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TEACHING AGRICULTURAL ETHICS IN THE AGRICULTURAL

ECONOMICS CURRICULUM

ABSTRACT: The curriculum development process and student pcpula-—
tion for the agricultural ethics course at Texas A&M University
are described, and the influence of these factors on course
content and Syllabus is clarified. Current course content is
related to the teaching goals for the ciass that have evolved
during the COUréé*E process of development. Reasonable expecta=

tions for such a course in the agricultural economics curriculum

are indicated.
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ECONOMICS CURRICULUM

The uﬁaéFﬁFéaﬁiEe course in agricultural ethics has beer
under deveiopment at Texas A&M University for four years. The
current syllabus of the course reflects two S6t5 of teaching
goals;,; one determined by the philosophical dimensions of the
subject matter, and the second determined by its éﬁ?iéﬁifuhéi
dimension. The evolution of the course has been shaped by the
curriculum developmént process and by the educational needs of the
current Studemt population. The result is a course that aims to
improve the reading; writing; and analytic abilities of studerts

at the same time that it introduces them to the value dimensicrn of
issues in contemporary agriculture:

the course, a discussion of the current teach1ng goals and syiia-
bus content; and a brief discusSion of teaching methods for
ethical issues. Particular emphasis will be given ta the roie of
agricultural ethics in the agricultural economics curriculum.

The Curriciulim-Development Process

The undergraduate course in agricultural ethics was original=

ly conceived in a series of discussions between members of the
Déﬁé?fﬁéﬁf of Philosophy and var1ous faculty in the éoilége of
Agriculture, and most particularly with Dean of Agriculture, H.0O.

Kunkel. The idea was to provide a cu'irse in which phiiosonhxcal
issues of relevarce to contémporary agriculture could be discussed
with a high degree of philosophical sophistication: Beginring

3:
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criticisms of modern agriculture, and of the land=grant invelve-

ment in agriculture particularly; that were based o ethical

It was felt that these criticisms could mot responsibly be igncired
in the agriculturé curriculum; yet there were no agriculture
faculty with thé disciplinary EE&Eﬁiﬁa and mission appropriate to
a careful, sustained analysis of the issues raised by these
critics.

The course was not; %herefore; conceived at the outset as ‘an
agricultural economics course, but rather as a high level philoso—
Agriculture. Administrative.conSiderations, however; militated
against locating the course in the traditional offerings of the
hire & philoSopher jointly between that department ard the Depart=
ment of Agricultural Eccnsmics; and to develop the course &5 an

offering in agricultural ecenomics:

ment process, the targe: enrcliment for the course was expanded to
include undergraduates from any program who wanted to learn about
the goals and functions of agricilture. The course was, there—

fore; entered in the university ciurriculum as a oroess listing

between philoscphy and agricultural economics: The course was
called. AGEC/PHIL 316 Agricultural Ethics after some discussisn
revealed that the content of the course would, at the outset,

4;
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remair obscire to many students (and their faculty adviscrs) ro

matter what name Jas chosen.

Although there are variations from one degree plan to anoth-—
er, the general pattern is that - the course counts as e ther an
agricultural economics elective or as a philosophy elective:
Students majoring in either of the EFiEEiEéi disciplines may take
the course on this basis. Some students in other agricultural
majors have a desighated elective in agricultural economics, &ard,

requirement. Many degree programs throughout the university
require an elective course in the general areas of humanities, the
social sciences, or the liberal arts. RAGEC/PHIL 316 is being

accepted under all three designations in one program or arother,
but this is mot a unilateral policy. GStudents in liberai arts
degree programs, for example, may apply the course as a humanities
elective, but not as a social science elective;

The curriculum development process has influericed the conternt
of the course in two ways: First, the general content of the
course and the emphasis upon [-ilosophical methods and concepts
were established éériyA oh in the discussions that led to an

agreement to develop the course for the agriculture carricaiums

Second, the joint offering of the course in philosophy and agri-

e way that studerts can

JI

cultural economics has determined t

receive ci'adit for the course, and, hence; has beeri a major factor

T

taka the colise. - As the

in determining which students elect

Ll
[a )

syllabus has evolved through its experimerital stages, the needs of

5



Ideally, students would enter an advanced undergraduate

Course in agricultural ethics with some background knowledge of
Séricuifuré; particularly the social; ecoriomic; ard institutichal
aspects of agriculture, and w.th some exposure (through a “great
 books" program, perhaps) to the basic concepts of sthics and

political philosophy: In point of fact, a majority of students

background areas; and a significant minority are deficient in the
basic reading and writing skills that woiild be bﬁééuﬁéa for ubper
division work in the humanities. The challenge, then; is to make
scme progress in remedying deficiencies; while mot sacrificirg

entirely the goal of engaging the students in critical; aralytic

thought ori value issiies.
; '
There are four basic populations of students registering for

