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Ja, mach nur einen Plan
Sei nur ein grofSes Licht!
Und mach dann noch’nen zweiten Plan
Geh’n tun sie beide nicht.
Denn fiir dieses Leben
Ist der Mensch nicht schlau genug,
Doch sein hohres Streben
Ist ein schoner Zug.

—Bertolt Brecht

No act of man can claim to be more than an attempt, not even science.

—XKarl Barth
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Preface

Economists are, in our day and age, best known as policy experts. This
book is about one of them, Jan Tinbergen. He paved the way for this new
type of economist. The economic expert is a government functionary, who
works in service of the economic and social goals of government. The rise
of the economic expert was intimately connected with a change in what
was considered the most valuable sort of economic knowledge. For the
expert, an economy is not a natural system he studies as a physicist would,
but a system that he can steer — and improve. The rise of expertise also gave
birth to new types of institutions: business-cycle institutes, planning
offices, forecasting bureaus, and international organizations of economic
expertise.

Economists have, of course, always been concerned with policy. From
(free) trade regimes, the best way to manage the currency, and the role of
the state in the provision of public goods, policy questions have never been
far from the minds of economists. But they typically did so in their roles as
professors and public intellectuals. Economists since Adam Smith, and
undoubtedly before him, have played an important role in shaping the
thought of both politicians and the public about markets and trade, and the
proper functions of the state. They often also had the ear of those in charge.
The most famous economist of the past century, John Maynard Keynes,
had the ear of the politicians in Britain of his age, and his ideas had
influence across the world. And it is often recounted how important the
ideas of Friedrich Hayek were for Margaret Thatcher, who carried his book
in her hand bag. But the authority of both Keynes and Hayek was based on
their personal standing, their personal reputation, not because of the
techniques they mastered or their official government position. That is
different for Tinbergen, who will not be remembered for his contributions
to economic theory, proper. But he should be remembered for designing

XV
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xvi Preface

the way that economic policy is done. Keynes and Hayek will be remem-
bered for their economic ideas; Tinbergen should be remembered as the
most important economic “bureaucrat” of the twentieth century.

That might sound boring: Who wants to read a book about a bureau-
crat? Ideas have more charm, but ideas go in and out of fashion. What has
remained far more stable since the middle of the twentieth century is the
position of economic experts, and more generally the position of expertise
in the modern state. If we want to understand this rise of the expert, we
should be willing to look beyond the originators of economic ideas, and to
economist experts and policymakers like Jan Tinbergen.

He in fact stands in a longer tradition: economists have more often
worked quite directly for those in power. Frangois Quesnay, one of the
important economists before Adam Smith, worked at the Court of Louis
XV. In Germany, there is a famous intellectual tradition in which econom-
ics is part of a broader field of knowledge known as Kameralwissenschaften.
The Kameralwissenschaften were defined as those parts of science that were
required to work at the court. Around 1900 that term had changed to
Staatswissenschaften, but the idea remained similar: the knowledge rele-
vant to govern the state. It is in this tradition that Tinbergen worked. From
his earliest work on business-cycle statistics to his work on econometric
models, and then on development planning, he was concerned with ques-
tions of governance. One of his later books was called Can We Govern the
Planet?, a question with a philosophical connotation, but for Tinbergen it
was a question about governance. Can we design our global governance
institutions so that those in power can govern the planet and its climate?

If we are willing to look beyond the ideas, we discover that from central
banks to the IMF, and from government advisory boards to antitrust
agencies, economic experts are very prominent. Occasionally, the experts
even come into power, then we call it a technocracy. But the ideal position
of the expert is not on the throne, but right next to it. Not as visible to the
public, and unlikely to be the subject of political controversy, but no less
influential because of it. The proper position of the expert was in fact one
of the major concerns of Tinbergen. He was active in the design of expert
institutes on economic policy, and their proper position in relation to
government, parliament, and the public. In his home country, the
Netherlands, he quite literally created a position for the economic expert.
But his aspirations were global, as was expressed in one of his most famous
reports, Reshaping the International Order. Much of that reshaping was
about creating better institutions for governance and an improved position
for expertise at the international level.
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Preface xvii

Underlying Tinbergen’s work on governance is a more fundamental,
hopeful idea that we, as humans, can direct our own fate. He scoffed at
the idea that we could predict the future using economic forecasting tools.
We had to take the reins and direct the economy in the desired direction.
Planning, for him, above all else, meant setting goals and finding rational
means to reach those goals. The Dutch and German languages have a
beautiful word to describe that perspective, Machbarkeit or Maakbaarheid:
the ability to construct or shape the social world. Modern economic
expertise is built on this foundational belief, that with rational policy
instruments we can achieve our goals. It was Tinbergen who gave us the
language of policy instruments and targets.

Perhaps the most surprising part of the story of Jan Tinbergen is that
these goals were pursued by one of the greatest idealists the economics
profession has ever known. He was a pacifist, an internationalist socialist,
co-founder of Novib (later part of OXFAM-Novib), lifelong party member,
and admirer of Gandhi, who until late in life addressed his friends as
“comrade” (partijgenoot). His work in service of many national govern-
ments around the world, and international organizations like the League of
Nations and the United Nations, had to lead to serious tensions, and it did.

A biographical approach has the virtue of making us aware of the
contingencies and failed ambitions. Tinbergen’s own ideals extended far
beyond the foundation of economic expertise, to economic justice, global
equality, and most of all social peace. His religious background and
socialist youth instilled an appreciation for culture in him and made him
suspicious of materialism, a curiosity for an economist pursuing growth
goals in much of his work. He grew up in The Hague not far from the
Peace Palace and from a young age was a pacifist, but his economic work
for governments brought him in contact with General de Gaulle (France),
General Franco (Spain), and the German occupiers during WWIIL; in
Turkey and Indonesia, he even secured his advisory position in the after-
math of a military coup. At other times, science could not quite deliver
what he hoped for. His lifelong search for the definition and measurement
of economic justice never succeeded. His famous models never brought the
certainty and rigor that he sought but were successful pragmatic tools. This
book is about the deep tensions between the three elements that made up
Tinbergen’s life: the pursuit of scientific economics, the transformation of
economic knowledge into expertise to improve governance both nationally
and internationally, and his pursuit of social and global peace.
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