A Word With You

OSCAR GEIGER, founder of the
Henry George School, used to
say that the economic thinking preva-
lent in his day was comparable to the
“witch doctor” stage in the develop-
ment of medicine. This seems like a
harsh thing to say, but let us take a
closer look.

The witch doctor was not all bad.
For minor illnesses, his herbs and

tions probably did some good: and
insofar as the illness was psychoso-
matic his masks and incantations some-
times had the proper effect. The in-
effectiveness of the witch doctor came
when something happened beyond his
limited scope—a ilightcd crop, a
drought, or an epidemic due, say, to
polluted drinking water.

In this context, the comparison with
cconomists is not too bad. Economists
do know something. They can tell us
about supply and demand, savings, in-
vestment, corporate growth, etc. It is
when the economy suffers those fright-
ful periodic catastrophes, “"booms and
busts,” that our economists begin to
show like witch doctors. It was with
masks and incantations that the de-
pression of the 1930°s was exorcised.
We are told on high authority that we
must not be afraid of depressions,
because that fear will bring on a de-
pression. Other high authoritics tell
us that we showld be afraid of depres-
sions, because our fear will keep awa)
depressions.

If our television set isn't working
properly, we don’t bow our heads and
pray that it will work; we call the
repair man. If our car breaks down,
we don't sprinkle incense on the motor
and mutter incantations; we're more
likely to mutter imprecations and try
to get it to the nearest service station.
But in our national life a popular slo-
gan is "Pray for Peace,” while every-
where are the sounds of war. And
dozens of conflicting incantations are
chanted over a falling stock market.

A good deal of the public counsel
of economists is like the “sympathetic
magic” of witch doctors—that is, imi-
tating the effects that are wanted in
order to induce the actual occurrence
of those effects—instead of looking
for causes. On the esoteric side, an-
other kind of magic is practiced—the
jargon, graphs, charts and mathemati-
cal formulae of professional econom-
ists when talking to one another. This
procedure is in imitation of the estab-
lished sciences without the trouble of
really being scientific. No new laws
are discovered, no systematic progress
is made, no knowledge of the un-
known is carved out bit by bit.

And so, while certain techniques for
compiling information may have im-
proved since Oscar Geiger's day, our
economists by and large have not come
a very long way out of the witch
doctor stage.

—Robert Clancy
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