
Bloomberg Opinion 
Republicans Turn Away From Experts and Economics 

Noah Smith 

April 11, 2019 

In 2010, President Barack Obama nominated economist Peter Diamond to the Federal Reserve 

Board. A short time later, Diamond -- a professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology -- 

received the Nobel Prize for his work on theories of the labor market. That pioneering research 

forms the basis of a whole branch of macroeconomic theory to this day. 

But this brilliant academic career wasn't enough for Republicans in the Senate, who 

repeatedly blocked Diamond’s nomination. Senator Richard Shelby of Alabama huffed that since 

Diamond’s academic work was on labor markets and pensions, Diamond had no “experience in 

conducting monetary policy.” Mark Calabria, a frequent Republican policy adviser who has also 

worked at the Cato Institute, a libertarian think tank, declared that “the last thing the Fed needs is 

another Ph.D. in economics.” Calabria then went on to make a startling claim: 

[W]e largely had price stability in the days when the Fed board lacked academics…If anything, 

this era of a “scientific” Fed has been characterized by rampant inflation. 

Here are three generally recognized measures of inflation -- the consumer price index, the 

personal consumption expenditures price index, and the gross domestic product deflator -- from 

1970 through 2011. There was nothing even remotely resembling the “rampant inflation” that 

Calabria alleged: 

Inflation Wasn't 'Rampant,' Even If You Squinted 

In any case, under relentless attack, Diamond withdrew his nomination in 2011. 

Now, eight years later, President Donald Trump seems to share Calabria’s view that the Fed has 

too many economics Ph.D.s on its board. In addition to commentator and political ally Stephen 

Moore, Trump has announced that he plans to nominate businessman and former Republican 

presidential candidate Herman Cain to the Fed. Unlike Moore, Cain does actually have 

experience making monetary policy -- he served as chairman of the board of the Federal Reserve 

Bank of Kansas City in the 1990s. This experience undoubtedly makes Cain a much better 

candidate than Moore, who has nothing remotely comparable. 

But the advancement of both Moore and Cain, together with the rejection of Diamond, shows a 

Republican party -- and a conservative movement -- that is slowly abandoning the economics 

profession. 
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In the 1970s and 1980s, academic economists provided great support for free-market 

conservatism. Milton Friedman, one of the most influential and decorated economists of all time, 

laid out a libertarian philosophy in his book “Free to Choose: A Personal Statement” (co-

authored with Rose Friedman); the book was made into a PBS TV series. George Stigler argued 

that regulation was extremely harmful to the economy, while the political economist James 

Buchanan is often viewed as one of the intellectual founders of anti-government conservatism. 

Macroeconomists like Robert Lucas, Edward Prescott and Thomas Sargent created models in 

which recessions are natural and efficient, and generally argued against government efforts to 

stabilize the economy. All won Nobels. 

The conservative political apparatus largely embraced the idea that economics was on its side. 

Though relatively few commentators could master Sargent’s math, Stigler’s empirical work or 

Buchanan’s subtle logic, a network of conservative think tanks and pundits arose to translate (or, 

sometimes, mis-translate) simple economic models into free-market rhetoric. Law professor 

James Kwak documents this effort in his book “Economism: Bad Economics and the Rise of 

Inequality.” 

But in the 1990s, the political tide within the profession began to turn. As grand theories 

were gradually replaced with humble empirical work, economists began to see that government 

interventions in the market like minimum wages were often much more benign than the think 

tankers and pundits had predicted. The financial crisis helped dispel the idea that the government 

should sit back and let recessions take their course. A new crop of academic stars -- Paul 

Krugman, Thomas Piketty, Joseph Stiglitz and others -- emerged to advance more left-leaning 

ideas. The economics profession overall began to warm up to the idea of an activist government, 

and academic concerns about inequality rose: 

Paying More Attention to the Haves 

With this intellectual shift underway, perhaps it’s natural that Republicans would start to view 

pundits and pizza executives as preferable to professors. There are still high-profile academic 

economists who lean to the political right -- Harvard University’s Robert Barro, for example, or 

Stanford University’s John Taylor. A few prominent Republican policy advisers, like Glenn 

Hubbard of Columbia University Graduate School of Business, have solid academic credentials. 

But trumpeting these credentials might force Republicans to admit the equal or greater authority 

of the expertise among economists who advise the Democrats and urge more government 

intervention. 

Whether that’s the case -- or whether Moore and Cain are just one more manifestation of 

increasing GOP hostility to academia in general -- it signifies a shift in the public role of the 

economics profession. The idea that economics is a conservative science is losing its grip on the 

public consciousness. 
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