
ol government should have primayvy responsibility for selecting national economic
goals, I areue that we ought to apply our own maxim, namely, that before we
clect a method of travel we ought to decide where:we want to go. Hence, before
thinking about the goal-selecting process we should discuss what we mean by
goals and what kinds of goals we want to arrive at,

Nevertheless, before examining the five dilemmas I wans to say one word
about the process of naming goals and methods of attaiﬁing them. It
seems as though the entire United States economy is becoming burecaucratic. Big
ccrpovations, big govermment, big labor unioné, big universities -- these now
dcminate our scene, All are bureaucracies, Any bureaucracy must rely hecavily
on its process for setting goals and then converting the goals into prozrams
of action. Consequently, manacement specialists have argued for years about
what the best process is. In the last few years the most popular -- or at least
inost popularized -- method has been tche one called "programming, plannirg and
budgeting." Essentially, as I understand it, it means that a manager or
rlanner does not first sélect one parficular method to achieve a goal and then
debate the good and bad features about that method. Instead, he thinks in
terms of alternatives. He considers several possible courses of action
simultaneously. The'entire'technique is one of comparing alternatives,

Mr, Carlson and othars will discuss this subject near the end of the

shorteourse,
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Temporal Conilict. Perhaps the most familiar conflict entering into goals

=
A
va

that or time. Tor what lengkh of time in the future do we make ocur plans?

One duy last year, after I talked about agricultural policy at a mecting
o fwam lecders in a Missouri county, the president of a local farm organization
spoRe with ne, He waé aman 6 or 7 years older than I. "Your statement was
very gool," ne said kindly. “"For my part, though, I have only 5 years remain-
ing, in larming and I am not very concerned. I doubt I will make many changes
myseif,”

oome vrograms for agriculture are of short duration. But most are rather
Jong. The Missouri's farmer's 5-year outlook simply closed the door to any
discussions about long-term agricultursl policy. I do not know whether he had
a o or 1 dauchier who will remain in farming. He probably docs not, I
hacten to add that the gentleman was unusual. In fact, no other farm leader
i Missouri has ever disclosed, in my presence, such a short-sighted viewpoint.
But the incident took place, and it illustrates my point.

In a sense, the time dimension in forming goalsis a generaticn-courlict
dirension., That is why I wondered if the farmer had a son or dauchter. One

_the
of the many happy qualities of parenthood -- and oﬁ/grandparonthood tou which
I have just advanced -- is that it forces any thoughtful individual to extend
his personal-interest horizon beyond his own lifetime. Most of us do think in
terms of a longer future than the ﬁissouri férmer's 5 years.

And yet, I do not want to give an optimistic imprcsgion thet we usually
express our goals for agriculture in terms of the longer future., Tn my
observation, all.too often we do not., If the eleventh commandment is to live
50 as to leave a better world for our descendants, it is violated almost as
often as the seventh about not cormitting adultery.

Perhaps because of their orisins in the political procenn, a groot many

proceans for agriculture are desirned Lo moot oenly chort term gonls,  FHither ot
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Is assumed that there is no conflict with longer term ones, or longer term

e

e feets are Adirrecarded., T could cite a hundred examples, A devastat

was the early U.S. policy for supvorting the price of cohton &t o nigh level.

ng one

The substantially higher price would add much to the income of {I,5. cotton
rrotaccers,  Some math;matical wizards even demonstrated that the price would
waxiinize faruers' incame, or almost do sc. In the short run, incomes were
indead inereased, In the long run, the policy sped the entry of synthetic
ribers.  About 5 years aco we switched to a low-price-support policy. Cotton
Ls now cheap, so that it can compete with artificial Tibers. We supnlement
farcers” incoies with direct pa&menﬁs freca the U.S, Treasury. =Rut the
correetion ¢ime too late. The damase had been done.

When 1 wac an economiat for agricultural programs I often tuought that the
fnosl uc2fl function an economist perfoi:s is to remind administretors of the
iong-torm consequences of their short-term decisions.

