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ABSTRACT

The B r it is h  H is torica l School in P o l i t ic a l  Economy 

I ts  H istory and S ign if icance. (December 1976)

Craig Jay Bolton, B .A ., U nivers ity  o f  Arizona 

Chairman o f Advisory Committee: Dr. Robert B. Ekelund, J r .

This d isserta tion  summarizes the methodological views of each 

of the major partic ipants  in the Nineteenth Century B r it ish  Method- 

e n s tre i t  in P o l i t ic a l  Economy and iso la tes  those currents in Nine

teenth Century economic methodology which have persisted in to  the 

Twentieth Century. Among those involved in the B rit ish  Methodenstreit 

I have examined the relevant w ritings o f  Walter Bagehot, John E. 

Cairnes, J. K. Ingram, Richard Jones, T. E. C. Leslie , A lfred  

M arshall,  David Symes, and W illiam  Whewell.

Three major conclusions arise  from this study. F i rs t ,  each of  

the w rite rs  considered possessed a somewhat ideosyncratic conception 

of the scope and procedures appropriate to economic inquiry. In 

th is  respect, th e n , i t  is  misleading to speak simply of H is to r ic a l and 

Orthodox "schools," since these labels have frequently been in t e r 

preted as denoting homogeneous points o f  view.

Second, those fundamental charac te r is tics  which were shared in 

common by w r ite rs  within each o f the two methodological tra d it io n s  

are not the characteris tics  which have frequently received the 

atten tio n  o f  the in te l le c tu a l  h is to r ia n .  The H is to rica l School, fo r  

example, has o^ten been associated with i ts  German counterpart and 

portrayed as a reaction against a ll  economic theorizing. Instead of
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disposing o f  economic theory, however, the typ ica l B r i t is h  H is to r ic is t  

of the period p r io r  to the 1890's was in terested  in tying the e x is t 

ing theory to s p ec if ic  in s t i tu t io n a l  contexts, thus in teg ra t in g  into  

economic analysis some important behavioral constraints. So fa r  as 

th is  attempt was successful i t  resulted in economic theories y ie ld 

ing d e f in i te  predictions and testab le  consequences, as opposed to a 

theory which was nebulous enough to explain everything but which 

predicted only ex post.

Th ird , the H is to r ica l and Orthodox orientations toward the mean

ing o f and ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  economic studies have persis ted , in 

somewhat mutated forms, to the present day. Frank Knight, F r i tz  

Machlup and, to a lesser extent, Milton Friedman have emphasized 

the role o f  economics as a way of viewing the world and organizing  

our perception o f  social events. While prediction is  granted a role  

in most versions o f neo-Orthodoxy, the c e r ta in ty  of the theory is 

s t i l l  guaranteed by our in trospective inspection of our own motives 

and by the in t u i t i v e  appeal o f economic reasoning. Prediction on 

the basis o f  economic analysis is s t i l l  l im ited  by the reputed 

in a c c e s s ib i l i ty  o f  contro lled experimentation in social science and 

by the " p a r t ia l"  character of economic motives in the d ire c t io n  of  

human action . Opposed to the neo-Orthodox tra d it io n  have been 

w riters  such as T. W. Hutchison, Fugene Rotwein and, to some degree, 

Paul Samuelson. These neo-H is toric is ts  have demanded th a t theories  

be c le a r ly  s p ec if ie d , tested by comparison with existing data sources, 

and e ith e r  modified or rejected i f  found to be contradicted by te s t  

resu lts . Although many neo -H is to r ic is ts ,  l ik e  th e ir  Nineteenth
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Century counterparts, have been more concerned with generalized con

s id era tion  of what is to be done, ra ther than with the mechanics and 

experimental techniques required to carry through th e i r  proffered  

research programs, they do represent a recognizable and d is t in c t  

a lte rn a t iv e  to the neo-Orthodox methodology.

The Nineteenth Century c o n f l ic t  between H is to r ica l and Orthodox 

economic methodologists is thus found to have a close p a ra l le l  in 

recent economic discussions. The case of the B r it is h  Methodenstreit 

is in s tru c t iv e  not only as a premature and abortive " s c ie n t i f ic  

re vo lu tio n ,"  but also as the h is to r ic a l  background for concerns of 

more immediate in te res t  to modern economists.
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CHAPTER I

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE DISSERTATION AND A REVIEW OF 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH CONCERNING THE 

BRITISH HISTORICAL SCHOOL

The development of Nineteenth Century economics in B rita in  has 

been documented by scores o f  books and a r t ic le s ,  and i t  has long been 

believed th a t the central issues and major figures connected with the 

period were well-known. Only a few accounts o f  the development of eco

nomics during the las t  two hundred years have, however, concerned them

selves with an issue which v i r t u a l ly  dominated the d iscip line during 

the l a t e r  decades o f  the Nineteenth Century: The Methodenstreit be

tween "Orthodox" and "H istorica l"  economistsJ Those few sources 

which have sought to examine and explain the clash o f methodologies 

have portrayed i t  as a passing f i t  of professional in f ig h t in g , of 

l i t t l e  real importance to the "pure theory" o f economics, or as a de

bate involving issues long since s e tt led  in the modern age.

The t ra d i t io n a l  l im ita t io n s  placed on the h istory  o f  economics, 

though, have to a great extent reinforced this neglect o f  the B r it ish  

M ethodenstreit, as have the prohibitions against extensive methodologi

cal discussions popularized by Marshall. The "proper" study of the 

h is to ry  of economics has been variously in terpreted  as a history o f  

economic analysis, as a history o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy or as a h is tory  o f  

the f i l i a t io n s  between economic and "non-economic" ideas. A ll  major

The c ita t io ns  in th is  d isserta tion  follow the sty le  and format 
of The American Economist.
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forms o f past h is to r ic a l  studies have, however, ignored the s c ie n t i f ic  

goals and e x p l ic i t  methodological statements of previous economic 

w riters  as matters o f  l i t t l e  concern to the present day. The research 

methods advocated and practiced by the Classicals and e a r ly  Neoclassi

c a l ,  the questions which they posed concerning the scope and s i g n i f i 

cance of economic in q u iry ,  and the changes which they suggested in the 

overall reo rien ta tion  o f  economic problem solving have been viewed as 

issues o f  l i t t l e  h is to r ic a l  importance. Yet the admittedly erroneous 

views o f past authors concerning matters o f "theory" or th e ir  d is 

cussions o f  policy issues long since e x t in c t  have been the subject of  

meticulous probing and d e ta iled  evaluation.

The inherent tra d it io n a lis m  of many historians o f economic thought

has, o f  course, had i t s  good side. Their endorsement o f  the th e o r is t 's

view o f  methodological controversies as an unproductive and devisive  
2

pursuit has undoubtedly aided in the rapid and reasonably unfettered  

development o f economic theory, espec ia lly  neoclassical micro-theory, 

along pre-established paths. This same surrender to the "mainstream 

o f  economic thought' has, however, d is torted  the h is to r ia n 's  own per

spective on past events and caused him to ignore many rich sources of 

"o r ig in a l"  and important ideas.

While a perpetual search fo r  "antic ipations" o f contemporary 

theories could not f a i l  to f l a t t e r  the th e o r is t 's  ego and thus raise  

his estimate of the "Study o f  Dead Men," the eventual consequences of  

l im it in g  in te l le c tu a l  h istory  to such a pandering approach are less  

than pleasing. There are only a l im ited  number o f  "antic ipa tions" to 

be found in the w ritings o f t r u ly  scholarly  social th inkers , no matter
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how strained the in te rp re ta t io n  of sources may become. The h is torian  

o f economics who l im its  himself to "antic ipa tions" may thus run short 

of re levant material or be forced to  exhume progressively less sophis

t ic a te d  w r it in g s .  In order to gain any long-run worth, the h is tory  

of economic thought must make contributions o f  i ts  own to the contin

uing development and improvement of the d is c ip l in e ;  and in order to 

accomplish that task the h is torian  must become something more than a 

perennial sycophant.

I t  is  only to the extent that the in te l le c tu a l  h is to r ian  concen

tra tes  his e f fo r ts  and a tten tion  on the "heterodox" notions o f  past 

w riters  and on the uniqueness o f  th e i r  suggestions for the improvement 

of both theory and policy  that he is  able to provide a fresh perspec

t iv e  on present controversies as an aid to the development o f new 

patterns fo r  economic speculation. This is especially  true in matters 

concerning economic methodology and in those other areas in which the 

present practices and forms o f economic research and of "economic ex

planation" have yet to  be f u l l y  developed in to  universally  agreed- 

upon and read ily  defensible modes. This d isserta t io n  is devoted to 

ju s t  such a re-examination of certa in  key methodological issues, which 

were considered a t  length in the w ritings o f  the B rit ish  H is to r ica l  

economists and the writings of th e i r  "Orthodox" antagonists. While I 

believe th a t the study of these authors supplies important background 

fo r  a consideration o f  more contemporary contributions to the l i t e r a 

ture  of economic methodology ( e .g . ,  the methodological w rit ings  of 

Knight, Friedman, Machlup, Coats and Hutchison)3 , and that th is  study 

constitutes a ra ther d i f fe re n t  in te rp re ta t io n  of the s ign if icance of
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previously neglected authors, the lesson which I have hoped most of 

a l l  to i l l u s t r a t e  in the following pages is the importance of reread

ing past w riters  fo r  th e i r  own insights into  the process o f  economic 

an a lys is ,  rather than viewing them as mere forerunners of contemporary 

"innovations" in our theories.

The Scope of This Inquiry

In th is  study I have not and could not attempt an exhaustive  

in te rp re ta t io n  o f the world-wide methodological debate which ravaged 

economic inquiry during the Nineteenth Century. A task of th a t  mag

nitude would run to several volumes and would be many years in com

p le t io n .  I have, however, examined the major contributions of the 

central figures in  the B r it is h  Methodenstreit and traced the e ffec ts  

o f  th e i r  methodological views to the present day. Germany and France 

each had th e i r  own methodological controversies and c o n f l ic ts ,  but 

the in s u la r i ty  o f  B r i t is h  economics during much of the la t e r  Nineteenth 

and ear ly  Twentieth Centuries provides a reasonable ju s t i f i c a t io n  for  

the separate consideration o f authors in that environment. Although 

many of the ear ly  H is to r ica l  w riters  in B rita in  had contact with fo r 

eign sources, t h e i r  views and the issues they debated were mainly 

indigenous to t h e i r  native lands. I t  was only in the immediate pre- 

Marshall ian period th a t  influences from France (Comte) and Germany 

(Roscher and Schmoller) became recognizable as the source inspir ing  

B rit is h  methodological controversy. Even during th is  period, however, 

the issues considered were not those so hotly debated on the Conti

nent.
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The Methods o f  th is  Study

There are two major a lte rn a t iv e  methods which may be pursued in a 

study o f  in te l le c tu a l  h is to ry . The h is to r ian  may choose to consider 

past w rite rs  as evolutionary steps in a process culminating in the 

views o f  his own period, or he may attempt to probe an author's b e lie fs  

and theories from "the inside," making sense o f  th a t which is  obscure 

and searching fo r  the common thread which binds together the separate  

pieces o f  an author's work.

The "Whig theory" o f  in te l le c tu a l  h is tory  views the development o f  

a d is c ip l in e  as a steady progression from ignorance to knowledge, with 

each worker in a " tra d it io n "  build ing upon the foundations l e f t  by his 

predecessor. The "Revisionist" h is to r ia n ,  on the other hand, asks the 

question "What went wrong, and how may the damage be repaired?"

While Whig h is torians  are interested in t h e i r  subjects only as cogs in 

a developmental machine, Revisionists consider them as creative  and 

orig in a l forces, both acting upon and being acted upon by the social 

context. Although these methodological perspectives on h is to r ic a l  

research are n e ith e r  proscriptive  nor d e f in i t iv e ,  they do provide a 

means fo r  defin ing extreme points in the spectrum o f possible ap

proaches. As such they act as an aid in the formation o f  more d e f i 

n ite  judgments concerning the methodology appropriate to any p a r t ic u la r  

h is to r ic a l  study.

In a c tu a l i ty ,  o f  course, few studies could be c ited which are 

paradigms o f  e i th e r  o f these approaches. Historians who choose to em

phasize the "h is tory  o f  economic analys is ,"  and who are thus p r im arily  

Whigs in  th e ir  h is to r ic a l  methodology, have frequently concerned them
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selves with certa in  anomalous ideas or in d iv id u a ls , and have even been 

driven to comment upon the "tone o f the times" and i t s  impact upon the 

disc ip l in e . A l te rn a t iv e ly ,  h istorians with a more Revisionist o r ien ta 

tion have sometimes chosen to emphasize those doctrines which would 

la te r  gain professional acclaim or to c r i t i c i z e  the "errors of the 

past" from the perspective o f  the present. Although the d is tinction  

between the Whig and Revis ion ist approaches is  a va lid  one, i t  is  per

haps more applicable to the aspects (o r  component questions) compos

ing any h is to r ic a l  study than i t  is to the study as a whole. I t  is 

with this in mind that we turn to a description o f  the methods o f  

th is  study.

