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Why can’t economists just speak 
plainly and clearly? 

The dismal science has had an 
image problem for a long time – 
long enough for most people to 
forget that the “dismal science” 
insult was hurled by the despicably 
eloquent, racist Thomas Carlyle, in 
an argument over whether black 
plantation workers should be paid 
for their work or motivated with 
the “beneficent whip”.

If you’re arguing with an 
apologist for racism and he has 
better lines than you, you’re doing 
something wrong. True in 1849, 
true today.

Yet the problem seems to have 
intensified in the past few years; 
gone are the glory days of 
Freakonomics, when every 
economist seemed an investigator 
with the cachet of Sherlock 
Holmes. Now we economists are 
painted as jargon-spouting 
spreadsheet jockeys, malevolent 
string-pulling ideologues, or worst 
of all, “experts”. 

What went wrong and what are 
we going to do about it?

Economists should do better 
with language, whether writing a 
tweet or a report. But there is a 
reason that this stuff is hard: 
politics. Language is part of our 
problem. Even in a medium that 
demands brevity and clarity – 
Twitter – we seem to be drawn to 
polysyllabic obfuscations like 
wasps to jam. 

Marina Della Giusta and 
colleagues at the University of 
Reading recently conducted a 
linguistic analysis of the tweets of 
the top 25 academic economists 
and the top 25 scientists on 
Twitter. (The top 3 economists: 
Paul Krugman, Joseph Stiglitz and 
Erik Brynjolfsson; the top 3 
scientists: Neil deGrasse Tyson, 
Brian Cox, and Richard Dawkins.)

Ms Della Giusta and her 
colleagues found that the 
economists tweeted less and had 
fewer Twitter conversations with 
strangers. I sympathise, but 
nevertheless, the scientists 
managed it and the economists did 
not. The economists also used less 
accessible language with more 
complex words and more 
abbreviations. Both their language 
and their behaviour was less chatty.

This is true in more formal 
settings, too. Last year on Bank 
Underground, a blog for Bank of 
England staff, analyst Jonathan 
Fullwood compared the bank’s 
reports to the writings of Dr Seuss. 
Long words, long sentences or long 
paragraphs make for difficult 
prose. The Cat In The Hat stands at 
one end of the scale; bank reports 
at the other.

The World Bank is another 
culprit: this summer, its chief 
economist Paul Romer made few 
friends when he berated his 
colleagues over their feel-good 
bureaucratese in which projects 
“are emerging” while “players” are 
“partnering”, all the while advising 

“corporate governance and 
competition policies and reform 
and privatise state-owned 
enterprises and labour 
market/social protection reform”.

It is surprisingly easy to write like 
this when you don’t know what you 
think, or cannot agree, or dare not 
say. The result occupies the overlap 
on a Venn diagram between 
unobjectionable and 
incomprehensible.

According to Stanford Literary 
Lab, World Bank reports were not 
always like this: They once 
described specific facts (“Congo’s 
present transport system is geared 
mainly to the export trade”) and 
what the World Bank had done to 
improve them.

We should do better, whether 
writing a tweet or a report. But 
there is a reason that this stuff is 
hard: politics. In most spheres of 
life people are happy to trust 
doctors, engineers and scientists to 
get on with whatever it is they do.

Politics changes that: When 
scientists must communicate 
ideas about climate change, 
vaccines, or genetic engineering, 
they suddenly find themselves 
dragged into political fights for 
which they have neither the 
stomach nor weapons. Scientific 
literacy is no cure: On contentious 
topics such as climate change, 
political polarisation actually 
increases with education.

Economists, of course, cannot 
boast the same regard as doctors, 
engineers and scientists but they 
are on contested territory more 
often. Economics discusses public 
spending, inequality, regulation, 
taxes and other topics in the no 
man’s land of a political war.

No wonder we hesitate to 
engage on Twitter; no wonder we 
write reports that try to please 
everyone by saying nothing much. 
We then seem evasive and tedious, 
so nobody trusts us.