"he niost avesome application of the temporal conflict principle lies in
ﬂonservution of natural resources., If I possessed eloguenc: I would now
veploy it. OQur hemisphere was "discovered" by European adventurers less than
b occrturies ego.  (OLher= had knowm it and lived on it for a very long Line).
“he history cince has been a history of exploiting the natural recources of
ur two continents -- of mining the minerals and rumping out the oil. TIn our

ounlry we boast of our success which has 5i§en us g0 high 2 matarial standard
0T living. Bubt fin2lly we are begimning to admit the obvious fact thal the
vrocess can continue only a few generaticns. By the end of ihis censury we will
face an alarming'shortage of many resources,

The obvious message is to conserve and re-cycle. In fact, before long ve
are foing to have to Tind ways to re-eycle virtually all natural resources.

All except land. Thal most marvelous of all rescurces the Deity guve ua,

land, is self-re-cycling. That is, it re-cycles if we do nobt inLerfere.  And
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we can help it to do so. Conservation of resources riast be near the top of thne
pricrities for agriculture in any nation that loves its children and wants to
coave Thew o Jegacy of a productive agriculture.

Group-interest Conflict., Although the temporal conflict in goal-setting
di dnoone cerse aoconfiict butween people of this generation and of the next,

therr sre many other conflicts between groups within our own generation. It

)

cun finorh be said that all gonl-formulating involves reconciling one or more

cortlicts of interest, Tt is difficult to find equations or Tormulas cor any

-

kind of rule Lhat puldes us ns we try to rcconcile conflicts of irterest,

fg2in T can illustrate from United States experience. During a 10-ycar
period before commodity price programs were begun, spokesmen ror asriculture
wdvenred the idea of "parity". The message was that farmers had a right to
ct*ain prices for their products that would maintain equality of purcihasing
prower, Many of our goals for agriculture contain the parity idea. We have a
»omuer of synonyms, such as equality or equity or even econonic Justice., These
nvs *he abstract temms that we use as a backdrop for harmonizins conflicts of
intercst.

Of course we all have common interests too. We would like to desdipgn
prozvams thai take fullest possible advantace of the common intercstis and
nivinize the conflicts, Economists have coined a term for thosc actions that
PoTp ecoeacne without doing injury to some olher person or group. 1t is the
"Pavele opbinw.'"  In my chservation, the opportunities to attain that deal

situation are few,
In alnost every agricualtural program there is conflict of interesnt.
Helping one person or group dons some harm to another. The best we can hope

te do is to lake odvantage of every possibility to advance the cowmon interect,

to help everyone -- and o wminimize the harm donc to any group. This idca
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nay he expressed in the words of a song that was popular many Years ago,

Lhow we "zeeenbaate the positive."

vtnerwise, I have few suggestions, We who work in agricultural policy

i

sl alwoys find 4% difricult to reconcile conflicts of interest., I add one

nt: that it usually is best to admit the existence of the

e

ters ol vievnpo
coatdircts. Tublic officials often like to use the words we hear in a dentis%'s
civo . "TU owon'L hurt o bit."  The vatient quickly finds out it does hurt, andl
e auntich loses credibility. If a new farm law helps one group of farmers
d tarbs another, the latter discovers that facl rather soon. I have never

o vteved ofticials are wise when they declare falsely that a new law or program
“111 bencfiv everyone and hurh: no onc, wnen they know that is not the cace,

secend Generation Consecauences, The words, "second generation" may make

thi. third dilemma appear to be the same ac the first. Although the two are
oacet similar, we are vietims of a figurc of speech. By second gencration
vo Loan net the next gencration in history, but problems that ccme to light
a1ter an agricultural program has been put in operation. Theae arc uzunlly
pavvizing that were not anticipated when the brogrum was choren,