Positions on economic methodology are nearly as varied today as 

they were in the Nineteenth Century, even though they now occupy a 

less central place in economic discussions. This lack o f  a stable  

consensus concerning the types o f questions with which we are p r i 

marily in terested  in th is  d isserta t io n  seems to decisively rule out 

a purely Whig in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the B r i t is h  Methodenstreit and o f  the 

echoes and secondary impacts o f i t  on Twentieth Century economic 

w ritings. There are , however, certa in  requirements which should be 

met in order to establish the continu ity  o f  influences from the past 

on the present, and in th is  respect something l ik e  the Whig in te r 

pretation o f  h is to r ic a l  causa lity  is inescapable. As a compromise, 

then, I have considered each o f  the major authors in both the early  

Historical camps as o r ig in a l i f  not autonomous th inkers , often aware 

of the contributions or blunders o f th e ir  immediate contemporaries but 

jus t as frequently s tr ik in g  out on new and unexplored paths. I have

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

7

also, a t  the same time, made use o f the concluding chapter o f  the 

d isserta tion  to summarize and organize the views o f  the opposing 

Schools, to c r i t i c i z e  both o f  th e i r  basic methodological positions  

from the standpoint o f  more modern research and to ind ica te  how many 

of the basic issues they debated and the basic stances which they 

assumed on these issues are mirrored in  "modem" w rit ings  on economic 

methodology. The "smooth-flow" of an issue-orien ted  approach to the 

Nineteenth Century Methodenstreit would surely have improved the l i t e r 

ary q u a l it ie s  of th is  study, but the more accurate and appropriate  

way to approach the methodological views o f  such diverse authors as 

Symes and Whewell is  surely a case-by-case consideration o f  th e ir  own 

meta-economic w rit ings.

The unity  and overall development of the "H is torica l School" in 

England are matters discussed in more d e ta i l  in the subsequent chap

te rs ,  but the somewhat re la ted  question o f  the temporal and ph ilo 

sophic scope of th is  inquiry requires additional c la r i f ic a t io n  at the 

outset. By the ear ly  1880's the meta-economic o rien ta t io n  o f  the 

early  B r i t is h  H is to r ica l School had been v i r t u a l ly  fo rgo tten , although 

pseudo-methodological controversies would continue to disturb the 

peace o f  B r it is h  economics u n t i l  well in to  the next century. The 

e ffo r ts  o f  Jones, Whewell, Bagehot, Symes and Leslie  which had aimed 

at the reconstruction o f  economics along in s t i tu t io n a l  and empirical 

l ines were gradually and almost imperceptibly supplanted by three 

divergent trends operating under the "H is to r ic a l"  lab e l:  the growth

o f economic h is tory  in the w rit ings  o f  Ashley, Cunningham, Rodgers 

and Toynbee, the evolutionary and b io log ica l analogies o f  the Comtists
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and English o rg an ic is ts , and the reduction o f  economics to moral ph i

losophy and "common sense" a t  the hands o f  social philosophers and 

rabid ideologues. Despite the i n i t i a l  burst o f  enthusiasm which had 

greeted the extension o f  b io log ica l and s c ie n t is t ic  methods to economic 

inquiry , none o f  these l a t e r  trends represented a viable a lte rn a t iv e  

to the p reva il in g  orthodoxy. By the "Nineties" or the ea r ly  decades 

o f the Twentieth Century these pseudo-alternatives to Marshallian  

neoclassicism had e i th e r  collapsed under the weight of th e i r  own 

rhetoric  or had been absorbed in to  the "mainstream" of the d isc ip l in e  

as specia lized f ie ld s  o f  somewhat dubious worth. Through the c r i t i 

cisms o f Sigwick, J. N. Keynes, and the more subtle asides o f  A lfred  

Marshall, the term " H is to r ic is t"  gradually came to re fe r  so le ly  to 

the works o f  the l a t e r  B r i t is h  h istorians and social organicists as 

well as to the w rit ings  o f  the la t e r  German H is to r ica l School of  

Gustav Schmoller. The concerns o f  the e ar ly  B r i t is h  H is to r ic is ts  

were soon to  be forgotten in muddled debates concerning methodological 

positions which they themselves had repeatedly disavowed.

The d is t in c t iv e  and most important contribtuions o f B r i t is h  H is

toricism were exc lus ive ly  the property o f  the e a r ly  H is to r ic is ts ,  and 

the bulk o f  this study is ,  th ere fo re , devoted to an examination of  

th e i r  works and ideas. Ingram and Marshall have been considered at  

some length in order to i l l u s t r a t e  the t ra n s it io n  between the early  

and la t e r  H is to r ica l views and the reasons fo r  the re in te rp re ta t io n  

of the H is to r ic is ts '  o r ig in a l  concerns, but these two authors could 

jus t as well have been omitted from th is  study i f  an appreciation fo r  

the d i f fe re n t  periods in the B r it is h  H is to r ica l movement had previously
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been developed.

Although the in te res ts  o f th is  study have been h is to r ica l  as well 

as methodological, the methodological side o f  the inquiry has tended 

to predominate. The following pages are thus concerned more with a de

t a i le d  examination o f  the H is to r ic is ts '  and Orthodox economists' meta- 

economic doctrines than they are with a consideration o f th e ir  l i f e  

h is to r ies  o r  th e i r  in te l le c tu a l  attainments in other f ie ld s .

A Review o f the Existing L ite ra tu re

Despite the vast number o f  texts and a r t ic le s  concerned with the 

development o f  economics in B r i ta in ,  there are only a handful o f  sec

ondary sources which consider the h is to ry  o f  the B rit ish  Methoden

s t re i  t . Among these the most frequently  c ited  are T. W. Hutchison's
4

A Review o f  Economic Doctrines, 1870-1929 and A. W. Coats' "The His-
5

t o r i c i s t  Reaction In English P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 1870-1890." Despite 

th e i r  reputation as a u th o r ita t iv e  works, however, both Hutchison's  

and Coats' accounts o f  the development and character o f  the H is to r ica l  

School are d e f ic ie n t  i f  not b la ta n t ly  inaccurate.

Hutchison's discussion of the methodological debate in B r i ta in  is  

l im ited  by his v ir tu a l  exclusion o f  a l l  events occurring before the 

mid-1870's and by his concentration upon the policy aspects of the 

debate. Although he e x p l i c i t l y  c ites  each o f  the major partic ipants  

in the methodological controversies o f  the period (including David 

Symes), his overall consideration o f  s t r i c t l y  methodological questions 

is l im ited  to a scant four pages.^ Hutchison's development o f any 

organized statement concerning the goals and procedures of economic
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his torians  along with the economists o f  the H is to r ica l School and by 

his ra th e r  indecisive separation o f the two groups. Although 

Hutchison's Review o f Economic Doctrines must be acknowledged as one 

o f the most subtle and suggestive h is to r ies  o f  economic thought, i ts  

treatment o f  B r i t is h  Historicism is  only s l ig h t ly  more revealing than 

the s ing le  footnote usually accorded the School in o ther, more stand

ard, accounts o f  the period.

Coats' 1954 Economica a r t ic le ,  "The H is to r ica l Reaction In English 

P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 1870-1890," builds upon the foundations la id  by 

Hutchison and suffers  from many o f  the same defects. Coats explains 

the popularity  o f  B r i t is h  Historicism by reference to the downturn in 

the B r i t is h  economy a f t e r  the 1850's , and he finds the roots of the 

movement in the philosophy o f August Comte, the German H istorica l  

School o f  Roscher and the B rit ish  h is torians o f  social development 

( i . e . ,  Morgan and S ir  Henry Maine).^ Coats states th a t  Jones' in 

fluence on the development of the School and on economic theory as a
O

whole was overrated by past h is to r ians , a claim which is undoubtedly 

true but which was to the detriment o f  the d is c ip l in e  rather than to 

i ts  advantage. He was further remiss in omitting e n t i re ly  any r e fe r 

ence to the w rit ings  of e ith e r  David Symes or William Whewell.

Like Hutchison, Coats' en tire  consideration o f the "dispute over 

method" is  l im ited  to only a few pages, and l ik e  Hutchison he includes 

the la t e r  minor H is to r ic is ts  and economic historians ( i . e . ,  Fawcett, 

Cunningham and Sidgwick) on an equal footing with more major writers  

l ik e  Leslie  and Ingram. I t  is c lear from his account that the His

to r ic a l  economists in B rita in  were disturbed about something, but
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whether they had leg it im a te  grievances against the C lass ica ls ' method

ology or were merely in te l le c tu a l  im p er ia l is ts ,  eager to conquer a l l  

social inquiry  fo r  the d isc ip lines  o f  Sociology and H is tory , was a 

question which remained an unsolved mystery in his analysis o f the 

movement.

Two lesser known, but superior, treatments of B r i t is h  Historicism
9

are to be found in W illiam  Scott's The Development o f  Economics and 

Robert B. Ekelund's "A B r i t is h  Rejection o f  Economic Orthodoxy-"^0 

Ekelund in his 1966 a r t ic le  outlines the h is tory  o f  the H is to r ica l  

School in B r i t is h  economics, placing i t  within the context o f  the in 

te l le c tu a l  trends o f the day and against the background o f  s im ila r  

movements in other nations. He qu ite  properly objects that: "the

ro le  o f  the B r i t is h  (H is to r ic is ts )  in this 'h is to r ic a l  revo lu tion ' has 

been g reat ly  neglected, and th e ir  substantive and important contribu

tions have been jaded by a tten tion  to the German School,"^  and he 

c o rrec t ly  id e n t i f ie s  the B r it is h  H is to r ic is t 's  primary ta rg e t as the

"abstract a priorism" and speculative methodology o f  the Orthodox 

12economists. Although Ekelund f u l l y  recognized the indigenous 

status o f  the H is to r ica l movement in B r i ta in ,  he la id  somewhat more 

emphasis on the influence o f  French (Comte) and B r it is h  (Spencer) 

evo lu t io n is ts  than would be appropriate in the present more lim ited  

consideration o f ear ly  H is to r ica l w r ite rs .  While his consideration  

o f  some o f  the la t e r  H is to r ica l economists ( i . e . ,  Ingram and Toynbee) 

heightens our appreciation for the type of Historicism encountered 

by J. N. Keynes and A lfred  Marshall and strengthened his case against 

considering the B rit ish  H is to r ic is ts  as "poor re lations" o f  Germans,
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those parts o f  his discussion are outside the scope o f  th is  d is 

s erta t io n .

S cott 's  survey o f  p a r t ic u la r  w r ite rs  in  the B r it is h  H is to r ica l  

t r a t i t io n  is  less in te rp re ta t iv e  and more descriptive  than Ekelund's, 

but i t  s t i l l  possesses many exc e lle n t  features. Scott's  section on 

the School contains concise and informative summaries o f  the main 

doctrines professed by L e s l ie ,  Ingram and Ashley, although he omits 

any consideration o f  Bagehot, Jones or Symes, and he m isin terprets  the 

methodological views of A lfred  Marshall. While c a re fu l ly  constructed 

and la rg e ly  accurate, Scott's  treatment of B r i t is h  H istoric ism  is  

s t i l l  too b r ie f  to serve as more than a rough guide to any o f  the 

following sections. Although Scott has accomplished an admirable 

summary o f  the School w ithin the context o f  a general te x t  on the h is 

tory  of economic thought, his research in no way f u l f i l l s  the role o f  

jn a u th o r ita t iv e  study, o r even a b r ie f  but comprehensive o u tl in e  o f  

the issues debated by and the methodological roots of B r i t is h  H is to r

icism. The works o f Ekelund and Scott considered together do, how

ever, provide a f irm  foundation fo r  a more deta iled  h is to ry  o f  the 

methodological controversies o f  the Nineteenth Century. They have 

often been re fe rred  to in s tructuring  the research which has gone 

in to  the present h is to ry ,  and they promise to provide a basis fo r  an 

even more in-depth study o f  o th e r ,  l a t e r ,  currents in the B r it is h  

Methodenstreit.
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Other References to the B r i t is h  H is to r ica l School

Passing comments re s tr ic te d  to the consideration o f  ind iv idua ls

w ith in  the B r i t is h  H is to rica l t ra d i t io n  are not uncommon in  the more

popular and "up-to-date" h is tories  o f  economic thought or in  some o f

the o lder references to the development o f  the d is c ip l in e .  L. H.

Haney devotes some th ir te e n  pages to the topic under the heading o f

13"Concrete H is to r ica l C r it ic ism  in Great B r i ta in ,"  Eric Roll comments

14b r ie f l y  on Richard Jones in his H is tory  o f  Economic Thought, and

Joseph Schumpeter c ites  the works o f  L e s l ie ,  Jones and Ingram in his

15History  o f  Economic Analysis. None o f  these works, however, extends 

much beyond a mere re c ita t io n  o f  the basic fa c t  of the movement's 

existence and i t s  opposition to the Ricardian t r a d i t io n .  In  short,  

none o f them are substantial enough to warrant fu rth er  consideration  

outside o f  those chapters to which they most d i re c t ly  r e la te .