But when we set out a position 
clearly and plainly, we risk being 
dragged into poisonous squabbles 
— something that has happened 
repeatedly during and since the 
Brexit referendum.

There are no easy answers — 
although emerging evidence from 
political scientist Dan Kahan’s 
research group at Yale University 
suggests that we might do well by 
trying to engage people’s sense of 
curiosity. It is not enough to write 
with clarity; the great science 
communicators, from Carl Sagan 
to David Attenborough, inspire a 
sense of wonder. 

If we use a surprising fact as an 
ambush, that will provoke a 
defensive response; far better to 
present an intriguing puzzle. But if 
we cannot inspire awe, we should 
at least write clearly — a habit that 
helps us think clearly, too.

Simplicity alone, of course, is not 
enough. “We’re going to build a 
big, beautiful wall and Mexico is 
going to pay for it,” has the same 
simple tone as Dr Seuss, although 
it lacks his compassion. 

Does it reflect clear, trustworthy 
thinking? I do not think so, 
Sam-I-Am. FINANCIAL TIMES
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After weeks of continuously 
unfolding abuse scandals, men 
have become, quite literally, 
unbelievable. 

What any given man might say 
about gender politics and how he 
treats women are separate and 
unrelated phenomena. Liberal or 
conservative, feminist or 
chauvinist, woke or benighted, 
young or old, found on Fox News or 
in The New Republic, a man’s 
stated opinions have next to no 
relationship to behaviour. 

Through sheer bulk, the string of 
revelations about men from Bill 
Cosby to Roger Ailes to Harvey 
Weinstein to Louis C.K. to Al 
Franken and, last week, to Charlie 
Rose and John Lasseter, have 
forced men to confront what they 
hate to think about most: the 
nature of men in general.

This time the accusations aren’t 
against some freak geography 
teacher, some frat running amok in 
a Southern college town. They’re 
against men of all different 
varieties, in different industries, 
with different sensibilities, bound 
together, solely, by the 
grotesquerie of their sexuality. 

Men arrive at this moment of 
reckoning woefully unprepared. 
Most are shocked by the reality of 
women’s lived experience. Almost 
all are uninterested or unwilling to 
grapple with the problem at the 
heart of all this: the often ugly and 
dangerous nature of the male libido.

For most of history, we’ve taken 
for granted the implicit brutality of 
male sexuality. In 1976, the radical 
feminist and pornography 

opponent Andrea Dworkin said 
that the only sex between a man 
and a woman that could be 
undertaken without violence was 
sex with a flaccid penis: “I think 
that men will have to give up their 
precious erections,” she wrote. 

Fear of the male libido has been 
the subject of myth and of fairy tale 
from the beginning of literature: 
What else were the stories of Little 
Red Riding Hood or Bluebeard’s 
Castle about? A vampire is an 
ancient and powerful man with an 
insatiable hunger for young flesh. 
Werewolves are men who regularly 
lose control of their bestial nature. 
Get the point? 

There is a line, obviously, between 
desire and realisation, and some 
cross it and some don’t. But a line is 
there for every man. And until we 
collectively confront this reality, the 
post-Weinstein public discussion – 
where men and women go from 
here – will begin from a place of 
silence and dishonesty.

The masculine libido and its 
accompanying forces and 
pathologies drive so much of culture 
and politics and the economy, while 
remaining more or less 
unexamined, both in intellectual 
circles and in private life. 

I live in Toronto, a liberal city in a 
liberal country, with Mr Justin 
Trudeau for prime minister, a 
half-female Cabinet and an 
explicitly feminist foreign policy. 

The men I know don’t actively 
discuss changing sexual norms. We 
gossip and surmise: Who is a 
criminal and who isn’t? Which of 
the creeps whom we know are out 
there will fall this week?