In the U,S. and many industrial nations, the sccond generation problem
Litwl plagues vs 1s pollution of the environment, Our visitors may thannelves
aiszover this within a few days. BPut I prefer to use a different eraanle,
vorid wide, an instance of second éencration'probloms 15 being vublicizoed just
nov. . It is ihe problems which have followed the planting of the new miracie
varieties of wheat and rice, particularly in the Far East; For years, plant
scienlists tried to find varicties that, would increase the yields of those
crops in lestc developecd areas of the world. They were successful., Dr. Borlaug

rize for his part in that success story.

e

von the 1970 Nobel Pesacr
Yet that success hus created a host of new problens.  There are problens

of devrmssed prices for the product; of inadecuate storage focilitics; of
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obtaining Lhe chemical fertilizers and water that the new varieties require; of
the hovs dore 4o these urass to which the new varieties are not adapted. With
ropaidl to the last point, the University of Missouri is well acquainted with it,

ter v are oot ing Wil an experiment station in Tndia that seeks to serve

&)

Loe ariculiure of o ostate that has not profited from the new varieties. The
increased pruduction elsevhere in India has reduced prices in the state where
wework,y ud has caused serious distress. |

The adviece is simply to remember that Success A may lead to Problem B;
trivn, Sucerns B will not let you escape from Problem C. It probably gocs on
i ~]'.I'._f'j le»E\,lEl .

‘piaticnal Constraints. Anyone who has had five minutes! experience

in droving up goxls for agricultural policy knows that he never had all the
inromiiion he needs. f{ihe rirst operational constraint is lack of information),
1 truly believe that we could not have set the price and inéome ﬁrogram of 1933
in motion if we had not established a Bureau of Agricultural Feoncmics 11 years
ewrlizy, The BAF perforimed services of stati;tical compilation and economic
onalysis that were essential to the new programs to control production and
increase prices.

The old BAE is now diviled into ‘he Economic Research Service and the
Statistical Reporting Seivice., Both continue to contribute informzation that
is invaluable,

There is another kind of operational obstacle. Tt may be the hardest of
all to respond to. For lack of a better word T call it ideological, Fvery
hum.n being has prejudices as to what the proper role of goverrmeni is, Usually
our ideas are few and broad and not at all exact, but we work them to death,

We read a headlina a%d perhaps a puragsraph or two of a news ctory in our daily
paper, ¢nd then we condean our politicians or, rarely, applaad lhan, Vo do oo

even ihough we know litlle aboubt the cvent and even Jleoss abont the policy

quesgtions that are invelved.
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Worst of all is what I sometimes call words-without-thought, A few of
our citizong haslen to classify almost every.governmental action inte a one-
word ¢atecory, which theychoose‘from the 4 or 5 in their repertory. The most
favorsble ﬁerm is "0.K." The other words are at best uncomplimentary, and
come are almost obscene.

No one can deny that there are principles that must govern the role of
povernment,, whether one's nation be a democracy or operates under some other
forw of govermment. On the olher hand, I have found that it is unprofitable
to exenine goals for programs in termns of one-word or one-sentence evaluations,
In piblic mectings my policy has been to try to avoid philosophical discussions
of the role of government.

My objcetion is not just that discuss%ons of that kind . become only
expresolons of prejudice. My more Important reason is that we are nol as
camnilted 1o basic principles of the role of government as.we declare our-
s~lves o be.  We are more flexible than we like to admit. Our history in
the Uiltel Slales is that whencver a majority of our citizens beljecve somethine
needs Lo be done, we find a way to do it. Ve are rather pregnatic about syet
mitters.  To cay it differently, for all our loose conversation about ideology
I wonder if we do not choose cur ideology after-the-fact., That iz, we do what-
ever we believe to need doing, and then we select ideological terms tc
accauaodate it,

ILet me cite cne fufther 1llustration. Repeating, basic philosophins of
governnent are highly important and we 3n the U.S. ought to update ours. But
the prejudices people reveal cannot always fe taken seriously. When 1 was an
economiét for the Presideni's Council of Ecorcmic Adyisers it wvas ny privilege