A B r ie f  In troduction to B r i t is h  Historicism

The roots o f the H is to r ica l movement in B r ita in  are as varied as 

the many w r ite rs  who contributed to i t s  development and are sometimes 

id e n t i f ia b le  only through conjectures based upon the broader trends in 

European thought. Francis Bacon, Adam Smith, S ir  Henry Maine and 

Auguste Comte were each mentioned in reverent tones by one or another 

of the H is to r ic is t  w r i te rs .  Yet the more probable source fo r  th e i r  

common insp ira tion  was the in te r - r e la te d  complex o f  views, represented 

in the tra d it io n s  o f nominalism, assoc ia tion is t psychology and 

empiricism, that had dominated B r i t is h  thought since before the 

Fourteenth Century.
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Unifying Factors in B r i t is h  Historicism

The B r i t is h  H is to r ic is ts  were in an odd position , h is to r ic a l ly  

speaking, and they were well aware o f  the anomaly represented in th e i r  

in te l le c tu a l  environment. Economics was the only f i e ld  in B r it ish  

science so completely dominated by the r a t io n a l is t ic  and speculative  

methods o f the Continent, and i t s  unique status as a "metaphysical" 

study seemed to  demand an explanation. Jones, Bagehot, Symes, Leslie  

and Ingram each examined th is  question, and to a man they reached 

something l ik e  the same conclusion: the speculative and "metaphysical1

character o f  economics in the Nineteenth Century was prim arily  due to 

the influence o f  Ricardo. Although most o f  the H is to r ic is ts  were 

w i l l in g  to concede th a t  pre-Ricardian w r i t in g s ,  as exemplified by 

Adam Smith's The Wealth o f  Nations, were both prim itive  and unstruc

tured when compared to the Orthodox tre a t is e s  o f the Nineteenth Cen

tu ry ,  they recognized in these e a r l i e r  w rit in g s  something l ik e  th e i r  

own in te re s t  in  and concern fo r  "concrete" empirical inquiries  and 

t h e i r  own b e l ie f  in  the importance o f  determining "the facts o f the 

case" before formulating theories to explain i t .  The Ricardians, how

ever, were charged with the use o f  "vicious a p r io r i  sms11 in formulatin  

economic hypotheses, and they were held to be doubly g u i l ty  fo r  apply

ing th e ir  counter-factual speculations to the policy issues faced by 

the B r it ish  nation . L e s lie ,  among o thers , was so incensed by the 

Ricardians' use o f  the "absolute p r in c ip les"  o f  economics as j u s t i 

f ica t io n s  fo r  th e i r  own p o l i t ic a l  biases th a t he was driven to quip 

th a t "Instead o f  a science of wealth they have given us a science
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fo r  w e a l t h ." ^  However, neither Leslie  nor any o f  the other early  

B r it is h  H is to r ic is ts  ever questioned the basic social importance o f  

a science o f  economic relationships nor fa l te re d  in t h e i r  hopes fo r  

i t s  in d e f in i te  improvement.

The Decentralized Character o f  the "H is torica l School"

Despite basic agreements concerning a common enemy and a general 

course along which economic inquiry should be red irec ted , each o f the 

B r it is h  H is to r ic a l  w rite rs  remained large ly  ideosyncratic in his own 

methodological views and the ju s t i f ic a t io n s  which he o ffered  for these 

views. The c r i t ic a l  and empirical approach which the H is to r ic is ts  had 

adopted in t h e i r  investigation of economic and social phenomena l e f t  

no basis fo r  the creation o f  a s c ie n t i f ic  "paradigm", or,  more proper

ly  a s c ie n t is t ic  dogma. There were no ground rules fo r  de lim iting  

and proscribing the types o f  questions which i t  was " leg it im ate"  to 

pose in an H is to r ic a l investigation  or the types o f  answers which 

were acceptable in  response to these questions. For, in fa c t ,  there 

was no such th ing as a well-organized and proscrip tive  "H istorica l  

School."

In this sense, but only in th is  sense, were J. N. Keynes and 

Alfred  Marshall correct in th e i r  id e n t i f ic a t io n  o f  the H is to r ica l  

movement with a re jec tion  o f  "theory." The theory which the H is to r i 

c is ts  re jected  was not, however, a theory which attempted to examine 

the economic and p o l i t ic a l  constraints which structured human action, 

which attempted to c r i t i c a l l y  approach social problem-solving through 

the tools o f  empirical research. The "theory" rejected by the His-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

16

to ric is ts  was, rather, the theory which composed the "core" of Classi

cal and Neoclassical economics, i . e . ,  the methodological ground-rules 

which conditioned and lim ited the thoughts and explanations for 

social action proffered by "Orthodox" economists. The British His

to ric is ts  clearly recognized that a c r it ic a l and reflective method

ology was required in social and economic investigations even more 

than in the researches of the physical sc ien tis t, and they were en

thusiastic in th e ir  endorsement and defense of those types of pro

cedures without much regard for the content of the theories being 

proffered for testing. As Bagehot once remarked in a caveat to 

those orthodox economists who were excessively hasty in proclaiming 

the absolute truth and in fa l l ib i l i t y  of th e ir doctrines, as well as 

th e ir universal app licab ility  to any social structure:

.. .th e  cultivators of an abstract science are always 
in great danger of forgetting its  abstract nature; 
they rush and act on i t  at once. In the abstract 
physical sciences there is an effectual penalty-- 
a person who acted on abstract dynamics would soon 
break his head; but in mental and . . .  (social) . . .  
sciences, unhappily, there are no instant tests of 
failure,--w hatever happens a man can always argue 
that he was r ig h tJ  7

A Note to the Following Chapters and Appendices

In the chapters that follow I have traced the ideas and achieve

ments of the major figures in the British Historical trad ition and of 

th e ir  opponents in the Orthodox School during the period of roughly 

1830-1880. Although each of these "methodological sketches" is large

ly  self-contained, the overall emphasis of the various branches of 

the Historical tradition are discovered to be related through a
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"family resemblance," and th a t  re la tionsh ip  is summarized in the 

concluding chapter. In  add it ion , a number o f important, i f  somewhat 

tangentia l,  issues and some c la r i f i c a t io n  o f the terminology used in 

th is  study have found a home in the appendices attached at the end o f  

th is  d isserta t io n . While the body o f  the work is i n t e l l i g i b l e  w ith 

out reference to these supplementary m ateria ls , the meaning and 

development o f  the School are more re a d i ly  comprehended i f  careful 

attention  has f i r s t  been devoted to them. Of special importance are 

the appendices on "0. S. M i l l ' s  Methodology," "On The Terminology 

Used In This Investigation" and "On The Methodology o f W illiam  

Whewell." These three sections serve to f i l l  certain  ra th er  g laring  

gaps in the con tinu ity  or in te rp re ta t io n  of the School, and they act 

to c la r i f y  certain  issues which might otherwise remain obscure.
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Footnotes to Chapter I

1. Of the standard secondary sources concerned with the h is to ry  
o f economic thought,Joseph Schumpeter, in  his massive History  o f  Eco
nomic Analysis (New York: Oxford Univers ity  Press, 1954), devotes
only seventeen pages to the Methodenstreits o f  the Nineteenth Century. 
Two-thirds o f  th is  already abbreviated discussion is  l im ite d  to a 
consideration o f  German and Continental w r i te rs ,  and Schumpeter fu r th e r  
confounds the issues o f the day by f a i l in g  to d is tinguish  between 
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CHAPTER I I

THE FORMAL BEGINNINGS OF BRITISH HISTORICISM:

THE REVEREND RICHARD JONES

Richard Jones (1790-1855) was o f Welsh ex trac tion , the son of a 

prosperous B r i t is h  s o l i c i t o r  who o r ig in a l ly  had planned fo r  him to 

fo llow  in the family  profession. As fa te  would have i t ,  however, 

Jones' poor health thwarted his fa th e r 's  ambitions, and he was, in 

stead, sent to Caius College, Cambridge to pursue a less strenuous 

course o f  study leading to the m inistry.^  I t  was during his college  

years tha t Jones' mi id took on the mold which i t  would re ta in  during 

the remainder o f  his l i f e ,  being formed in discussions held with a 

small and c lose ly  k n it  group o f  fellow students. The Cambridge Study 

Group, as they were l a t e r  known, were mostly acolytes o f Francis

Bacon, and had joined together with the primary in tention  o f  study-
2

ing and debating his philosophic works. From th e ir  number would 

a r is e  some o f  the greater minds of the following decades: John

Herschel, the author o f  the in f lu e n t ia l  Discourse on the Study o f  

Natural Philosophy; John Babbage, fa th e r  o f  the modern computer and 

founder o f the B r i t is h  Society fo r  The Advancement o f  Mathematics; 

and William Whewell, Jones' l i fe lo n g  fr ien d  and the author o f  such 

d e f in i t iv e  studies as A H istory of the Inductive Sciences and The 

Philosophy o f  the Inductive Sciences. (See Appendix D a t the end o f  

th is  d isserta tion  fo r  a more complete account o f  Whewell's l i f e  and
3

s c ie n t i f i c  contr ibu tions .)

While Jones' own scholastic  career was not so distinguished as
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those o f  his college acquaintances' i t  was f a r  from uneventful. In

1833 he was e lected  to the Chair o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy at Kings'
4

College and in 1835 he was appiinted as Professor o f P o l i t ic a l  Econo

my and History a t  East India College, Haileyburg (thus f i l l i n g  the 

position l e f t  vacant by the death of his acquaintance and correspond

e n t,  T. R. Mai th u s ) .6 Although Jones was frequently  drawn away from 

academic duties and economic research by the t id e  of public a f f a i r s ,  

Haileyburg remained as a refuge fo r  him throughout the remaining 

twenty years o f his l i f e .  In the b r ie f  periods between his m u lt i tu 

dinous p o l i t ic a l  crusades he would return to his cherished position  

at Haileyburg to partake o f  those a c t iv i t ie s  which brought him the 

highest enjoyment and s e l f -s a t is fa c t io n :  his continuing studies into

economic anthropology and into the " P o l it ic a l  Economy o f Nations".6

In 1836, a f t e r  only one year o f  exc lus ive ly  academic pursuits , 

Jones added to his other positions membership on the newly created 

Parliamentary T ithe  Commission. Although he believed that th is  

appointment was a service to the c lergy, and thus a duty owed his 

o f f ic e ,  he found his time increasingly absorbed in the d e ta ils  o f  

everyday decision-making and increasingly diverted from the system

a t ic  pursuit o f  his in te l le c tu a l  goa ls .7 When the T ithe Commission 

was reorganized in  1851, Jones at f i r s t  believed that he would be 

allowed to return to  his studies and lec tu res , but the House o f  

Lords, a t  the in s t ig a t io n  o f  the c le r ic a l  fa c t io n ,  reappointed him to 

serve as Secretary o f  the Capitu lar Commission and la t e r  as Charity  

Commissioner for England and Wales. So i t  remained un til  his death in 

1855: Jones' duties in defense o f  the prerogatives o f  the Church
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n
continually  overwhelmed his own in te re s t  in  economic research.

Despite the weight o f  his extra-academic ob ligations, however,

Jones' merits as a scholar and as a teacher did not go unnoticed. He

is said to have been acclaimed by both students and colleagues fo r  his

vast knowledge o f  nations and in s t i tu t io n s ,  both o f  Europe and the Far

East, and fo r  a gentle and persuasive classroom manner. He was a

founder o f  the London S ta t is t ic a l  Society ( l a t e r  renamed the Royal
g

S ta t is t ic a l  Society) and was the author o f  several books and a r t ic le s  

on the theory and application of p o l i t ic a l  economy.

In 1831 Jones published An Essay on the D is tr ibu tion  o f  Wealth 

and on the Sources of Taxation, Part I : Rent which was intended as

the f i r s t  part o f  a three part work on re n t ,  wages and p ro f i ts .  A l 

though the completed work never saw the l i g h t  o f  day, several a r t ic le s  

and pamphlets, which may have been intended as fragments o f  future  

volumes, followed over the next twenty years. These included A Short 

Tract on P o l it ic a l  Economy, Prim itive  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, ^  and, in 

1852, the book-1ength c o l le c t io n ,  Textbook o f  Lectures on the P o l i t ic a l  

Economy o f  Nations. Despite J. S. M i l l 's  references to Jones' work in 

his P r in c ip les , remarks which Whewell would r ig h t ly  characterize as 

"very disparaging praise," and despite M i l l 's  own eventual adoption o f  

Jones' system fo r  the c la s s if ic a t io n  o f  peasant land r e n ts ,^  Jones' 

works received l i t t l e  favorable notice outside o f  his c irc les  a t  

Cambridge and Haileyburg. At his death, in 1855, Jones was a recog

nized force in c le r ic a l  p o l i t ic s ,  but a v ir tu a l  unknown in his chosen 

f i e ld  o f p o l i t ic a l  economy.

The s ituation  o f  Jones' academic reputation improved somewhat in
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1859 when there appeared a posthumous co llec tion  o f  his previously

published works and unpublished papers, edited and with a "Prefatory

Note" by William Whewell. I t  was Whewell's "Note," o f over th i r ty

pages, which gave a d e f in i te  form and coherent un ity  to Jones' fra g -

12mentary and often rambling presentations. And i t  was probably due 

to the guidance and influence o f  th is  Note th a t Jones' w rit in g s  

slowly gained a modicum o f  fame among the members of the economics 

profession.

In the fo llow ing pages I have not consistently  distinguished the 

c la r i f ic a t io n s  to be found in Whewell's Note from Jones' own contribu

tions to meta-economics. This procedure seemed ju s t i f i e d  on the basis

o f Jones' long and intim ate friendship with Whewell, and Whewell's

1 3enthusiastic  endorsement o f  his economic methodology. I t  should be

mentioned, however, that Jones and Whewell were not always in complete 

14agreement. Because of th is  and because o f Whewell's own role in the 

development o f  B r it is h  H istoric ism , a b r ie f  appendix (Appendix D) has 

been added which deals with his economic and philosophic views.

Jones and the Historians

The reputation o f  Richard Jones as an o r ig in a l  and important 

th inker has fluc tuated  w i ld ly  both over time and between authors.

