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Joseph Spengler, on the Duke faculty since 1932, is a former president of
the Anmerican Econom c Associ ation, the Sout hern Economi c Associ ation, and
t he Popul ati on Associ ation of America, and a forner vice-president of the
Econonmi ¢ Hi story Association and of the Anerican Association for the
Advancenent of Science, of which he is also a Fell ow.

Q You have been an active contributor to the devel opnent of econom cs
and nore especially popul ati on econom cs for over four decades. \Wat
first led you into these areas?

A | studied journalismat college and | eft school to becone a crine
reporter after ny freshman year. But the pay was poor in journalism
at that time so after a year | decided to return to school. Then
studi ed soci ol ogy and political science, but these seened rather
vague fields and | turned to econom cs because | found econom sts to
be, for the nost part, sharper than other social scientists.
Actually, | always intended to be a novelist; maybe ny turning to
econom cs had sonmething to do with the fact that econom sts are even
| ooser with reality than journalists.

VWhat about popul ati on?

Mal thus intrigued ne in eighth grade. My father didn't believe
Mal t hus, so that was a good reason for investigating himfurther
Later I worked with A, B. Wl fe who greatly influenced the devel op-
ment of my interest in and approach to popul ati on studies.



You cane to Duke in 1932 from..?

The University of Arizona in Tucson. | wanted to go west, and it

was the best thing | could have done -- got to see a very different
part of the country. The econony in that part was based on agri-
culture and mning, and suffered badly in the depression. The

faculty at Arizona were not paid in cash at that tinme. | taught
Econonmic Theory. | canme to Duke to fill an opening in Labor Econoni cs.
As it happened, by the tinme | got here, another person had come to
teach that subject -- | was just as happy since that didn't interest
me very much anyway. It gave nme an opportunity to turn to other

i nterests.

You are known as a critic of governnent and, indeed, adm nistrations
in general ..

Never trust anyone connected with governnment; politicians are
preoccupied with re-election.

But you are not an anarchist?

No, not conpletely. What | would cut out is a lot of the federal
bur eaucracy and waste. My general position is that the free enter-

prise econony is the only kind that will work well...But sone controls
are necessary. \Wen decisions are entered into which involve short
term horizons -- | abor union contracts -- then laissez faire policies
are in order. When long run inpacts can be determ ned or predicted,

we need controls -- on |and devel opment, for exanple, or natura

resources. W have to ask what is the tinme dinmension involved.

Now this doesn't mean that | would like the government to handl e the
controls, because governnments take a short-termview of things. Even
the price systemyields only the short run view and we can't count on
it for decisions with long run inplications. | generally favor a
conpetitive systemwith built-in feedback -- but external rules are
needed in areas |ike resources.

VWhat do you think econom sts can contribute to policy-maki ng?

They have as good a contribution to make as anyone so | ong as they

are suitably trained and keep things in proper perspective -- that is,
don't get too vain about how rmuch they know. They have to take hard
stands when working with politicians -- high noral standards are
needed.

Econoni sts have a few techni ques and a few solutions, nostly for
non- exi sting problens, which they | ook for blind to the fact that
economics is not a theoretical science, but one whose content is
institutionally determ ned. One is rem nded of the carpenter who,
having only a hamrer in his toolkit, pretends that everything is a
nail .

Econoni sts, for exanple, have acted as if we have plenty of
resources sinply because they did not study the issue |ong range. The
energy crisis is a conplex problemresulting from popul ati on increase,
i ncreased consunption, higher income levels, plus a limted resource



Q

base. In part the government is to blanme. Energy has al ways been a
long run problem-- we should have directed noney to research into the
devel opnent of our own energy resources instead of depending on
out si de sources. W should have limted consunption years ago when it
| ooked li ke | ean years were com ng

But the economi sts are not innocent in this; we need to reeval uate
the "growth is good' philosophy that has been propagated by
economi st s.

The great danger of economists in governnent is that they are never
called into account. This allows themto get too far renoved from
reality -- nost of them could never paint a barn

How do you view the prospects of the world at |arge?

I am concerned about poverty, a dimnishing supply of nationa
resources, higher popul ation grow h.

But economics aside, the nost fundanmental problemseens to ne to be
how to strike a bal ance between a high degree of liberty and responsi -
bility to the community. | see a decreasing sense of responsibility.
We have a high degree of freedomin this country, but the sense of
public responsibility is very low | would like to see a bal ance so
that no one can take advantage of his 'neighbor'.

I"'minclined to think the U S. is living on borrowed tine because
we're too soft. Denocracies eventually die unless the people are tough
-- otherwise the worst elements rise to the top. If | had ny
opportunities over again, | would study the Chinese. | admre themfor
their toughness; we have gotten altogether too soft.

One sentence by way of advice to a buddi ng econom st?

It is dangerous to overspecialize. Take up work in several areas. Do
what you enjoy doing but nove around to vary your experience. You wl|
do best with three or four interests: one area |eads to another. Let
your subconsci ous do sone of the work for you.

Dr. Spengler, thank you
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