4

*
to atiecnd the meetings of the advisory comumission that mel with the Scevelury

b

of Agriculture. The murbers werce all private cilivens. Onc was the prosident
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of a Slate faym oryunivalion. His particular ideology was adaptable., Wﬁenever
the price of hops, Lis stata's main product, was high, he favorasd frec enter-
rise and an inaclive government. Whenever the price of hogs was low, he
wanted goversumt to "do samething" 4o help his farmers. On the latter
occanions, he was siignt about his phiiosophy of government, I could look at
the price of hogs on the Chicago market and know what the gentleman's social
philosophy wos at that moment.,

Hiererchy of Goals. Finally, I must comment on a feature of all goal-
choosing. It is that goals have a hierarchial relaticn to each other. We
might call it an inverted pyramid of goals. The highest gozls encompass
evevyonc. These are the goals thal are crucial to national unity. At one
level lower there are goals of more restricted application. Even narrower
gozls zre found at still lower levels. DNear the bottam are goals for
actirities that may be confined to 2 small subject and last bnly a few days.

This jdea of an inveried pyramid of goals relates to the eccnllicts named
abose. As a rule, the higher the level of a goal, the more zomprahensive
it is, Lhe more penarally it is approved and the fewsr are the ohicctions
to it. The reacon this is true is that the lofty overall goale do not touch
ary porson directly in a way that he Teels and responds to. The highest
statement of goals in the Uhited States 1s our Constitution, and 1 once wrote
about the high standing of "the principle of a Constitulion, which brillianily
builds on man's willingness 4o be noble in broadly non-definitive terms, in
contrast with his insistence on being grasping in particu]nrs.”2

Althouch tﬁe Constitution is the document under which both the Cougress

and the President find their existence and their role, the agency ihat has

Herold ¥, Decinyer, "The Iow and the Market -- TIn Pevspeotive,™ Yo T
and the Market, lale €. Dahl, ed., Univ. of Minnesota Agr. Yep, Sta, Mice,

Report 75, Sep4., 1866, p. 5.


http:inver.ed

=-11-
final responsibility for spanning the broad gap between the general language
of our Constitution and the lives of individual citizeuns is the Supreme Court.
Wisely, our forefathers built irto cui system lots of protection for the
Court. They need it.

And so there is a pyramid of goals, a Sort of family structure., The
covernment of each person attendirg this course wants to improve its nation's
agriculture. That is a goal. To help attain fhat it seeks highly qualified
beople to design and administer programs; and in pursvit of this goal it
scndis seleeted officials to the United States for a shortcourse. To make that
shortcourse educational we in the United States should choose topics and
speakers who would contribute educational content. This is our goal, At this
moment I have a personal goal, namely, to cammunicate a few irstructive ideas.
So T am trying to fulfiil a goal that is oné small link in a chain of goals
that jues to the agriculture of your respective nations.

1t follows that my goal must be consistent with those sbove it. It
has ne ind-pendent existence,

Does this last statement, almost an after-thought, constiiute another
axlon?  Perhaps so. But it is one with, as we say in the Fnglish idiom, a
lot of punch. For although gonls cught to be consistent with all others of its
pyramid or family, the persistent tendercy is for each one to take on a degree
of independence. More accurately stated, there is a tendency for perscons and
aiencies who execute agriculbural programs to work hard to fulfill what they
sce a5 the immediate goals of their prozrams vhile locing sicht of the fact
that they arc only one small part of a bigger undertaking, They forget that
their goals are secondary to higher level goals.

o . is a mark of
This danger is called that of suboptimizalion. 4 /the buremueralic

system that seems to envelop all of us, and is a frightening maticr. Fach
Y j¢ > : '
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subordinate unit tries to optimize its own orerations according to goals it
sets for itself, rather than goals that are chosen as g rart of' the hierarchial
relationship. We have lots of words for this phencmenon. Empire building is
one. JIn the language of our Puritan forefathers it was simply called selfishness.