J. K. Ingram found Jones' works to be "akin to the labors o f  C l i f f e -  

L e s l ie ,"  the highest praise th a t  he could bestow on a pre-Comtian 

author; and M arshall,  w r it in g  in 1897, stated th a t  Jones' influence  

" la rg e ly  dominated the minds o f  those Englishmen who came to  a serious 

study of economics a f te r  his work had been published by Dr. Whewell in
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151859." Marshall had also confessed, w ith in  an e a r l i e r  w r i t in g ,  tha t  

Jones "gave d irec tio n  to a good deal o f  my subsequent th ink ing"; and 

he had a l te rn a t iv e ly  c r i t ic iz e d  Jones' meta-economics, from the stand

point o f  log ical r ig o r ,  while praising i t  as an example o f  the best 

procedures which could be followed in economic re s e a rc h .^

In the entry  on Jones in Pal grave's D ictionary the reader is 

informed that "The role o f  Jones in p o l i t ic a l  economy was l ik e  that  

o f  Bacon in physical science: to preach the importance o f  experience,

and the danger o f  hasty g e n era liza t io n ."  And Jones, we are to ld ,  

undoubtedly " . . .d eserves  to be regarded as the founder o f  the English 

H is to r ic a l  S c h o o l." ^  Yet, less than eleven years l a t e r ,  Marian 

Bowley, in  her Nassau Senior and Classical Economics, would label 

Jones as "an iso la ted  representative o f  the h is to r ic a l  methods in the
1 g

' t h i r t i e s ' , "  and Schumpeter would add, in  1954, th a t  Jones was

" . . .  no more than a forerunner . . . "  o f  B r i t is h  H istoric ism , th a t  he

1 Qcould not be considered as a " . . .  root-and-branch objector . . . "  ' 

to the t ra d it io n a l  methods o f  the Classical s.

Most recent h is torians  o f  economic thought have apparently con

curred in Bowley's and Schumpeter's opinions. Jones has generally  

been omitted from textbook treatments o f  the period or classed with
on

a heterogeneous group o f "e a r ly  objectors to Ricardo." There have 

been, however, several exceptions to th a t  ru le ,  and over the years a 

small but inform ative l i t e r a t u r e  has grown up in appreciation and 

appraisal o f  Jones' views.

Eric Roll in his H istory o f  Economic Thought (1938) and Henri 

Grossman in his JPE a r t i c l e ,  "The E vo lu t ion is t Revolt Against C lass i-
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2 1cal Economics," both devoted substantial space to a treatment o f

Jones. Unfortunately, both o f  these authors patterned th e i r  analyses

o f Jones upon Marx's e a r l i e r  c r it iq ues  o f his writings in  the Theories

o f Surplus Value (a work unavailable in English a t the time o f  th e i r  

22publica tions). Neither had apparently expended the time necessary 

to reconsider o r ig in a l sources. Consequently, both R o ll 's  and Gross

man's treatment o f  Jones suffered from the same defect: as Marx had

c r i t ic iz e d  a l l  previous thinkers fo r  incompletely comprehending his 

own system fo r  analyzing the process o f social evo lution , so Roll and 

Grossman saw a l l  thinkers as forerunners o f  Marx.

In Grossman's paper, fo r  instance, Jones became an advocate of  

evolutionary economics, whose primary in te re s t  and e f fo r ts  were 

directed toward the construction o f  a model explaining "the sequence

through which every nation must pass, though at d i f fe re n t  tempos"

23(emphasis in o r ig in a l ) .  His property rights theory was, in Grossman's

in te rp re ta t io n ,  a demonstration th a t " . . .  d i f fe re n t  property re la tions

correspond to d i f fe r e n t  stages in the development o f  productive 

24
power," and his inductive methods were traceable to S ir  James

25Steuart (who Jones, in fa c t ,  never mentioned), ra ther than to S ir  

Francis Bacon, whom he id o lize d .

R o ll 's  discussion o f  Jones' writings is much more r e s t r ic t iv e  

than Grossman's. Although i t  touches on many o f  the same points i t  

is  more oriented toward the technical de ta ils  o f Jones' rent theory, 

rather than toward his methodology, s t r i c t ly  speaking. R o ll 's  assess

ment is ,  there fo re , o f  less in te re s t  fo r  the purposes of this d isse rta 

tion than other, more philosophical, c r it iq u es . While Roll did
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re a l ize  that "Jones urged economists to pay greater attention to the

h is to r ic a l  d ifferences between economic in s t i tu t io n s  . . .  (and) . . .

26also stresses the r e la t i v i t y  o f  economic laws," his subsequent 

discussion o f  these doctrines indicates that the emphasis in this  

sentence is meant to f a l l  upon the word " h is to r ic a l ,"  i . e . ,  evolu

t io n ary , rather than upon the phrase "differences between economic 

in s t i tu t io n s ."  The remainder of R o l l 's  evaluation is l i t t l e  more 

than an attempt to (u n ju s tly )  in te rp re t  Jones as a proponent of  

Marxian theories o f class c o n f l ic t  and c a p i ta l is t ic  accumulation.

A fte r  years o f  complete obscurity , in te re s t  was again aroused in 

Jones' w ritings by the centenary anniversary o f  the Royal S ta t is t ic a l  

Society (which he had helped to found). In  celebrations o f  the Cen

tenary a paper by L. G. Johnson, concerning Jones' achievements, was 

c ircu la ted  to s e le c t  members of the Society. In his s t i l l  unpub

lished contribution to the l i t e r a tu r e  on Jones, Johnson suggested

th a t his (Jones') proper claim to "economic fame" was that "he was a

27founder of the English H is to r ica l School." This suggestion was 

adopted and b u i l t  upon by R. Glendy in a note appearing in the 1956 

Journal o f the Royal S ta t is t ic a l  S ocie ty . In addition to o ffe r in g  

valuable and in s ig h t fu l  observations on Jones' academic career and 

the character o f  his economic research, Glendy wrote that he " . . .  

was not simply a 'forerunner' (o f  the B r it ish  H istorica l School)--as  

has been so frequently  a lleg ed --b u t (was) one o f  the progenitors o f  

the inductive approach to economic problems in the Nineteenth 

Century." c The issue o f  induction vs. deduction, which had confused 

many previous h is to r ia n s ,  was further c la r i f ie d  in Glendy's note. He
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r ig h t ly  in te rp re ted  the "deductive" position as one o f  a p r io r is t ic  

c e r ta in ty  and the "inductive" position as one implying a due regard 

fo r  "the fac ts ."  As he stated the matter: "Jones and his supporters

in the inductive  school found themselves opposed by those--the great  

m ajority  in those days—who believed with Whateley, Drummond, pro

fessor o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy a t Oxford, tha t the 'p r in c ip le s  of action  

are known by consciousness and do not require d e ta iled  observa

tion . " ,29

While Glendy’ s note may r ig h t ly  be fau lted  fo r  i t s  excessive

b rev ity  i t  has added more to our understanding o f  Jones than have

longer appeals to pseudo-sophistication and professional snobbery, o f

which one prime example is  William L. M i l le r 's  "Richard Jones: A Case

30Study In Methodology." The central theme o f M i l l e r 's  discussion is

a defense o f  his own, oddly in te rp re ted , version o f  Ricardian rent 

31theory against what purports to be an accurate summary o f  Jones'

theory o f  peasant rents. M i l le r ,  o f course, ignores Jones' major

claims concerning the opposing paradigm: that there e i th e r  was no

empirical theory in  Ricardo's writings (only an a p r io r i s t ic  theory

describing s itu a t io n s  which were inapplicable to  the ex is t in g  w o rld ),

or tha t Ricardo's speculations were, a t  best, a special case of his

own, more comprehensive, view o f  rental returns as a function of the

in s t i tu t io n a l  framework. Yet he (M i l le r )  obviously believes that he

has d ecis ive ly  refuted Jones' "inductivism" by invoking a vulgar form

32o f Friedman's methodology o f  the "as i f . "
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An Aside on the Vulgar In te rp re ta t io n  o f  Friedman's Methodology

Although Fircdman's paper concerning "The Methodology o f  Positive

Economics" is d ea lt  with more f u l l y  in Chapter 9 o f  th is  d is s e r ta t io n ,

a few summary considerations may be o f  aid in assessing M i l le r 's

arguments. I f ,  as M i l l e r  says, "there can only be one use o f  'induc-

33t i o n ' ,  in s c ie n t i f i c  analysis , tha t o f  testing  hypotheses" then 

e x is t ing  facts about the world would have nothing to do with the con

tent o f  s c ie n t i f ic  hypotheses. That i s ,  in  M i l le r 's  view, the theo

ries o f  economics need assert nothing about conditions p reva il in g  in 

the world, nor can they ever re fe r  to any observable conditions. I f  

th is  is  the case, however, how is  i t  tha t economic theories can have 

"testab le  consequences"? The a lte rn a t iv e  to M i l le r 's  methodological 

ra tionalism  is  obvious. I f  s c ie n t i f ic  theories do r e fe r  to the e x is t 

ing world then they must specify accurately ( i f  incompletely) the 

p a r t ic u la r  s itu a t io n s  (o r  types o f s itu a t io n s ) to which they do or do 

not apply. That i s ,  they must be based on "inductions," in Jones' 

sense o f  the term, fo r  i t  is only through "inductions" that we can 

decide whether the conditions fo r  the application o f  a theory are or  

are not present. The simple-minded re jec tion  o f  "induction" by ama

teur economic methodologists thus leads to e i th e r  an accompanying 

re jec tio n  of th a t  which they also wished to re ta in ,  i . e . ,  the testab le  

consequences o f t h e i r  theories , or to the very position which they 

are attempting to re fu te .
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Other Sources Dealing With Jones' Methodology

By f a r  the best appraisal o f  Jones' work is  to be found in an

a r t i c l e ,  yet unpublished: "Richard Jones, William Whewell and

Induction In P o l i t ic a l  Economy" by Professor Salim Rashid o f  D art-  

34mouth College. Professor Rashid does an admirable job o f presenting

35
his readers with a compact p ic tu re  o f  the " in te l le c tu a l  m ilieu" in

which Jones l ive d  and wrote, and in  i l lu s t r a t in g  Jones' empirical

s p i r i t  and imaptience with the speculative  approach o f  abstrac t

Ricardianism. Rashid's f a m i l i a r i t y  with the journals and opinions o f

36Jones' day is unmatched fo r  i t s  breadth and thoroughness. Yet i t

must be admitted th a t the degree o f  philosphic sophistication  d is -

37played in his paper leaves something to be desired. Rashid's a r t i 

c le  has been frequently  re fe rred  to in the following discussion fo r  

i t s  perceptive analysis o f  the Jones-Whewell attack on the "abstrac t

ness" or "un iversa lity"  o f  C lassical theory, th e ir  obejctions to the 

C lass ica ls ' methods fo r  constructing and using economic terms, and 

t h e i r  c r i t iq u e  o f the "doctrine o f  tendencies." Yet Rashid's exam

in a t io n  o f  more central concerns in  Jones' w r i t in g s ,  regarding the 

uses o f  deduction and hypothesis, are not so o r ig ina l as he apparently

b e lieved . Many o f these same points were previously raised and exam-

38ined in  a 1973 paper by Mardis and Sturges.

There are other more serious defects with Rashid's paper than 

occasional lapses into redundancy, however. He, fo r  instance, over

steps the ava ilab le  evidence in claiming that "Jones c e r ta in ly  did

not espouse the naive b e l ie f  th a t  facts could arrange themselves in

39th e o re t ica l  patterns i f  only one collected enough o f  them," Jones,
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unfortunate ly , did be lieve  in exactly  that doctr ine , and his d i f f e r 

ences with Whewell, which Rashid himself acknowledged, were over that  

40very issue. Rashid must also be taken to task fo r  f a i l in g  to d is 

tinguish between the generic and spatial-temporal u n iv e rs a lity  of 

41th eo ries , and for f a i l i n g  to recognize th a t Jones was an early  pre

cursor o f  the theory o f  anthropological types as well as a "social 
42economist." O v e ra ll ,  however, i t  is d i f f i c u l t  to rate Rashid's 

contributions to  the l i t e r a t u r e  concerning Jones as anything less 

than a b r i l l  ant study. When complemented by the supplementary mater

ia ls  to be found in these pages i t  probably is r ig h t f u l ly  considered 

as a d e f in i t iv e  evaluation of Jones' economic works.

Plan and Purpose of this Chapter

One o f  the s t r ik in g  features of the B r i t is h  H is to r ica l movement 

is the mixture o f  s c ie n t i f i c  and "metaphysical" suggestions which 

were proffered  by H is to r ica l  economists fo r  the improvement o f  th e ir  

subject. These heterodox rebels would o ften , ju s t ly  and devastatingly,  

c r it iq u e  Orthodox economists fo r  th e ir  an ti-e m p ir ica l  and s e l f - ju s t i 

fying procedures, w h ile ,  a t  the same time, advocating goals and pro

cedures as unattainable or unoperationable as anything conceived by 

the "Orthodox School". Jones, as "the recognized founder" o f  B r i t 

ish H is to r ic a l  economics, was as much a t f a u l t  in  th is  regard as any 

of his successors. Yet he also had much o f  worth to o f fe r  to the 

f i e ld  o f  meta-economics. In order to distinguish the good and the 

i l l  in  Jones' w rit ings  th is  chapter has been divided into three parts. 