Beyond the gossip, there is a fog 
of the past that is better not to 
penetrate. Aside from the sorts of 

clear criminal acts that have always 
been wrong, changing social norms 
and the imprecision of memory are 
dark hallways to navigate. Be 
careful when you go down them; 
you might not like what you find. So 
much easier to turn aside.

A healthy sexual existence 
requires a continuing education, 
and men have the opposite. There 
is sex education for boys, but once 
you leave school the traditional 
demands on masculinity return: 
show no vulnerability, solve your 
own problems. Men deal with their 
nature alone, and apart. 

Ignorance and misprision are 
the norms. Which is how we wind 
up where we are today: having a 
public conversation about male 
sexual misbehaviour, while barely 
touching on the nature of men and 
sex. Liberalism has tended to 
confront gender problems from a 
technocratic point of view: 
improved systems, improved laws, 
better health. 

That approach has resulted in 
plenty of triumphs. But there 
remains no cure for human desire.

Acknowledging the brutality of 
male libido is not, of course, some 
kind of excuse. Sigmund Freud 
recognised the id, and knew it as “a 
chaos, a cauldron full of seething 
excitations”.

But the point of Freud was not 
that boys will be boys. Rather, the 
opposite: The idea of the Oedipus 
complex contained an implicit case 
for the requirements of strenuous 
repression: If you let boys be boys, 
they will murder their fathers and 
sleep with their mothers. Freud 
also understood that repression, 
any repression, is inherently fluid 
and complicated and requires 
humility and self-searching to 

navigate. Women are calling for 
their pain to be recognised. Many 
men are quite willing to offer this 
recognition; it means they don’t 
have to talk about who they are, 
which means they don’t have to 
think about what they are. Much 
easier to retreat, into ever more 
shocked and prurient silence, or 
into the sort of reflection that 
seems less intended as honesty, 
and more aimed to please.

Meanwhile, sexual morality, so 
long resisted by liberals, has 
returned with a vengeance, albeit 
under progressive terms.

The sensation of righteousness, 
which social media doles out in 
ever-diminishing dopamine hits, 
drives the discussion, but also 
limits it. Unable to find justice, or 
even to imagine it, we are returning 
to shame as our primary social 
form of sexual control. 

The crisis we are approaching is 
fundamental: How can healthy 
sexuality ever occur in conditions in 
which men and women are not 
equal? How are we supposed to 
create an equal world when male 
mechanisms of desire are inherently 
brutal? We cannot answer these 
questions unless we face them. 

I’m not asking for male 
consciousness-raising groups; let’s 
start with a basic understanding 
that masculinity is a subject worth 
thinking about. That alone would 
be an immense step forward. If you 
want to be a civilised man, you have 
to consider what you are. 
Pretending to be something else, 
some fiction you would prefer to 
be, cannot help. It is not morality 
but culture – accepting our 
monstrosity, reckoning with it – 
that can save us. If anything can. 
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Last week, I met a student who 
wanted to seek some advice on 
behalf of his sister. 

She had just graduated with a 
diploma in hospitality and tourism 
management and planned initially 
to enrol in a Bachelor of Arts in 
Tourism course offered by a private 
school in Singapore next year. 

But she was now having second 
thoughts. “Is there any value in a 
private degree?,” my student asked. 

His question was with reference 
to results from the inaugural 
employment survey for private 
school graduates, released on 
Nov 15. The survey showed that only 
60.1 per cent of private school 
students found full-time permanent 
work within six months of 
graduation and their median 
starting pay was $2,550 a month. 
These statistics paled in comparison 

to the 79.9 per cent and $3,325 per 
month employment figures for 
graduates from the autonomous 
universities.

There are at least two reasons to 
be wary when using these results to 
evaluate the performance of private 
schools and the value of a private 
school degree.

First, the response rates from the 
survey were low. Of the graduates 
surveyed, only 32 per cent 
responded to it. In contrast, the 
response rates from the 
employment surveys conducted at 
the autonomous universities were 
much higher, at 70 per cent. 