AGEC/PHIL 316. The largest group is agricultural economics
Y majers.  Agronomy majors consistemtly form the next largest groups
The other two groups are all other agriculture majors, includirg

stud=nts from ﬁatﬂ?éi resource disciplines, ard studerts Ficmm a
variety of majors in the iiherai arts. Fmong these four proune,
it is not surprising that only agricultural ecuncmics ma zwe =~ave
a sufficient knowledme of the economic fo~ces chit
ture: For mary of the rest, this Course reP GEsris tasir Gressssh

exposure to economic mohcepts for their ert

6
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(although many agriculture students; and particularly agrowomy
studerts, are strongly ercouraged to take ABEC 105 Irtroduction to

Agricultural Economies).

Student needs are correlated to each of +he four studsrt
populations. Agricultural esconomics students rieed & ccurse that
draws upon their more sophisticated understandivig of tHe social

and institutional forces shaping agriculture, avd provices Fow
explicit ciscussion of the ethical ard philosophical values that
are at stake in the contemporary scene. They are particularly
interested in the impact of change and policy on pecple: produc—
ers and consumers: Other agriculture stucents alsc need this

material, but alsc rieed some explicit discussien of economic

concepts as they underlie and impinge upon chariges iw agricultural
Stricture o producticon and distribution methsods, Agronohiy
students have a particular irterest in ratural rescurce igsues;
ard iv the values +9at shouid §69§vﬁ rescurce use.

Liberal arts students rieed ar introdicticn to the yol of

0

agricultare in coritemporary Sccisty. They need ta b h
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members of scciety. All students can benefit from 5

writing emphasis o©f aw agricultural ethics corse, bnt azriculiure
studerts i particular may rct get many other cpportunities fowe

close sumervision of reading arnd wrif
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Course coals clos2ly reflect t4e studert needs outlined

above. The averarchinc course goal is to create a learning
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enviraorment in which a fairly diverse student population; wit!

vifferert needs; car find material and methods of relevance to

their particular educational goals in registering For AGEC 316.

Although an occasional student is "coerced" into taking the course

by an advisor, most are strictly volunteer students, and, as such,
have fairly well defined perscnal goals and expectations in  mirg

when they enter the classroom.

Ariorg agriciiltural ecenomics majors, the course serves two
main goals. First, it helps them relate their sconoiic training
more clearly tc Concrete issues within the framewsrk of their
experience. Some agricultural economics students fird the otan-
dard curriculum in agricultural economics to be abstract. Discuc—

sion of farm management problefis may seem remote to students who

have never lived on or near farms,; and do not expect to dao s
after graduatior. The discuSsion of agrichnitural ethics can,
therefore; introduce iSSuEés that are famiiiar to them thraigh
newspapers and television, and provide, for some students; an
opportunity to test the relevance of their curriculum if SEoRGm=
ics;

A more important goal is the critical reflection on  &Ae
philosophical assumptions that studemts, even at the uhderCraduste

level, have associated with ecoriomic thecry. Agricultural ecanor—
ics students enter the course with a Wwide variety of views absout
the nature of individual values, their relatiocn to sccial goals,

anc about the strengths and weaknesses of ecoriomic markets in
providing a mechanism For the amelioration of valie cornflicts or a
de facto decision procedire for social goals:. In many cases,

2




TEACHING AGRICULTURAL ETHIES 9

students make a fairly close identification between these philo-

sophical interpretations of sconsmic thecry and the basic subject

matter of economics itself. Thus one important conmtribution the
ccurse can make is to help students make a distinction betwser
economics and the various political philosmphies that can be

applied to guide economic policys

ome students in agriculture take thHe course as an agricul-
tural economics elective, and in a few cases, perhaps; as a

substitute for the basie introductory course in agricuitural
economics. Although it is virtually impossible to provide these

students with the introduction to econcmic concepts that they

really need in this course, the current course orgariizaticn
reflects cognizance of the fact that this may be all the eccnomics

some students get. Generally, the EBéi is to combine a fairly
broad sampling agricultiural economists writing oh sibstantive
issues in the reading list; and to augment that with philosophicai
readings, many from classic figures such as Mill and Malthus; that
Make important use of ecomomic concepts.