The f i r s t  deals with topics regarding which Jones' and Whewell's
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advice would have been well taken by the economists of th e ir  day, 

the second with unclear or mistaken procedures or goals advanced by 

Jones and the th ird  with an overa ll evaluation of his work. The pur

pose o f  this chapter i s ,  thus, to id e n t i fy  many o f  those questions in 

which H is to r ica l  economists would have a persistent in te re s t  in the 

form in  which they f i r s t  arose, to categorize these various concerns 

as f r u i t f u l  o r  u n f r u i t f u l ,  and, f i n a l l y ,  to remedy the defects and 

omissions in the past accounts o f  Jones' methodological views.

The Contributions o f  Richard Jones

Jones' emphasis upon the description aid investigation  of economic

in s t i tu t io n s  and social re la tions  which a c tu a lly  existed in various

parts o f  the world acted as a healthy antidote to the purely a

43p r io r is t ic  speculations o f  most Orthodox economists. I t  was th is  

emphasis which led him to c r i t i c i z e  numerous points in the Classical 

system (some s t i l l  present in an a lte red  form in Neoclassical views) 

and to o f fe r  p o s it ive  suggestions fo r  the improvement of economic 

methods.

Jones s p e c i f ic a l ly  attacked Orthodox economists fo r playing ideo

log ica l word games, in  which economic terms were used in a technical 

and highly r e s t r ic t iv e  sense during the construction o f a theoretica l

system, only to  be used in a quite  d i f fe r e n t  sense when policy claims

44were advanced on the basis of the theory. Jones believed that the

terms used in economic discussions should be f le x ib le  enough to

accomodate (o r  re fe r  to) new or d i f f e r e n t  s ituations which might be

45encountered in the course o f empirical research. Yet he remained
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adamant in his opposition to the use o f terms which could not be t ie d ,  

d ire c t ly  or in d i r e c t ly ,  to observable phenomena. Thus the term 

"rent" was b e tte r  re s tr ic te d  to actual payments made by tenants to 

th e i r  landlords, ra ther than re fe rr in g  to some component o f  th is  pay

ment ( i . e . ,  Ricardian f e r t i l i t y  rent) which could never be em pir ica lly  

distinguished from the r e s t . ^

There i s ,  however, one ra ther  murky aspect o f  Jones' discussion

concerning the "proper" use o f economic terms and t h e i r  "proper"

d e f in i t io n .  That i s ,  he c le a r ly  believed th a t  there was no connota-

t iv e  sense which could properly be given to any economic term p r io r  to

an empirical study o f  the subject area (or problem) to which i t  was

intended to apply. As he him self stated th is  position: " .. .w here

s y l lo g is t ic  reasoning is  out o f  the question, and we are trave lin g

towards and not from general conclusions, words are to be used to

in d ica te ,  not to l i m i t  our subject, and, of course, are not meant to

be used as the foundation o f  the general propositions we are search- 

47
ing fo r  . . . "  This was, almost certa in ly  an expression o f  Jones' 

"inductive view" in the mistaken, Baconian, sense o f  th a t  term. I t  

indicates a view even more extreme than that adopted by German His

to ric ism , that i t  is a mistake to have any p r io r  conceptions, or 

hypotheses, concerning the subject o f  one's investigations  ( i . e . ,  i t  

indicates a ra ther  absolute b e l ie f  in the n e u tra l i ty  o f  the scien

t i f i c  observer v is -a -v is  "the fac ts" ,  and a to ta l  disregard fo r  the

necessity of formulating the problem o f an inqu iry  in a c lear and
48answerable fashion).

To be more generous to Jones, his suggestion might be a l t e r -
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na tive ly  in te rp re ted  as an assertion th a t  some d e fin it io n s  w i l l  even

tu a l ly  prove more f r u i t f u l  than others in organizing the concepts 

which we are using to describe and p re d ic t  social phenomena. That 

in te rp re ta t io n  i s ,  however, incomplete, or too fu l ly  generous, when

viewed against the backdrop o f  Jones' philosophic underpinnings and
49methodological w rit in g s .

The Restrictiveness o f  the C la s s ic a ls 1 Postulates

Tying in  closely with Jones' discussion of the a p r io r is t ic

character o f  Classical terminology was his c r it ic ism  of the C la s s ic a ls 1

o v e r ly - r e s t r ic t iv e  theoretica l "postu lates."  In extreme moments Jones

had declared th a t the Ricardian system was useless fo r  any explanation

o f ,  o r predictions about, the world, fo r  i t  assumed a fa iry -1  and o f

p erfec t ly  mobile c a p ita l ,  homogeneous labor and unfettered free mar- 

50
kets. In more generous moods, however, Jones was forced to concede

th a t  the Orthodox system o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy was, a t  le a s t ,  somewhat

applicable to "the peculiar form and s tructure  o f  society e x is t in g  in  

51Great B r i ta in ."  This l a t t e r  suggestion foreshadowed, o f  course, the 

precise pattern  o f  attack upon the C lass ica ls ' postulates, and the 

same admission o f  a s ingular exception, which Walter Bagehot would 

popularize in  his Fortn ightly  Review a r t i c l e  of 1876. While we have 

no evidence to t i e  Bagehot's speculations to the influence o f  Jones, 

and, in  fa c t ,  no evidence to suggest th a t  Bagehot was even aware o f

Jones' w r it in g s ,  the s im i la r i t ie s  between the meta-economic views o f

52these two authors are sometimes s t r ik in g .
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Further Errors o f  the Orthodox School and Suggested A lternatives

In his "Prefatory Note" to the L i te ra ry  Remains o f Richard Jones

W illiam  Whewell extended Jones' c r it ic ism s o f Orthodox economics to

r 3the frequently  abused notions o f  an economic "tendency."'' He noted 

the obscure and ambiguous ways in which the Classicals had used th is  

term in th e i r  apologias in defense of Orthodox methods, and he also  

suggested conditions under which the term could be properly applied.

As Whewell noted: to  state  that there is a tendency for some type o f

event to occur, without q u a l if ic a t io n ,  is to commit the abso lu tis t  

e rro r  o f  leaving unspecified those i n i t i a l  conditions on which any 

hypothetical prediction must necessarily  re s t .  The assertion o f  a 

single tendency may also ignore other possible forces which could 

diminish o r  "swamp" the impact o f  the f i r s t .  In examining the Ricard

ian theory o f  d i f fe r e n t ia l  rents Whewell commented as follows:

The doctrine o f  a universal tendency in  the social 
world to reduce rents to the form o f  the Ricardian 
d e f in i t io n ,  we may perhaps be allowed to i l lu s t r a t e  
by saying that i t  i s ,  as i f  a mathematical speculator  
concerning the physical world should teach, as an 
important proposition, that a l l  things tend to assume 
a form determined by the force o f  grav ity  . . .  To which 
the reply would be, that these tendencies are counter
acted by opposite tendencies o f  the same order, and
thus have only a small share in shaping the earth 's
surface . . .  and the doctrine th a t  the earth 's  surface 
tends to a le v e l ,  is o f  small value and l im ited  use 
in physical geography, (emphasis in o r ig in a l)5 4

Jones and Whewell did not merely c r i t i c i z e  the narrowness o f a 

Classical theory confined to those highly r e s t r ic t iv e  cases where the 

C lass ica l 's  postulates were approximately t ru e ,  however. They also 

suggested procedures fo r  building a more general economics. Since i t
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seemed obvious that differences in the degree of combination o f  "moral

or physical temperament . . .  c lim ate , s o i l ,  re l ig io n ,  education and

government" could have a bearing on the construction o f  e m p ir ica lly

ju s t i f i a b le  economic theories and on the accuracy o f  the predictions

55yie lded by these theories , Jones recommended extensive observation  

o f the p a r t ic u la r  class o f  phenomena to which any given theory was 

intended to apply. Although he expected l i t t l e  re g u la r i ty  in the 

behavior displayed by singular in d iv id u a ls ,  even when these individuals  

l ive d  "under s im i la r  conditions," he did believe th a t the behavior o f  

"bodies o f  men" was predictable so long as the various groups being 

compared had "s im ila r  backgrounds" and were in "s im ila r  s itua tions .

For Jones, then, a universal economics, or the set o f  d i f fe re n t  

economic theories describing d i f fe r e n t  types of s o c ie t ie s ,  could only 

rest upon an economic anthropology (or a study o f  "economic types").  

This economic anthropology would, in tu rn , be responsible fo r  provid

ing a schema o f  the major categories o f  social-economic systems the 

in s t i tu t io n s  commonly associated with each o f  these categories and 

the re levan t behavioral constraints imposed by each of the respective  

sets o f  in s t i tu t io n s .  At one point in his investigations Jones 

considered the p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t the ra c ia l  t r a i ts  (o r  "national 

t r a i t s , "  in  the old sense o f th a t  term) o f  populations were as impor

ta n t  in determining th e i r  economic behavior as the in s t i tu t io n a l  and 

customary constraints which were dominant in these various soc ie ties .

To th is  doctrine which is  surely h is t o r ic is t  in the sense in which 

Popper uses th a t term, he responded th a t:  " I  w i l l  not venture to say

th a t  there is nothing in th is ,  though I  believe there is  very
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l i t t l e . " 57

Jones' own th eore tica l approach to the problems of economic 

methodology was quite  d i f fe re n t  than that of e i th e r  the a p r io r is t ic  

economists or those who professed a b e l ie f  in an h is to r ic a l  fa ta lism .  

Instead o f  dealing with one type o f  wage payment or one type o f rent

he distinguished three categories in wage payments to laborers and

58four categories in payments fo r  the use o f land. His theory of  

national development was constructed around the p a r t ic u la r  in s t i t u 

tional s tructure  which corresponded to the d i f fe re n t  paradigms of 

social organization and the d i f fe r e n t  ways in which income was dis

tr ib u ted  in each. He always sought to uniquely determine the expected 

rate and d irec tio n  o f  national growth and development as a function of

th is  multi-dimensional system fo r  the analysis of social in s t i t u -  

59tions.

Although Jones was v i t a l l y  in terested in the d is tr ib u t io n  of 

wealth between the d i f fe re n t  functional classes in society his approach 

to economics remained in the aggregative-developmental t ra d it io n  of 

Ricardo and Smith. Authors such as T.E.C. Leslie  would l a t e r  consider 

the question o f  how changes in the economic environment a ffected  the 

acting in d iv id u a l ,  and how p e c u l ia r i t ie s  in the in s t i tu t io n a l  struc

ture o f ind iv idual countries a ffec ted  the d e ta ils  o f  the composition 

and structure o f  enterprises w ith in  those countries. But Jones 

consistently  d e a lt  with "the mass" and the process o f  national growth 

andnational development.
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"Facts" and the Construction of Economic Theories

The program which Jones had outlined for the economic community— 

that of examining a l l  "important" aspects of an economy before formu

la t in g  theories about i t —was certa in  to require a massive expenditure 

o f time and e f f o r t ,  even in those few instances where information was 

read ily  accessible. Yet Jones consistently ins is ted  tha t there was 

no other a lte rn a t iv e  open to the future advancement o f economic 

research.

The attempt of past economists to discover "The p rinc ip les  which 

determine the position  and progress and govern the conduct of large  

bodies o f  the human race, placed under d if fe re n t  circumstances . . .  

(from a) . . .  mere e f f o r t  o f  consciousness, by consulting, [ t h e i r ]  own 

views, feelings and motives, and the narrow sphere o f  his observations 

and reasoning a p r io r i  . . . "  would be absurd.60 No t r u ly  "general 

principles" could possibly be constructed except from a "comprehensive 

view of fac ts ."  And any attempt to short-cut that procedure would 

resu lt  in  "general p r in c ip les  which w i l l  be found to have no gener

a l i t y "  and which would then have to be supported through numerous ad 

hoc hypotheses.6 ^

The False Paths Within Jones' Meta-Economic Views 

Introduction

While Jones and Whewell were responsible fo r  contributing  many 

valuable insights to the budding tra d it io n  o f  B r i t is h  H istoric ism ,
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they must also share at le a s t  a portion o f  the re s p o n s ib i l i ty ,  along 

with the Comtists, the Social Darwinists and sundry m e lio r is t ic  reform

ers, fo r  the more unproductive turns taken by the movement. A con

s idera tion  o f  those aspects o f  th e i r  w rit ings  which were adopted by 

many authors in the H istorica l t r a d i t io n ,  but which led , u l t im a te ly ,  

to wasted e f f o r t  and discarded pathways, is  therefore  in order.

The most popular and prevalent o f  the several errors propagated 

by Jones and Whewell was the notion th a t  economic investigations  

should properly adopt the Baconian version o f empiricism, with i ts  

accompanying stress upon "induction." Jones' investigations into  

s c ie n t i f ic  matters were c le a r ly  insp ired  by his early  contact with  

Bacon's Novum Organon, and he continued to pay an almost re lig ious  

devotion to the Baconian view of s c ie n t i f i c  method throughout the 

remainder o f  his l i f e .  As Whewell commented in his Prefatory  Note to 

Jones' L i te ra ry  Remains:

Having noticed the inductive nature o f  Mr. Jones' 
social and p o l i t ic a l  philosophy as i t s  special 
and d is t in c t iv e  character, perhaps I may be allowed 
to say th a t  the disposition to take such a course 
in  his speculations belonged to him from an ea r ly  
period. I t  existed a t the time o f his Cambridge 
undergraduateship, and was nourished by the sym
pathy o f  some o f  the companions of his college  
days. The Novum Organon was one o f  t h e i r  favor
i t e  subjects o f  discussion.62

Whewell, who was, h im self, a companion o f  Jones' college days, and 

a p a r t ic ip a n t  in the frequent discussions held concerning "the fa th e r  

of induction ,"  would la t e r  w rite  th a t  the method o f Bacon, "that  

general process o f  induction," was the means "by which the most sub

s ta n t ia l  tru ths  which man possesses (except only mathematical tru ths)
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Have been obtained." Yet Jones would come to view c e r ta in  passages 

in Whewell1s Philosophy o f  the Inductive Sciences as dogmatically 

unsound, and th e i r  re la t io n s  over many methodological issues outside o f  

economics were, fo r  a tim e, somewhat s t r a in e d .^

The d ivis ion which momentarily threatened to tear  asunder the 

budding in d u c t iv is t  movement in B r it is h  economics was not, however, 

espec ia lly  surpris ing . The issues involved in an " in d u c t iv is t"  posi

tion are d i f f i c u l t ,  even when the term "induction" is  c le a r ly  l im ite d  

to one w e ll-d e fin ed  meaning. They become s u b s ta n t ia l ly  more numerous 

and more nearly inso lub le  when that term is  used ind iscr im in ate ly  in 

several d i f fe re n t  senses; and th a t ,  un fortunate ly , was Jones' standard 

practice.