The eminent economist Kenneth Boulding wrote about this tendency in the
kind of language for which he is famous. The target for his reprcach is the
economists who devise complicated ways to achieve big results from little projects,
e calls their schemings "rationality."

"The great danger of rationality is of course sub-

optimization; that is, firding and choosing the best position

or vart of the system which is not the best for the whole. Too

wiany pzople, indeed, and especially too many experts, devote

Licir lives to finding the best way of doing something that should

not. be done at all ,.,theIationalizedprocessesZgre best applied

tg/ suhsystems ... and being rational-about subsystems may be

worse than being not very rational about the system as a whole.

»». the economist has = certain mind-set in favor of his own

ekills, and it is easy for him to leave out essential variableg

with which he is not familiar. Here, indeed, a little learning
nay be a dangerous thing, or even a little rationality."3

Dr, Bouldine almost ovposes the idea that is the theme of our shortcourse,
for we have been saying that rationality (his word) can be employcd to help us
choose polizy for agriculture. He says it is better to make the big decisions
by "instiinct, gossip, visceral feeling, and political savvy" than to confine
our efforts to using big techniques ("rationality") to solve small problems.h
I we do no* make the big decisions correctly, il does not help much -- and may
evén do herm -- to.cogitate so hard over the small ones. Hic "point of’view is
interesting. and contains much truth,

I_canvthink of many examples where agricultural groups work very hard to

gain same advantage for themselves that is not in the public interest or even

3

Kenneth Boulding, "Riehard T, Ely Lecture: The Econcnics of Knowlodge
and the Knowledge of Economics," American Feonomic Review, May 195G, pp. 10-11.

thid.
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in the interest of all agriculture. Ours is an export agriculture, yet some
commodity organizatiors want to imposé restrictions on imports that would
eveulually curtall or even terminate our export markets. Everyone in agri-
culture wanés tax concessions -- but everyone also wants public services,
The 1list is interminable.

My closing remarks will emphasize the need to strive for unity within
the hierarchy of goals for agriculture -- or, ;ven more broadly, within the
totality cf goals for a nation. These remarks will relate to my own country.
T dare to hope they do not apply to other nations represented here. In my
observation our nation goes through cycles of'concern for the general public
interest. We are most willing to come together to solve common problems
after times of crisis. The depression of the 1930's brought a degree of unity
among our people. Just after World War IT the majority of our populatlon
truly wanted to help form a better nation and a better world The first year
of President Kennedy's Administration, and again for a few months following
his death, were periods when we dedicated our;elves to a common purpose.

It is regretuable tﬁat most comumentators on the U.S, scene/zgggrt a
prevailing divisiveness. We seem bent on suboptimizing. We pursue goals at
the bottom tip of the inverted pyramid, and forget that there are higher goals
that must first be attained. It is understandable, to be sure, that each
group wants to keep a tight grip on vhatever it now haé, and even to aggrandize
a bit. But in the flnal analysis we all merely share a comnmon resource. My
money is worthless if the bank closes. My mailbox stays cmpty if the postal
service fails to function. My job vanishes if my company goes bankrupt, or
my Univérsity closes its doors.7)Mankind is but a family of men occupying a
sinall globe we cail'spaceship earth -~ an infinitesimal dot in the universs,

We possess the physical resources of the planet and we are heir to a constant
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flow of energy from th: ,uu. T hope we have one basic moral value, the
respect for the infiiite {ignity of the individual humen soul, All else is
temporal, transitory, Al our customs, habits, idiosyncracies; our material

poszessions that we c¢luteh so tightly: all these lack permanence.

"The grente! devzor is suboptimization,"” the wise man wrote., And the
greatust mistiuke « . - make when we post on the bulletin board the goals
for our agrieultor .1 poecsrams is to focus all our attention on sowme small

problem, We dare not Lorget that agriculture as a whole must prosper if any
part of it is to enjoy lasting benefit -- and indeed that gaihs for agri-
culture cannot come at thn expense of the rest of the economy but must be g

rart of general economic achievement,
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