If those who responded were 
more likely to be unemployed, then 
the figures may have 
underestimated the salaries and the 
percentage of students from private 
schools that actually found 
employment. 

Is it plausible that graduates who 
responded were more likely to be 
unemployed? Yes. Because such 
graduates would have more free 
time to do the survey.

On the other hand, those who 
found employment would probably 
have had less time for it.

Second, while some of the 
employment and salary difference 
between private and autonomous 
university graduates may indeed 
reflect employers’ preference for 
autonomous university-trained 
graduates, at least part of the 
difference is also due to differences 
in the characteristics of students 
attending both types of universities.

We can use a simple comparison 
of employment outcomes between 
private and autonomous 
university graduates to infer the 
value of a private school degree 
(relative to an autonomous 
university degree) only if students 
entering both types of universities 
were, on average, the same – in all 
respects, such as incoming A-level 
or polytechnic academic results, 
parental income, age, ethnicity, 
gender, innate ability, level of 
motivation, and communication 
skills. 

However, those who enrol in 

private universities and those who 
enrol in autonomous universities 
are likely to differ in other areas, not 
just school choice. 

For instance, since autonomous 
universities in Singapore are well 
ranked globally, and are known to be 
selective, students who enrol in 
private universities might tend, on 
average, to have scored lower in 
their A-level or polytechnic exams. 

Since employers are likely to 
select candidates based on a 
package of qualities, including past 
academic performance – that is, 
A-level or polytechnic performance 
– part of the difference in labour 
market outcomes between 
both groups of graduates might 
actually be reflecting employers’ 
weaker preference for people with 
poorer A-level or polytechnic 
grades, not so much university 
type. 

As such, simply attributing the 
entire difference in salary and 
employment rates to differences in 
university type would be naive.

Of course, one could restrict 

comparisons so that we only 
compare the employment outcomes 
of private and autonomous 
university students with the same 
observed characteristics – for 
instance, the students with the same 
incoming A-level or polytechnic 
academic results, parental income, 
age, ethnicity, gender. This would 
help to make the comparison more 
“apples to apples”. 

But even such a comparison could 
still produce an unreliable estimate 
of the value of having a private 
degree – relative to an autonomous 
university degree – if in addition to 
observable characteristics, private 
and autonomous university 
students differ along unobserved 
dimensions – such as 
communication skills or how 
hardworking they are, which are 
unobserved by the researcher. Since 
we cannot measure such 
unobserved characteristics, we 
cannot hope to control them in a 
statistical setting.

How, then, can we get an accurate 
estimate of the value of a private 
university degree? 

In practice, this can be done if we 
restrict comparisons to students 
who fall at the thresholds of 
attending both types of universities. 

To illustrate, suppose we have a 
group of students who have applied 
to study at two universities – one 
private and the other autonomous. 
Further, suppose that the 
autonomous university has a more 
stringent entry requirement. 

Then a good way to estimate the 
value of the autonomous university 

degree – relative to the private 
school degree – is to compare the 
employment outcomes of graduates 
who are immediately on both sides 
of the fence. 

In other words, we compare the 
outcomes for those people who just 
narrowly pass the threshold 
incoming test score requirement of 
the autonomous university – and so 
narrowly succeed in entering the 
autonomous university – and the 
outcomes of people whose 
incoming academic results narrowly 
fall short of the requirement – so 
narrowly fail to make it to the 
autonomous university and, 
therefore, enter the private 
university.

As long as there is nothing special 
about the threshold entry 
requirement, other than its use in 
assigning students to the different 
types of universities, we can 
reasonably attribute any difference 
in labour market outcomes at the 
threshold to the effect of university 
choice. This is because students 
immediately on both sides of the 
threshold are likely to be similar.

Before such an exercise is done, it 
would be premature to sound the 
death knell for private schools.
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