Perhaps the primary way in which Jones and his Cambridge fellows  

used the term "induction" was simply to ind ica te  th e ir  desire fo r  an 

increased accumulation o f  basic facts ( i . e . ,  a s e t  o f  accepted obser

vation statements which could be used in the formulation and tes ting  

of s c ie n t i f ic  hypotheses). While there is  much m erit to th is  e n te r 

p r ise , i f  i t  is meant to  supplement and correc t the construction o f  

a body o f  s c ie n t i f ic  th eo ries , i t  can, and has, been carr ie d  to 

extremes. The idea tha t conjectures about the connections between 

observed phenomena should w a it  un ti l  "the facts" are "complete" is  

one example o f the absurdities to which an improperly in te rpre ted  

in d u c t iv is t  program can lead the unwary, and i t  is  an example which 

has a substantial degree o f  application to the meta-economics of  

Richard Jones. Although r ig h t ly  anxious that "we determine to know 

as much as we can o f  the world as i t  has been, and o f  the world as i t
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65i s ,  before we lay  down general laws," Jones seems to have determined 

th a t  the acqu is it ion  o f  th is  re q u is ite  amount o f  knowledge would 

require  many decades, i f  not many generations:

the h is tory  of other branches o f  knowledge teaches 
. . .  both the necessity and the rewards o f patience 
and continuous labor, when great and wide truths 
are to be approached. In astronomy, the most per
fe c t  of the sciences, predictions . . .  are assisted  
by observations which are the results  o f  the succes
sive labor o f many generations . . .  A philosophical 
union o f  humility and hopefulness w i l l  lead men to 
m istrust the importance . . .  o f the results o f  th e ir  
individual observations, and to re ly  . . .  for the 
discovery o f  general laws on the gradually increas
ing power o f  the united e f fo r ts  of our race, ex
tended through large in te rva ls  of time and 
space.66

The actual s itu a t io n ,  in fa c t ,  may be fa r  d i f fe re n t  than the p ic 

tu re  o f  s c ie n t i f ic  development which Jones painted. At le a s t  some 

philosophers o f  science today believe that the most f r u i t f u l  specula

tions in many areas of the physical sciences have been those least  

connected with "established facts" or established paradigms of those 

various f ie ld s .  As Popper has suggested, bold and daring speculations 

have the greatest potentia l fo r  fostering  new and fecund areas of  

s c ie n t i f ic  research precisely because they seem to be so readily  

susceptible to fa ls i f ic a t io n .  This is  not to say that ordered research 

is  not the predominant form o f  s c ie n t i f ic  a c t iv i t y ,  nor would one want 

to assert th a t  i t  is not a very useful form o f  s c ie n t i f ic  inquiry.

The s ig n if ic a n t  advances in the "pure theory" of a science are , how

ever, almost always the result, o f  investigations which are directed  

along new and previously unimagined pathways.

In any case, Jones' successor, Walter Bagehot, decisively la ic
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to re s t  attempts to construct a f u l l  or complete h is tory  of economic 

events, noting that (1) the data on every past economic event was 

simply not a va ilab le  and (2) the data on a l l  future economic events 

would be as d i f f i c u l t  to compile as "a complete h is to ry  o f human 

conversation."6  ̂ While i t  is a t leas t questionable that Jones himself 

had ever believed otherwise, the impression tha t he endorsed an a l l -  

encompassing economic h is to ry  continued to haunt many o f  the la te r  

accounts o f his w r it in g s , and would eventually  become an infectious  

source o f  methodological e rro r  in the period o f  the la t e r  B rit ish  

H is to r ic a l  School.

We have not quite  exhausted the controversy over "induction",

however, fo r  "the inductive view" seems to have been sometimes

in te rp re ted  by Jones as a b e l ie f  th a t  the uniquely correct hypothesis

fo r  describing and explaining the causal l in ks  which governed a

given class of phenomena is derivable from an examination of "facts"

68about the phenomena. This contention is to some extent " fo re 

shadowed" by a b e l ie f  in the importance o f  facts to the formulation 

o f correct hypotheses, but i t  is c e r ta in ly  not necessitated by that 

bel i e f .

I t  is a simple m atter, however, to re fu te  an " in d u c tiv is t"  posi

t io n  which claims to in fe r  general (o r un iversa l) laws from a col

le c t io n  o f p a r t ic u la r  fac ts .  I t  is  qu ite  c le a r  that no f i n i t e  num

ber o f  p art icu la rs  can imply a universal unless the universe o f dis

course is i t s e l f  f i n i t e .  This is merely another way o f  s ta ting  

Popper's orig ina l and most fundamental assertion concerning s c ie n t i f ic  

hypotheses, i . e . ,  that an hypothesis can conceivably be f a ls i f ie d ,  but
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can never be "confirmed" or proven true.

Social Evolution

The second major defect in Jones program for constructing a 

"P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f  Nations" was his inclusion o f a "dynamic" theory

of social evolution along with his s ta t ic  theory of property s truc

tures. To a certain ex ten t, th is  feature o f  Jones' views was ex

cusable, since Classical economics was i t s e l f  a system fo r  explaining  

the causes o f and impediments to national economic development. Thus

when Jones wrote of "social evolution" he frequently combined with i t

a consideration o f  those factors leading to "economic progress" or 

economic stagnation, factors which were pr im arily  connected with  

matters o f  income d is tr ib u tio n :

In entering on the subject o f  the D is tr ibution  of  
Wealth, we have opening before us some o f the wid
est departments o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy. I t  is  the
d is tr ib u t io n  o f  i t s  wealth which determines a l 
ways the s o c ia l ,  and most often the p o l i t i c a l ,
re lations o f  human society; and un til  we have an
alyzed i t ,  we cannot understand th e ir  internal
mechanism. This is obvious enough, i f  we regard 
nations only a t one po in t o f  time, and seek to 
understand th e ir  actual condition. But the v ita l  
and las ting  importance o f  our knowledge of the 
causes which determine th a t condition, becomes 
fu l ly  apparent only when we contemplate human 
societies as capable of progress and scru tin ize  
the laws which govern th e ir  advance, stagnation, 
or decay.™

Jones' version o f  evolutionism was thus, in the main, cyclica l  

rather than l in e a r .  He viewed societies  as in s t i tu t io n a l  and c u ltu ra l  

structures capable o f  health or decay, and was only tan g en tia lly  con

cerned with the conception of an ever developing W eltge is t. ^
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One can also exempt Jones, in large p a r t ,  from the methodological

erro r most frequently  associated with evolutionary philosophies--the

claim th a t  social events are h is to r ic a l ly  unique. Although anxious

that the in s t i tu t io n a l  framework o f economic action be specified  in 

72some d e t a i l ,  Jones was certain that there were economic and social 

re g u la r i t ie s  common to a l l  people l iv in g  under s im i la r  circumstances. 

I t  is  unfortunate th a t the cyclic  character o f  Jones' evolutionism  

and his re je c t io n  o f  h is toric ism , in Popper's sense, were not more 

c le a r ly  discerned by the l a t e r  B r it ish  H is to r ic is ts  and by Alfred  

Marshall. Had Marshall and the l a t e r  H is to r ic is ts  f u l l y  comprehended 

the l im ite d  character o f  Jones' science o f social development, they 

might have been somewhat dissuaded from th e i r  own wholehearted en

dorsement o f  Continental evolutionary philosophies ( e . g . ,  Comtian and 

Hegelian social philosophies).

Unified Social Science

A f i n a l ,  and much less serious, e rro r  in Jones' methodological 

writings was his insistence upon the unified nature o f  social in qu iry .  

From Jones' perspective i t  was simply inappropriate to engage in any

thing l ik e  an analysis o f  social phenomena, which iso la te d  out cer

ta in  o f  the factors  influencing the decisions o f  groups or in d iv id 

uals, while impounding a l l  other factors in c e te r is  paribus. He him

s e l f  expressed th is  point in a lengthy passage contained in his Text

book o f Lectures on the P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f Nations:

I t  has been said with superfluous modesty . . . ,  tha t  
. . .  changes in social organization, and the subjects
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they lead us in s ight o f ,  are not the proper objects  
of economical science, which is  wealth and wealth 
alone.

Economical science can never, however, be successfully  
pursued, i f  such subjects be wholly eschewed by i t s  
promoters. There is  a close connection between the 
economical and social organization o f  nations and 
th e ir  powers o f  production . . .

I f  we were even erroneously to admit, out o f  complai
sance to some o f those who have adopted a narrowed 
view o f the province o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy, tha t a l l  
which bears d ire c t ly  on the social s tru c tu re , morals, 
and happiness o f nations l ie s  beyond th a t  province, 
s t i l l  we should not be turned fo r  a moment from our 
own selected course o f  inves tig a tio n . Beyond p o l i t 
ical economy, s t r i c t l y  so ca lled , but s t i l l  c losely  
and indissolubly connected with the truths i t  taught, 
would then l i e  those applications o f  i t  by which 
alone i t  could be made to ass is t in unfolding the 
s h if t in g  p o l i t ic a l  and social influences which accom
pany the march of nations from rudeness and feeb le 
ness to power and c iv i l i z a t io n .  This application of 
the science would ever be, to the best order o f  minds, 
tha t which makes i t s  resu lts  valuable, and the labor 
of approaching them to le ra b le .  3

The e r ro r  o f  in s is t in g  upon a social science which is ind isso lv -  

ably un if ied  is thus found to re s t upon two p r in c ip le s ,  one sound and 

one fa u l ty .  This doctrine was, on the one hand, merely a re f le c t io n  

o f Jones' desire fo r  a te s ta b le ,  or "applied" social science, w h ile ,  

on the other hand, i t  was an extension o f  his excessive attachment 

to the Baconian "know-everything" view o f  science and his inabi l i t y  

to conceive o f  a science which was "hypothetical" in the sense o f  

M arshall 's  p artia l equilibrium  analysis .

Jones H is to rica l Impact: An Assessment

While Jones may have served as a reasonable antidote to the 

overly r a t io n a l is t ic  outlook o f  the la t e r  Ricardians, his e r ro rs - -
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derived pr im arily  from his e ar ly  in te re s t  in Bacon--would too f r e 

quently influence the path taken by la t e r  B r it ish  H is to rica l w r i te rs .  

While his in te re s t  in in te r -c u l tu ra l  applications and tests o f  eco

nomic theories undoubtedly inspired the exce llen t empirical studies  

o f  Leslie  and the methodological polemics o f  Bagehot, his comments 

on induction, social evolution and the un ified  nature of social 

investigations would often be misinterpreted and misused as a ju s 

t i f i c a t io n  fo r  points o f  view which he never imagined.

In the grand synthesis o f  economics carried out by Marshall the 

less desirable elements o f  Jones' outlook were resurrected and again 

in jec ted  in to  the mainstream o f economic thought. Unfortunately, the 

positive  elements o f  his w r it in g s ,  represented by his exhortations to 

an increased emphasis upon the study o f  property s tructures, were 

submerged fo r  an in d e f in i te  period to come. What was worthwhile in 

Jones' w rit ings  was thus e ith e r  overlooked or discarded while that  

which was questionable or vague was elevated in importance.
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Footnotes to Chapter I I

1 . W illiam Whewell ( e d . ) ,  The L i te ra ry  Remains o f the Late 
Rev. Richard Jones, Consisting o f  Lectures and Tracts on P o l i t ic a l  
Economy (1859) (New York: Augustus K elley , Publisher, 1964), p. xx 
(H ereafter c ited  as L ite ra ry  Remains) .

2. Ib id . , pp. x ix -xx .

3. For an account o f  the membership o f  the Cambridge Study
Group see N. B. De Marchi and R. P. Sturges, "Malthus and Ricardo's
In d u c tiv is t  C r i t ic s :  Four Letters  to W illiam Whewell," Economica,
N. S .,  Vol. 40, 1973, p. 380, and L i te ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . ,
pp. x x -x x i .

4. L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , p. x x i i .

5. Ib id . , pp. xxv-xxvi.

6 . Ib id . , pp. x xx v ii .

7. For a summary o f  Jones' work on the Tithes Commission see
L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , pp. x x ix -x xx iv ,  and fo r  Whewell's
appraisal o f  the detrimental influence exercised by Jones' non- 
academic duties on his scholarly  research see Ib id . , p. xxxix.

8 . L i te ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , pp. xxxv-xxxvi.