More broadly, the course can serve students in much the same
way that any advanced course in the Humanities ﬁiéﬁf: the improve-

ment of reading and wWriting abilities. Humanities caurses reguire

reading of materials that are written for a very differemt audio
ence thar is the typical textbSook. Students must develoys a
serisitivity to the authors goals and methoos of presentation; they
cannot Simply assume that the readings werz Written "fFor them. "
This poal can be particularly served if students read materials
written iv very different time pericds, utilizing a variety af

9
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writing styles, and presuppasing a variety of background assump-
tions.

Student writing in the humanities is also intended to serve &

spectrum of goals: Most students will write letters and reports
in their subsequent careers. Although any practice in the mechasn-
ics of writing will help students im this Fééér&; essays written
on topies of agricultural ethics are very differsrt from the

standard form of mMost busihess communications. Essays in ethics
stress the students ability to make the presiippositicns and the

logical connections in their thimking explicit. As studenbe gair
practice im writing that takes nothing for granted, they learn to
think more carefully, and they gain semsitivity to to the elemerts
of their wiriting that may be responsible for misunderstardirg arid
controversy by their audience. Finally, students alsoc learn the

value of a writing exercise in stimulating znd guidiriy wre’s

thought process.

Conrse Contert

Since the course has existed as a regular part of the agri-

cultural economics curriculum, the First item on the syllabus has

beew John Steivibeck’s The Brapes of Wrath. Students read The Beimk

in its entirety; and it provides a backdround Ffor discussiocn of
two key contemporary issues, the environmental impact of produs-
tion practices and the change in Fawrm structure, in its fictioral

ves

treatment of agriculture during the 1930's: The movel alss sa

the goal of broadening the type of reading materials and the

-

10




TEACHING AGRICULTURAL ETHICS 11

method of presentation that students will be exposed to thraoughout

three week unit on classical philosophical approaches to ethics

and political 5521636559; Three theoretical approaches to -value

issues are outiined: atilitarianism, human rights theory, a

d

3

social contract theory. Discussion of these philoscphical metheods

for Uﬁdé?é%éﬁaiﬁﬁ questions of ethics Stresses not only their

conceptual distinctriess, but alsoc their elements of
complementarity and compatibility.
The main body of the Course consists in a sequence of icase

studies." Some cases can be fairly narrowly defined iri terms of

events, policies or actions that have beer asscciated witH valie

pass many different points of philcsophical controversy. Examsles
of thematic issues ivclude changing farm structure; and populatior

éﬁéwth; oMe Case Studi&s are chosen for their value as Eéééﬁiﬁg
vehicles. ThHe discussion of animal welfare and snimal rights, for
example, creates an excellent context for students to critically
svaliiate just what they mean when they say that someorie (human o
rnot) has ar Fiﬁﬁ‘?;

Although the precise conterit of the cCoirse varies somewhat

Trom semester to semester, three general areas have been retained
through every version. They are the impact of changing farm

structure on the people involved in agricultural production, the

11
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dilemmas of international agricultural development, and the

the course readings included as Appendix A.

Maiinaods

Students are expected to kéep up with assigned readings and
to come to class prepared to discuss them: Classes are almsst

always conducted ih a "Socratic discussion’ format: Class coers
with the instructor posing questions to the students. Some
questions probe the students conceptual understanding of readirigs,

others lead students to express criticisms and Support they Hhave
for the points of view being expressed in the readings. The aim
of this approach is to bring students to an analysis of the
readings and to an understarding of the perspectives and assump—
tions that underlie them thicugh an exchange of ideas that takes
place.in the classroori.

Although the discussion method is hardly successful im every

case, and even at best consumes a great deal of class time, it has

the instructor to work from:. For some reasch, CoRtroVERSial
issues in agriculture are potentially more explosive if the
Classroom than virtually any others. Even the deeply divisive
issue of abortion is more readily and civilly éékﬁﬁhiéaged to have

two (or more) sides tharn iS the guestion of whether to save the

?éﬁiiy farm:. There are, of course; deep running loyalties and

712

4
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suspicions that pervade students’® (and faculty) percepticn of

is to bring these loyalties to light anmd to clarify the basis of

Some long standing conflicts: AS such it becomes imperative for
an instructor not to be=ome too strongly involved in either side.
A related virtue of Socratic discussion is that it virtually

forces a teacher to argue both sides of an issue. Discussions are
effective only when superficial answers to gquestiohs are chai-=

lenged:i R teacher who applies the method successfully become
identified with the values of truth, clarity, and logical rigor,
rather than with partisan causes. There is nothing wrong with
teaching sStudents to respect truth, clarity; and logical riger,
and, indeed, the discussion method places the instructor in a
Position of Serving as a role model for the underlying geoals that
the course is intended to serve.

