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O you remember “The Peterkin
Papers?” It was about the simple-
minded Peterkin family, and it was a
lot of delightful nonsense spiced with
good sense. In one episode, Mrs. P.
makes a cup of coffee but puts salt
in instead of sugar. So they call the
chemist to see if he can rectify the
damage. He puts in one chemical after
another, but it only gets worse and
worse. Then they call the herb-woman
who tries her repertory of spices in
the coffee, with no better results. Fin-
ally, they consult their friend, the wise
lady from Philadelphia. “Why not
make a new cup of coffee?” she sug-
gests. Pleased with this bright idea,
they comply.

Our tax system is like Mrs. Peter-
kin's cup of coffee. It took a bad turn
when they put in the income tax. They
are now trying to sweeten it, lighten it
and moderate it with all sorts of amend-
ments, revisions and reforms, but
they're only succeeding in making it
worse and worse. It is now such a hell-
ish brew, so complicated, inquisitorial
and oppressive, that the only remedy is
to throw it away and starc all over
again. There's even a wise man from
Philadelphia to help out with a better
system (Henry George, as if you didn't
know). If it were only as easy to con-

vince our officials as it was to convince
the Peterkins!

Nor is our tax system the only brew
that has been ruined. The way the en-
tire field of economics has been devel-
oping is beginning to look more and
more like Mrs. Peterkin’s cup of coffee.
When economists abandoned principles
in favor of description, they started
spoiling it. Now one potion after an-
other is being added to the muddied
arp. Curves, matrixes, co-efficients,
multi-sectored models, elasticities, re-
versely lagged types, function analyses,
factor substitutions, linear systems, non-
linear systems, simultaneous equations
—all these and more are being thrown
into the witch'’s brew.

Mathematics is an indispensable tool
in any science. But instead of being used
as a tool to further economic inquiry,
to build up to new conclusions, it is
being used by too many economists to-
day as an end in itself, as a cover-up for
confusion, as a substitution for purpose.
“Interesting,” as a member of the Peter-
kin family said, “but it doesn’t taste
like coffee.”

In this regard, the wise man from
Philadelphia is on hand to help out, too.

Anyway, he's my cup of coffee.

~—Robert Clancy
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