
EXCURSUS I 

The Ethics of Economic Ignorance 

There are, broadly speaking, two approaches to 
the current mess in the economy. Those who take 
the first approach assume that inflation is a 
greater evil than recession and therefore advo- 
cate cuts in government spending, moves toward 
a balanced budget, and mysterious monetary 
manipulations. They view high unemployment as 
an acceptable cost of their program for a period 
about which they are rather vague. These people 
call themselves “fiscal conservatives,” they wear 
narrow ties, and their opponents call their pro- 
gram “the old-time religion.” 

The adherents of the second gpproach be- 
lieve that recession is a worse malady than 
inflation and favor all sorts of government spend- 
ing and intervention, especially to reduce unem- 
ployment. They are, of course, more tolerant of 
inflation. This group designates itself as “liberal” 
or “Keynesian,” its members wear wide ties, and 
they are called “purveyors of snake-oil’’ by the 
other side. 

Each of the two schools has prestigious econ- 
omists to speak for it, typically in tones of self- 
confident authority and withering contempt (the 
latter tone reserved, of course, for everyone who 
rejects the authority). Each school also has large 
numbers of lay followers, ranging from news- 
paper columnists to representatives of the vox 
populi among cabdrivers and barbers. 

The Administration, in a bold bid for leader- 
ship, apparently tries to locate its policy rec- 
ommendations around a carefully calculated 
midpoint between the two positions. Neverthe- 
less, the argument is likely to be around for a 
while-indeed, in all likelihood, until the economy 
either collapses completely or begins to recover, 
and even beyond either eventuality (after all, 
there is no agreement even today on the causes 
of either the onset or the demise of the Great 
Depression). 

Where does this leave the ordinary citizen and 
taxpayer, who (admittedly or not) is an economic 
ignoramus? (To avoid any misunderstanding, the 
writer frankly admits that he is, and when he con- 
templates those who claim not to be, the admis- 
sion is tinged with a degree of self-righteous- 
ness.) More particularly, where does it leave the 
sort of citizen/taxpayer who, besides being an 
economic ignoramus, has somehow missed out 
on Pavlovian conditioning in favor of either brand 
of neckware-sorry, either brand of economic 
philosophy? Should we say “a plague on both 

your houses” and leave the experts to their quar- 
rels? Hardly a plausible posture, unless one has 
a fortune stacked away in unnumbered Swiss ac- 
counts or is applying for Kuwaiti nationality. The 
experts are quarreling about things uncomfort- 
ably close to home; indeed, they are quarreling 
about what may turn out to be one’s own job and 
what already is one’s own all too precarious 
microeconomy. Is there any way, then, of choos- 
ing between the two positions? 

JJnicc <rapleton 

There is. The choice is grounded not in eco- 
nomics bvt in ethics. The ethical question is a 
rather simple one: What does one do in a state 
of ignorance? Naturally, one seeks to reduce that 
ignorance. That may be difficult. More important, 
it takes time. What to do in the meantime? The 
following ethical maxim suggests itself: If one is 
ignorant of the consequences of ,  two possible 
courses of action, one should4ake the course that 
is less cruel now. This is a rather elementary 
maxim of medical ethics. It is no less applicable 
to economic policy. 

Applied to the current economic situation this 
maxim clearly leads to the “liberal” position. 
Needless to say, this does not imply adherence to 
a Keynesian orthodoxy (which, by the way, quali- 
fies rather nicely for the title of an “old-time 
religion,“ being itself about half a century old). 
Nor does i t  preclude compromises and accom- 
modations with policies suggested by the other 
school. It does imply a choice, a bias, a policy 
thrust: Recession is the greater evil, and inflation 
is the more tolerable cost, at least in the Ameri- 
can case (this is not the place to discuss the 
moral dilemmas of some Third World countries 

6 



in which inflation is, say, 100 per cent per 
annum). 

