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The economist as public 
intellectual: five questions:

• Why should anybody care what we economists 
say?

• What do we economists have to say?

• Do we say it well?

• Is there any way to change things so that we 
say it better?

• Given what we economists have to say and 
how we say it, should the rest of you listen?



Sit down and 
watch the news

• You will hear about seven kinds of things:

• The personal doings of the beautiful, the powerful, and the rich—and how to 
become more like them.

• The weather.

• Local threats and dangers, especially to children.

• Amusements—usually gossip about the past or about our imaginary friends, 
frenemies, etc. (it is amazing how many people I know who have strong 
opinions about Daenerys Stormborn of House Targaryen--many more than 
have any opinions at all about her creator George R.R. Martin).

• How to best procure necessities and conveniences.

• Large scale dangers (and, rarely, opportunities): plagues, wars, the fall and rise 
of dynasties.

• “The economy”: unemployment, spending, inflation, construction, stock market 
values, and bond market interest rates.



Of these seven

• Six are common to human societies

• One--“the economy”--is different

• We didn’t even have the word with this 
referent until the 18th century



The Salience of “the 
economy” in our age
• 8000-1500 B.C.E.: average rate of growth of 

global real GDP: 0.05%/year. 

• Today: average rate of growth of global real 
GDP: 4.0% per year. 

• We today see 80 times as much economic 
growth and change as our pre-1500 
ancestors did. 

• No wonder the economy is salient today



When we economists 
talk, what do you hear?
• Global division of labor, based on thin-tie decentralized 

market exchanges

• Productivity much higher than non-market non-
money-mediated “thick tie” divisions of labor

• Power of markets

• Drawbacks of markets

• Wealth distribution

• Wrong incentives because property rights are wrong

• Behavioral finance and its vicissitudes



A certain tension
• Economists sell themselves as mere technical 

technocrats giving advice--practical, “like dentists”

• ‘You need to brush your molars longer”

• That tooth has to come out

• Yet economists also seek to exile prophets from 
the public sphere

• No Trotskys

• And no St. Benedicts either



Economists: Ideal 
vs. Reality

• Cicero:

• ...dicit enim tamquam in Platonis 
∏ολιτείᾳ, non tamquam in Romuli 
faece...

• This week’s example: Reinhart-Rogoff and 
the risks of debt accumulation in money-
printing sovereigns with low interest rates



The Owen Zidar 
Graph



The Math of Debt 
Accumulation

• A multiplier of 1.5, a marginal tax share of 1/3.

• Suppose growth-depressing effects lasts for 10 years. 

• Boost government spending by 2% of GDP this year

• Output this year then goes up by 3% 

• Debt goes up by 1% of GDP 

• This higher debt then reduces growth by... wait for it... 0.006% 
points per year. 

• After 10 years GDP is lower than it would otherwise have been 
by 0.06%. 

• And this is supposed to be an argument against expansionary fiscal 
policy right now?



Sen. Tom Coburn 
on RR Briefing

• Coburn:

• Johnny Isakson, a Republican from Georgia and always a gentleman, 
stood up to ask his question: "Do we need to act this year? Is it better 
to act quickly?"

• "Absolutely," Rogoff said. "Not acting moves the risk closer," he 
explained, because every year of not acting adds another year of debt 
accumulation. "You have very few levers at this point," he warned us.

• Reinhart echoed Conrad's point and explained that countries rarely 
pass the 90 percent debt-to-GDP tipping point precisely because it is 
dangerous to let that much debt accumulate. She said, "If it is not risky 
to hit the 90 percent threshold, we would expect a higher incidence."

• We do not live in the Republic of Plato

• We live in the Sewer of Romulus



What Are Your 
Options?

• You have no choice.

• You all have to listen to economists.

• But you have nearly no ability to evaluate 
what you hear.

• So what if we don’t reach a near-
consensus?

• Then Heaven help you.