9. For an account o f  Jones' a c t iv i t i e s  in the formation of the
London S ta t is t ic a l  Scoiety , and his hopes th a t one day social science 
might become more s t a t is t ic a l  see R. Glenday's "Richard Jones: A
Reappraisal," Journal o f  the Royal S ta t is t ic a l  S oc ie ty , Series A,
Vol. 18 (1953), pp. 192-193, and De Marchi and Sturges, op. c i t . ,
p. 571.

10. The dates o f  these intermediate works are c. 1844 (unpub
lished un til  1859) and 1847, respective ly .

11. Whewell, with some ju s t ic e ,  re ferred  to M i l l ' s  comments 
concerning Jones as "very disparaging pra ise ,"  noting that "whether 
he means i t  so or not, ( th is )  is the way in which people speak o f  
books, when they want to deny t h e i r  o r ig in a l i t y  and philosophical 
value." (Contained in a l e t t e r  from Whewell to Jones dated April 30, 
1848, and reprinted in Issac Todhunter ( e d . ) ,  W illiam  Whewell: An
Account of fTU Writings with Selections from His L ite ra ry  and 
S c ie n t i f ic  Correspondence, Volume I I  [London: Macmillan, 1876),
p. 345. Page 353 o f  the same volume contains fu r th e r  remarks from 
Whewell to Jones regarding M i l l 's  ingra titude  in not acknowledging 
Jones as the source o f his system fo r  the c la s s i f ic a t io n  of peasant 
rents.
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12. The lack o f  " l i te r a r y  symmetry" and the "confused arrange
ment" of Jones' w ritings was even noted by his usually uncrit ica l  
fr ie n d ,  W illiam Whewell, in his "Prefatory Note" to  the L ite ra ry  
Remains, op. c i t . , p . xxx ix .

13. For one example o f  Whewell's enthus ias tic  response to Jones' 
meta-economic views see the passage quoted in Professor Salim Rashid's 
unpublished paper, "Richard Jones, W illiam  Whewell and Induction In 
P o l i t ic a l  Economy" (Dartmouth C o lleg e ),1975, p. 22.

14. For some d e ta i ls  o f ,  and ra ther  extensive references to ,  the 
Jones-Whewell disagreements over the proper sense o f "induction" see 
De Marchi and Sturges, op. c i t . ,  p. 381 fn.

15. J. K. Ingram, A History o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy (New York: 
Augustus K e lley , 1967) p. 141. Marshall's  remark is quoted in T. S .  
Hutchison's A Review of Economic Doctrines, 1870-1929 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 19537Tp- 66 .

16. A. C. Pigou (e d j ,Memorials o f  A lfred  Marshall (New York: 
Augustus Kelley , 1956 ),p. 296.

17. Henry Higgs ( e d . ) , Palgrave's D ictionary o f  P o l it ic a l  Eco- 
onomy, Vol I I  (London: Macmillan, 1926) ,p. 490.

18. Quoted in Eric Roll A H is tory  o f  Economic Thought, Third 
Edition , (Englewood C l i f f s ,  New Jersey: P rentice -H a)1 ,1 9 6 4 ) ,
p. 311.

19. Joseph Schumpeter, History o f  Economic Analysis (New York: 
Oxford University  Press, 1954). See p. 539 fo r  Schumpeter's evalua
tion o f Jones as "not a root-and-branch objector" and pp. 544 and 
822 fo r  his evaluation o f  him as no more than a forefunner of 
B rit is h  H istoricism .

20. See, fo r  instance, John Fred B e l l 's  A H istory  of Economic 
Thought, Second Edition (New York: The Ronald Press Company, 1967),
pp. 345-346. Exceptions to the widespread m is in terpre ta tion  o f Jones' 
writings are L. H. Haney's History o f  Economic Thought, Fourth 
Edition (New York: Macmillan," 194977pp. 525-527, and William A.
Scott 's  The Development o f Economics (New York: D. Appleton-Century,
1 9 3 3 ) ,pp. 133-137. ScotP’s treatment is  esp e c ia l ly  well-constructed,  
but is  more concerned with the technical d e ta i ls  o f  Jones' c r it iq ue  
of Ricardian ren t theory, than with his meta-economic doctrines.

21. See R o ll ,  0£ .  c i t . The complete c ita t io n  to Grossman's 
a r t ic le  is: Henri Grossman, "The Evo lu tion is t Revolt Against C lass i
cal Economics," Journal o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Vol. 51 (1943), Pt. 1, 
pp. 381-396; P t. 2, pp. 506^5??:
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22. Marx's Theories o f  Surplus Value is  now ava ilab le  in a 
complete, three volume, English tran s la t io n . For his conments on 
Richard Jones see Karl Marx, Theories o f  Surplus Value, Volume I I I  
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1971 ),pp. 399-452.

23. Grossman, 0£ . c i t . , p. 511.

24. I b id . , p. 512.

25. Grossman, 0£ . c i t . , p. 387.

26. R o l l ,  0£. c i t . , p. 311.

27. Glenday, op. c i t . ,  p. 192. Rashid, op_. c i t . , Note 2,
c r i t ic i z e s  Johnson"for the "well-meaning e f f o r t  . . .  to remove Jones 
from the l i s t  o f  forerunners of H is torica l Economics or In s t i t u t io n a l 
ism and make him one o f  the founders o f a S ta t is t ic a l  Society . . . "
But i t  is  apparent th a t  Johnson's in te n t  was to re-emphasize Jones' 
ro le  as a founder o f  the B r i t is h  H is torica l School, ra ther than a 
mere forerunner. I t  is  also apparent th a t H is to r ica l Economics and 
In s t i tu t io n a l  economics have l i t t l e  in conmon, a t  lea s t  i f  one is  
re fe rr in g  to the H is to r ica l Economics o f  Jones, Whewell, Bagehot, 
Symes, and L e s l ie ,  and f i n a l l y ,  i t  should be noted th a t  Jones' role
in  the formation o f  the London S ta t is t ic a l  Society was very much in 
l in e  with his b e l ie fs  in an H is to rica l Economics.

28. Glenday, 0£ .  c i t . , p. 192.

29. I b i d .

30. W ill iam  L. M i l l e r ,  "Richard Jones: A Case Study in Method
ology," H istory o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Vol. 3, No. 1 (Spring, 1971), 
pp. 198-207.

31. For M i l l e r 's  in te rp re ta t io n  of Ricardo see I b i d . ,  pp. 204-
206.

32. M i l l e r ,  0£ .  c i t . , p. 201. As representative o f "modern 
views" concerning induction M i l le r  c ites  a 1958 volume by Hansen and 
Pierces and a c o lle c t io n  o f  journal a r t ic le s ,  mostly from the Nine
teen 'Twenties.

33. M i l l e r ,  0£ . c i t . , p. 206.

34. Rashid, o^. c i t . , Note 13.

35. Rashid, 0£ .  c i t . , pp. 13-16.

36. Ib id . , pp. 18-22.
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37. I t  is notable th a t  Rashid never d i re c t ly  examined the ques
tion  o f  what is meant by "induction" in  Jones' w r i t in g s ,  although he 
did do an admirable job o f  fending o f f  undeserved c r it ic is m s  of Jones' 
methodological views ( e .g . ,  his comments on "abstraction" on p. 9 o f  
his a r t i c l e ) .  He also, however, committed occasional e r ro rs ,  as, fo r  
instance, his m is in terp re ta t io n  o f  Whewell's comment to Jones (p. 4 
o f  his paper) which he mistakenly assumes was by Jones and favored 
the construction o f  hypotheses, when, in fa c t ,  i t  was by_ Whewell, and 
was intended as reprimand to Jones for his excessive "Took-and-see" 
a t t i tu d e .

38. N. B. Marchi and R. P. Sturges, op. c i t . ,  pp. 379-393, see 
e sp e c ia l ly  p. 380 fo r  th e i r  comments on the issue o f  the role o f  
hypotheses in s c ie n t i f ic  investiga tions. Marchi and Sturges' paper 
is  by f a r  the best research and best constructed o f  the papers deal
ing w ith Jones, Whewell and th e ir  contemporaries. Unfortunately, i t  
was w r it te n  with one s p e c if ic  purpose in mind, to focus upon Mai thus' 
correspondence with Whewell. The other issues i t  considers are 
handled as tangential to th is  purpose.

39. Rashid, 0£ .  c i t . , p. 3.

40. See Rashid, 0£. c i t . , p. 13 fo r  mention o f  the feud, 
Todhunter, 0£. c i t . , p. 61 fo r  an exchange between Jones and Whewell 
concerning i t ,  and De Marchi and Sturges, op. c i t . ,  pp. 389-391 for  
fu r th e r  references and conmentary upon i t .

41. Rashid, o£. c i t . , pp. 8-9.

42. Rashid, oja. c i t . ,  p. 1.

43. For an examination o f  the methodology o f  the "Orthodox 
School" see the appendix " On M i l l 's  Methodology" to the Introduc
tory  Chapter o f  th is  d isserta t io n  and Chapter 3, on J. E. Cairnes.

44. In i l lu s t r a t io n  o f  th is  point Whewell notes, in his 
"Prefatory  Note" to Jones' L i te ra ry  Remains,th a t  although Ricardo 
had redefined rent so as to re fe r  to something q u ite  d i f fe re n t  than 
the ordinary use o f  that te r m ," I t  is certa in  that he did not . . .  
re a l ly  confine his assertions concerning rent" to th a t  (technica l)  
sense o f  the term. L ite ra ry  Remains, 0£ . c i t . , pp. x i i - x i i i .  This 
same issue is examined a t  greater length in Rashid, 0£ .  c i t . , p. 7.

45. L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , pp. 598-599.

46. As Whewell c le a r ly  notes, in th is  regard:

. . . t h e  object o f  Mr. Jones was to give an account 
o f the laws by which rent, ""TrT the ordinary sense 
o f the word," is regulated. He tr ie d  to ascertain
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the progress and consequences o f  "what is 
commonly c a l le d  ren t."  And the reader might 
be l e f t  to decide for himself which subject  
of inquiry  may be the b e tte r  worth his no
t ic e ,  - - th e  rents that are a c tu a lly  paid in 
every country, or the Ricardian rents, which 
are not those a c tu a lly  paid in any country.
(Emphasis in o r ig in a l )

L ite ra ry  Remains, pp. x i i - x i i i .

Jones him self s ta ted  in c la r i fy in g  th is  same point that:

Suppose, fo r  instance, rent were defined to be 
the payment made to the 1andlord fo r  the o r i 
ginal powers o f  the s o i l : the fa c t i s ,  that
when outlay is so mixed up with the land that  
i t  cannot be again moved, the return to that 
capita l is  influenced by the laws which govern 
rent and not those which govern p r o f i t s ;  and 
to separate the payment made fo r  such a spot 
of land in to  rent and p ro f i ts  is only perplex
ing the subject by a d e f in i t io n ,  not making i t  
more easy.

L i te ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , p . 599.

There is ,  in c id e n ta l ly ,  no d ire c t  evidence th a t Jones 
consistently  favored the adoption o f  the common usage o f a term as 
i ts  technical meaning w ith in  economics, despite Whewell's im p l ic i t  
assertion to the contrary . He always demanded, however, tha t i f  a 
term was used in two d is t in c t  senses tha t these senses must be kept 
c le a r ly  separate. Jones was so adamant in th is  stance that he even 
spoke d is resp ectfu lly  o f  the writings o f  his deceased fr ien d , T. R. 
Malthus, fo r  committing th is  very e r ro r  (L i te ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , 
p. 9 5 .)  (Malthus, in c id e n ta l ly ,  had foreseen th is  turn of events 
and wrote to Whewell, sh o rt ly  before his death, th a t he believed  
th a t  Jones was going too fa r  in his empirical a t t i tu d e s .  See De 
Marchi and Sturges, 0£ .  c i t . , pp. 388 and 390.)

47. L ite ra ry  Remains, p. 600.

48. Jones' views o f "proper d e f in it io n "  were never perfec tly  
c le a r -c u t ,  but we can locate  some key passages from his l i t e r a r y  
fragments:

I  have been reproached with giving no regular  
d e f in i t io n  o f  ren t.  The omission was not 
accidenta l. To begin, or indeed to end, an 
inqu iry  in to  the nature of any subject, a 
circumstance e x is t in g  before us, by a d e f
in i t io n ,  is to shew how l i t t l e  we know how 
to set about our task--how l i t t l e  of the
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inductive s p i r i t  is  w ith in  us . . .

. . .  when we wish to establish general facts  or  
princ ip les  re la t in g  to things as they a c tu a l ly  
e x is t ,  i f  we begin by a d e f in i t io n ,  i t  is  to
suppose our task fin ished before i t  is  begun;
and as man's a r t  can ra re ly  exhaust the subtle ty
o r  guess a t  the extent o f  nature, therefore  to 
end with a d e f in it io n  is  seldom a much wiser 
attempt than to begin with one . . .

Men have too often on th is ,  as on many other  
subjects , instead o f using d e f in it io n s  to  
a s s is t  th e i r  reasonings, trea ted  them as the 
foundation o f  th e ir  conclusions; and there  
cannot be a greater mistake . . .

I t  is obvious th a t ,  in inqu ir ing  into princ ip les  
and laws re la t in g  to things as they e x is t  in the 
world, words may be used to ind ica te  the subject 
o f  the research but not to supersede them.

L ite ra ry  Remains, 0£. c i t . , pp. 598, 599,600.

49. I  am re fe r r in g ,  o f  course, to Jones' l i fe lo n g  attachment
to the views o f  S ir  Francis Bacon, and to the already mentioned feud
with Whewell over th is  very perspective.