Put differently, 8 per cent unemployment repre- 
sents a mass of human misery far greater than 
that represented by 11 per cent inflation-and it 
represents this, not in some uncertain future 
about which the economists might disagree, but 
right now, viewable this evening on the network 
news. To be sure, i f  i t  were clear that the malady 
of the economy is curable by bearing the misery 
of unemployment for a couple of years, then, per- 
haps, a case could be made for doing so. But this 
is not clear at all. Nobody knows. Nobody, there- 
fore, and the government least of all, is morally 
justified in accepting this cost. 

Conclusion: On this one, the “liberals” have it. 
The present writer has reached this conclusion 
while continuing to be deeply unimpressed by 
some 75 per cent of the policies recommended 
by this group in other areas, and while continu- 
ing to .dislike wide ties and almost everything 
said lately by John Kenneth Galbraith. If nothing 
else, then, the conclusion can claim a certain 
freedom from ideological proclivities. 

PLB 

EXCURSUS I1 
On the Way to the Bicentennial 

“This must be one of the best kept secrets of our 
time,” said one of the participants. Well, it wasn’t 
intended to be secret. The Catholic Bishops’ 
Committee for the Bicentennial has been work- 
ing on a program for some time and has tried 
hard to publicize it. Nevertheless, the first public 
hearing-held in Washington, D.C., on February 
3-5-wouldn’t have packed Shea Stadium. After 
what took place there, however, it’s likely that 
more people will want to attend the other five 
hearing6 that are to be held in different parts of 
the country. And editors and columnists may 
realize that there are interesting stories buried 
not too deep in these hearings. 

The six hearings-so named because they are 
patterned after Congressional hearings in which 
experts who offer testimony are questioned by a 
panel-are all intended to explore the theme of 
“Liberty and Justice for All,” but each4earing 
will focus on one or two major issues: the family, 
minority groups, women in society, hunger and 
poverty, etc. The entire proceedings have been 
carefully planned during the last two years and 
have been informed by the advice and criticism 

of Catholics across the country. This Catholjc 
commemoration of the nation’s bicentennial is 
not intended to celebrate uncritically either Ca- 
tholicism or the United States, but to examine 
the historical relations between the two and to 
see how the best traditions of both can be drawn 
upon in an attempt to bring about a greater de- 
gree of justice, in America and in other countries. 

Several things about the first of the hearings: 
First, the Bishops decided that the hearings. all 
directed to a national conference of 1976, should 
be a time of questioning and learning and that 
they should be attentive listeners. The Bi-shops 
on the panel were careful listeners and, in fact, 
left most of the questioning to the rest of us. 
(Having now disclosed that I was on the panel, 
I should also acknowledge that I am a consultant 
to the Bishops’ Committee for the Eicentennial 
and not a wholly disinterested critic.) 

Second, many of the major addresses posed 
socialism as a favorable alternative to capitalism 
as a means of better serving the poor and the 
disadvantaged in many countries, including the 
U.S. Those who are familiar with the theology of 
liberation, which draws heavily upon the inspira- 
tion of Latin America, would recognize the sup- 
porting arguments. (To more than one observer 
i t  did sometimes seem as i f  the fear of indulging 
in an orgy of patriotic self-congratulation veered 
dangerously close to an orgy of self-flagellation.)’ 

Third, the section of the program devoted to 
“Women in Society” was most impressive. The 
Women who spoke represented a wide range in 
terms of age, background, academic disciplines, 
and present occupations. But in spite of some 
differences they generally supported each other. 
and the positions they outlined, the injustices 
they described, and the means they suggested 
to overcome these injustices were presented with 
cumulative force, intellectual and emotional. 
Speeches are no substitute for action, but more 
than one woman there said that the sessions at 
the hearing provided the basis for further pro- 
grams with definite goals. 

Fourth, one person who was not a participant 
did much to enliven the proceedings and gen- 
erate needed publicity. The ever vigilant Father 
Andrew Greeley. with exquisite timing, had 
launched a long attack on the Bishops’ bicen- 
tennial program in the pages of the National 
Catholic Reporter. On the evidence to date he 
judged the program to be intellectually shallow, 
politically naive, and foolishly unappreciative of 
what America is. A new group of Catholic social 
action types is in charge, he asserted, and they 
are running in the wrpng direction. 

It would be difficult to do justice to Greeley’s 
developed statement in brief compass, but the 
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