
 
 

Give to AgEcon Search 

 
 

 

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library 
 

 
 

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the 
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search. 

 
 
 

Help ensure our sustainability. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AgEcon Search 
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu 

aesearch@umn.edu 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only. 
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright 
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C. 

https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu


Reader's Forum 

One Vote for Doering's Call for Nonmarginal Analysis 

• 


Gerald F. Vaughn 

Th,s IS m support of Otto C Doenng's article 
"Looking Back WhIle Gomg Forward An EssentIal 
for Pohcy EconomIsts" (JAER, Vol 43, No 1) He 
asserts that marglnal analysIs IS best sUlted to a 
stable economy or socIety Doenng beheves that the 
US and world systems are beyond stablhty, 
rendermg marglnal analysIs less helpful, and that 
the development of nonmarglnahst economIcs 
should accelerate to meet the needs of pubhc pohcy 
I agree wIth th,s call for nonmarglnal analysIs 

Robert B Carson, m h,s book What EconomIsts 
Know, even more sharply crItIcIzes both the 
economlCS professlOll and pohcymakers He wntes 

m the 1970s and 1980s, when thele was much 
to be, done, practlcally nothmg of useful and lastmg 
consequence was accomphshed-not m terms of 
lmportant theoretical dnd cntlcal work nor m terms 
of pohcymakmg" (p 8) Nonmarglnal analysls would 
contnbute m ways that Cal son deslres 

For nonmarglnahst economICS to be useful to 
governments, pubhc pohcymakers and program 
managers first must be receptive to lt And, that 
acceptance depends on what type of government lS 
m office 

RIchard J StIllman II, who exammes pubhc 
admmlstratlOn, places government mto four models 
negabve-state (or no-state), bold-,tate, pre-state, 
and pro-state Negabve-state IS charactenzed by a 
sharply hmlted role for government (monetansts 
and pubhc chOlce theonsts), bold-state by a blOadly 
expanded role (mshtutlOn budders), pre-state by 
trad,tlOnal norms typIcal of governments before 
World War II, and pro-state by technocracy (govern
ment by professlOnal pubhc admlnlstrators and 
sClentlfic experts) typIfied by governments smce 
1945 In both pre-state and pro-state, change occurs 
m small mcrements at the margm 

Only negative-state and bold-state, whlch are 
depal tures from the trend, have shown a receptive
ness to nonmarglnah,t economlC', and nelther of 
the two prevalls except m a cnsls That IS, when 
government seems too wasteful or mtruslve, the 
negative-state gaInS ascendancy for a time When 
government needs a stronger hand m depresslOn or 
war, the bold-state presldes 

Vaughn IS an extenslOn bpeua!Jst for I esoUi Le economics and 
pohey, Unn.erslty of DelawdCe Newark 

Nonmarglnal analysls and actlOn are most hkely to 
be needed and to happen durmg a cnS1S AgrI
cultural economIsts can expect nonmarglnahst 
economIcs to be best recelved at such bmes John J 
Gargan m Handbook of Public AdmLnlstrallOn 
observes 

"Pohcy problem solutlOns drawn from Pubhc 
ChOIce theory-pnvatizatlOn, vouchers, and 
voluntary mltlatlves-were apphed by local, 
state, and national government dUrIng the 
1970s and 1980s, partly because of the pl es
sure on publIc finances, but also because of the 
avallablhty of the solutlOns" (p 1,004) 

As Dr Doenng pomts out, dunng the 1930's and 
New Deal expenmentatlOn, USDA not only was 
recepb ve to, but was m the vanguard of, thmklng of 
rural SOCIal sCIentIsts as reformers m farm pohcy 
(pp 4-5) 

Apart from hmes of cnSlS, government WIll tend to 
be m the pre-state or pro-state models, where 
change usually occurs at the margln AgrIcultural 
economIsts workmg m or closely WIth government 
should not expect that nonmarglnahst thmkmg wIll 
be accepted or prove useful between cnses Though 
cast m relatlOn mamly to the Federal Gove! nment, 
the pnnclple IS the same for State and local 
governments 

What should nonmarglnahsts do, glven these cond,
hons? Kenneth Bouldmg, m The Impact of the 
Socwl SCiences, remlnds 

"EconomIsts are not altogether guIltless of 
presummg to know more than they do and of 
glvmg advlce when they should have been 
domg research" (p 50) 

Nonmarglnahst agrIcultural economIsts should con
centrate, therefore, on domg research (especIally 
hIgh-qualIty empmcai stud,es) that WIll be ready 
and useful If and when advIce IS wanted 
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