Finally, it is; of course, essential that no studert in such
a course feel that a deeply held view is being dismissed unfairly.
This is not to say that all answers ought to be tolerated; it is
appropriate to press students to articulate the values and reasom—
ing that they have applied to arrive at their opinicns: Neverthe-—
‘less; students will not 18arh if they do not feel that their iceas
will be taken seriousSly, and asking a student to expard cr articu-
late more fully the implications of a view is a good way to show
respect for a student without necessarily endorsirg the studert’s-
opinion on matters.

The discussion method is alse followed up in writing assign-
ments. Students do three types of writing for RAGEC/PHIL 216,
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Students write "journals® that are a mix of homework analysis of

readings and personal reactioh to course material. The instructor

makes comments on these entries, but grades for journals are based
on a contract system whereby a certain number of entries are
required for each grade. The same basic format of short essays on

readings and topics is followed up in essay exams for the course.
By the time that. students take their first exam, they have had

several opportunities to see the type of comments and suggestions
that are made on journal entries, and, thas, have had exposure tc

the conceptual and logical criteria that are applied to the

evaluation of essay exams. Finally, students write a systematic
critical essay on a work that they read outside of class. Here
students are expected to apply analytic skills developed throogh—

cut the semester to a sustained, book length discussiorn of am
issue relevant to thHé issues of the course: These long (5-7 page)

student's best effort at writing and conceptual analysis.

Conclusion ;

The current version of RABEC/PHIL 316 Rgricultural Ethics

probably falls short of the lofty goals that had originally been

progjected for it:. The need to bring students up to speed on

background areas of philosophy and agriculture limits the ievel of
discussion on agricaltural issues that were originally intended o
be the primary subject matter of the course. Students do, howev—
er; derive some sense of how philosophical. concepts interact with

and inform perspectives on agricultural issues: Furthermore, the

i ¥[4 : a




porary agriculture to a student population that would not typical-
ly t#ke a course in agriculture. Finally, the broad educatiocnal
goals of reading, writing, and logical ability are served in
thinking philosophically about issues in agriculture.

AltHough the process of development for such a course wauid
differ from one university tc another, it is probably essential

that such a course be compatible with designated or area eiective
requirements of at . least some undergraduate degrs=e plans. A
course intended to fulfill humanities or social scierce require-
ments will, therefore, be likely to attract students with a broac
variety of backgrounds and educational needs. In any case, it is
unlikely that the dearth of students with background in philosacphy
and agricultureé is a problem unique to Texas A&M. As such irn-—
Structors in Such courses should be prepared to devote a substan-
tial effort toc background education in practices and problems of

agriculture, as well as in basic philoscphical concepts.
Would a student be better off simply o take cne stardard

course in agriculture; such as an ihfroducfory.course in agriciil-
tural economics; or a course in food systems, and a standard
course in political philosophy or ethics? In one sense, the
answer is, yes. A student would learn more about agriculture and
about philosophy by taking two sSuch courses. There is no good

reason to think that the average undergraduate would draw connec-—
tions between these two sets of subject matter; however: Further—

more, traditional course offerings would not typically address the

underlying philosophical issues that are at stake in many
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discussions of ;ohtémparaﬁy agriculture, It seems clearly rele-
vant to the P*EéérCH and teuching mission of land—grant univers=i-
ties to examiné the philosophical issues, and to prepare graduates
by helping thém develop conceptual and logical skills as they are
applied to issues that will, in many cases, have significant

to expect a high level philoscphical discussion at the undergradu-—
ate level. 1In providing an introductory philosophicai discussicr,
however, the course goes some distance in servicing a neglected

area in the agriculture curriculum.
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APPENDIX A

Table 1: Students in AGEC 316, 1982-86

Jan 86 Sep 85 Jan 85 Sep 84 Other”  Totals

ABEC Majors 14734%  21/40% 17/50% 14/36% 24/80% 90746%
AGRD Majors ,8719%  11s21% 6718%  14/36% 0/0% 39720%
Other Ag Col. 13/32% 5/9% 8/24% . 8/21% %713% 38/19%

Non Ag Col. 6/15%  16730% _3/8% . 3/T% - DIT% 30/15%

TOTALS 41/100% 53/7100% 34/100% 39/7100% 30/100% 197/100%
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