50. Jones' own analysis was based on an examination o f  the 
d if fe re n t  categories o f  labor and capita l which exis ted  in various 
countries and the d i f fe re n t  in s t i tu t io n a l  structures developed for  
the remuneration o f  these factors; see, fo r  instance, L ite ra ry  
Remains, op. c i t . , pp. 12-14, 48-66, and 185-225 fo r  Jones' exam
ination o f  some o f the possible categories.

51. In his "Prefatory Note" to Jones' L i te ra ry  Remains, Whewell 
expands on th is  q u a l i f ic a t io n ,  noting th a t:  " . . .  there can be no
doubt in England, and in countries circumstanced l ik e  England, i t  
[the Ricardian theory o f rents] is a very happy and s tr ik in g  general
iza t ion  o f  the conditions o f the problem . . . "  ( L i te ra ry  Remains, op. 
c i t . , p. x iv . )  And Jones himself espands on th is  same theme by in 
troducing his Lectures with the remark th a t:  "The general princ ip les
o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy have h ith e rto  been la id  down by English w r ite rs  
with an especial and exclusive view to the pecu lia r  form and s truc
ture o f  society ex is ting  in Great B r i ta in  . . .  I shall endeavor to 
avoid th is  e r r o r ."  ( L ite ra ry  Remains, p. 1. The o r ig in a l passage 
quoted in the te x t  o f  th is  chapter is  to be found on p. 338 o f  the
Li terary  Remains. )

52. Compare with the passages c ited  in the la s t  Note, Walter  
Bagehot's Economic Studies (Stanford: Academic Reprints, 1969), 
p. 19.
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53. Counter to the use o f  the term "tendency" as i t  was employed
by the defenders o f Ricardo's theory o f  rents , Whewell rep lied  that:

Those who . . .  c ling  to the Ricardian formulation  
respecting ren t,  while they allow the wide ex
tent o f  the exceptions to i t s  a p p l ic a b i l i ty
pointed out by Mr. Jones, say sometimes th a t
there is everywhere . . .  a tendency to conform 
to the formulas though th is  tendency may be 
overmastered by the peculiar circumstances of 
the various countries . . .  Now to th is  the reply 
i s ,  th a t  i t  is not the obstacles to the tendency 
which are the exceptional case, but the tendency 
i t s e l f .  The tendency o f  rents to the formula 
(the excess o f  good soils  over the bad) results  
e n t i r e ly  from the hypothesis o f the a cc e s s ib il i ty  
o f land to the farmer, and the m obility  o f  the 
farmer's cap ita l . . .  But th is  hypothesis . . .  
is  very ra re ly  v e r i f ie d .

L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , pp. x iv -xv .

54- L i te ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , pp. x iv -x v i .

55. L i te ra ry  Remains, 0£. c i t . , p. 189. The methodological doc
tr in e  which recommends th a t  a l l  obvious features o f  a s itua tion  
should be included in any theory describing or explaining the s itu a 
tion is  called "verbal realism." There is no more sound foundation 
for be liev ing  in  verbal realism than there is fo r  believing in a_ 
priorism and in t u i t i v e  c e r ta in ty ,  although i t  was common among the 
B rit is h  H is to r ic is ts  to endorse th is  pos it ion . The issue is d is 
cussed fu rth er  in  the concluding chapter of th is  d isserta tion .

56. L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , pp. 178, 187-188.

57. L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . ,  p. 574. See also Remains,
p. 410.

58. For a de ta iled  presentation o f  Jones' system for c lass ify ing  
wage earners, see his "Lectures on Labor and C a p ita l ,"  L ite ra ry  
Remains, og_. c i t . , pp. 4-20 and his "Textbook o f  Lectures," op. c i t . , 
pp. 414-418. Rental payments on land and terms o f  land tenancy are 
dealt with in his "Short Tract on P o l i t ic a l  Economy," L ite rary  
Remains, 0£. c i t . , pp. 197-219.

59. As Whewell expressed Jones' opinions concerning national 
development:

. . .  the or ig ina l structure o f nations, th e ir  
early  h is to ry ,  customs, and habits determine 
the tenure o f  land, and the re la t io n  o f the 
c u lt iv a to r  to the classes above him, (they
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have a social impact) in a degree in d e f in i t e ly  
greater than the m ob il ity  o f capital and the 
consequent changes o f  tenure. Over a large  
portion o f  the e a r th 's  surface, and during a 
large portion o f  the h is tory  of every nation, 
the former causes do almost everything, the 
l a t t e r ,  almost nothing.

L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , p . x v i .

60. L ite ra ry  Remains, op . c i t . , pp. 188-189.

61. Ib id . , pp. xx iv -ssv , 562.

62. Ib id . , p. x ix .

63. Ib id . , p. x i i .

64. Todhunter, o^. c i t . , pp. 115-116.

65. L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , p. 570.

66 . Ib id . , p . 180.

67. Walter Bagehot, Economic S tudies, op. c i t . , pp. 16-17.

68 . L i te ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . ,  pp. 472, 556, 559.

69. Karl Popper, The Logic o f S c ie n t i f ic  Discovery (New York:
Harper and Row, 1967). See pp. 278-279 for Popper's c r i t iq u e  o f  
Bacon's views.

70. L ite ra ry  Remains, op. c i t . , pp. 74-75.

71. There is  no real objection to a cyclical theory o f  social 
development as long as ( 1 ) the forces leading to social growth and 
social decay are c le a r ly  defined ra th e r  than being replaced by some 
v ar ie ty  o f  a b io log ica l analogy to aging, ( 2) "social growth" and 
"social decay" a re , themselves, c le a r ly  defined, and (3) there is no 
assertion of h is to r ic a l  uniqueness, i . e . ,  no assertion th a t  mere 
differences in temporal, s p a t ia l ,  ra c ia l  or other s ingular d i f f e r 
ences between cases w i l l  s ig n if ic a n t ly  a f fe c t  the a p p l ic a b i l i ty  o f  
the theory. The same cannot, however, be said o f a l in e a r  theory 
because o f  the s ingular character o f  i t s  predictions.

72. See L ite ra ry  Remains, 0£. c i t . , pp. 346, 445, and previous 
notes to this chapter.

73. Ib id . , pp. 405-406.
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CHAPTER I I I

J. E. CAIRNES AND THE ESTABLISHMENT OF ORTHODOX METHODOLOGY

John E l l i o t  Cairnes was undoubtedly the most vocal c r i t i c  o f  

the H is to r ica l  movement in  B r it is h  economics and the staunchest 

defender o f the "deductive" or a p r io r is t ic  method o f  economic in 

qu iry . Cairnes1 ro le  in the development of economic methodology was, 

however, quite d i f fe re n t  than he himself believed. Although Cairnes 

regarded himself as no more than a defender o f the meta-economic 

t ra d i t io n  which had developed l in e a r ly  and without essentia l modi

f ic a t io n  from Adam Smith through John Stuart M i l l ,  in  fa c t ,  he was 

much too modest concerning his own o r ig in a l i t y .  While his extensive 

references to past w r ite rs  did demonstrate the con tinu ity  of an 

Orthodox t ra d i t io n  dating from the time o f  Adam Sm ithJ Cairnes1 

own methodological views were both more and less than a surmary of  

th is  t ra d i t io n .  His observations concerning economic method were 

c e r ta in ly  more system atica lly  developed than those o f  any previous 

Orthodox authors. Furthermore, they dealt with several doctrines 

not considered or only s u p e r f ic ia l ly  considered w ith in  even the 

copious methodological w rit ings  o f  J. S. M i l l .  Cairnes1 meta- 

economic writings also d i f fe re d  from those of e a r l i e r  methodologists 

by being fa r  less "impure" in th e ir  reliance upon a p r io r is t ic  

foundations. Cairnes re l ie d  hardly a t  a l l  on empirical fa c ts ,  but 

rested his case almost exc lus ive ly  on the " in tu it io n s "  which he 

believed were common to a l l  competent economists.
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This section is intended to throw some l ig h t  on the meta- 

economic thought o f  the Nineteenth Century, and thus upon the 

in te l le c tu a l  environment to which the H is to r ica l economists were 

reacting . In the process o f  examining Cairnes as the paradigm of 

Nineteenth Century orthodoxy a f te r  M i l l ,  I have also attempted to 

h ig h l ig h t  a few o f  his views which have maintained th e i r  popular

i t y ,  a lb e i t  in somewhat a lte red  form, to the present day. I t  is  

only through an understanding o f  the essential features of "the

deductive view" (as embodied in the works o f  economists such as
2

Senior, M i l l ,  Whately and Cairnes) tha t we can f u l ly  appreciate  

the merits o f  the B r it is h  H is to r ica l economists both in  th e ir  own 

age and w ith in  the methodological context o f  modern neoclassicism.

Previous Research into Cairnes1 Methodology

J. E. Cairnes has received the a tten tio n  o f many h is torians

fo r  his Some Leading Principles o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy Newly Ex- 
3

pounded, sometimes characterized as the dying gasp o f  the Class

ica l  School, and fo r  his p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  the wages-fund contro

versy, i n i t i a t e d  by M i l l 's  1874 "recantation" in the Fortn igh tly
4

Review. He was equally well-known among his contemporaries,
5

however, fo r  his popular p o l i t ic a l  t r e a t is e ,  The Slave Power, 

and fo r  his in f lu e n t ia l  te x t  on The Character and Logical Method 

o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy.^

Although Joseph Schumpeter once re ferred  to The Character and 

Logical Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy as " . . .  a landmark in the h is 

tory  o f  methodology,"^ the professional l i t e r a t u r e  e x p l ic i t ly
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concerned with Cairnes1 methodological w ritings has been almost non

ex is ten t.  In the two key papers dealing with Cairnes' re la tions
o

with his fellow economists J. S. M il l  and W. S. Jevons, only passing 

mention is made o f  his methodological views. And the treatment 

accorded him in many o f the standard h is to r ies  o f  economic thought 

does not even extend to an acknowledgement o f  his in te re s t  in meta- 

economic questions.
g

The only published source to attempt an evaluation o f  Cairnes1 

methodology is  Ekelund and Olsen's "Comte, M i l l  and Cairnes: The

P o s it iv is t -E m p ir ic is t  In terlude in Late Classical Economics. " 10 

There are, however, points o f emphasis and completeness, even in  

th is  generally e x c e lle n t  study, which require addition and correc

tion fo r  our purposes in th is  d isserta tion . Ekelund and Olsen were 

prim arily  concerned with the Cairnes-Comtist debate over the scope 

of economic theory and the proper re la t io n  between economic inquiry  

and the other social sciences. While they consider issues such as 

the research procedures proposed by both Cairnes and the Comtists 

and the role o f em pirical evidence within these a lte rn a t iv e  methodol

ogies, they never en ter in to  these matters in much depth. In 

addition , the way in which Ekelund and Olsen in te rp re t  Cairnes' 

position on what were to them subsidiary issues often does not 

square with his acknowledged role as a standard-bearer o f  methodo

logical orthodoxy. I have discussed the ambiguities embodied in  

some o f  Cairnes1 meta-economic doctrines and the consequent d i f f i 

cu lty  in a rr iv in g  a t  an in te rp re ta t io n  o f them in the appropriate  

sections below.
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An even more comprehensive description of the Cairnes system 

of economic methodology, one which touches upon most o f  the central 

issues in  his perspective, is to be found in Emilie Olsen's unpub

lished thesis on the Comte-Cairnes controversy.^ Although Olsen 

has done an admirable job of summarizing Cairnes1 meta-economic 

views, she tended to present his doctrines in  much too terse a 

manner, without s u f f ic ie n t  supplementary commentary. Many times she 

also seemed unaware o f  the fu l l  implications of Cairnes' methodology 

fo r  the path taken by economists a f t e r  the 1890's , and occasionally  

she did not seem to f u l l y  appreciate how certain positions of 

Cairnes' meta-economic views re la te d  to the remainder of his system. 

Although Olsen's thesis is  an e x c e lle n t  reference on the Comte- 

Cairnes debate fo r  those already fa m i l ia r  with the issues, i t  is 

much too complex for the u n in i t ia te d .  Her preoccupation with Comte 

tended to obscure Cairnes' quite respectable roots in the t ra d it io n  

o f B r i t is h  economics and made him appear as somewhat of an isolated  

crank.

Cairnes on the Goal o f  Science and i ts  Taxonomy

Cairnes' discussion o f  economic methodology was, o f  course, 

grounded in his views regarding the nature o f science in general. 

That topic serves as a necessary prolegomena to any o f  his more 

spec if ic  views.

Cairnes equated science, any science, with what today would be 

re ferred  to as "pure science" o r ,  perhaps, "pure theory." lie 

continually  re ite ra ted  his conviction: that s c ie n t i f ic  studies

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

58

should not be pursued fo r  any immediate practica l purposes, but

so le ly  fo r  the abstract knowledge o f  "cause and e f fe c t"  which was to

be gained from them. The s c ie n t is t ,  according to Cairnes, should

pursue his subject only fo r  the " in te l le c tu a l  satis factions" a r is -

12ing from his in ves tig a tio n s , as opposed to the a r t is a n ,  who should 

seek a f t e r  inmediate applications fo r  his s k i l l s .

P ractical by-products o f  s c ie n t i f i c  a c t iv i t y ,  although "acc i

dental" to i ts  true purposes, were not e n t i r e ly  neglected by Cairnes, 

13however. Despite a high-minded adherence to the pursuit o f  "pure

knowledge," he was no more above an appeal to the practical ahcieve-

ments o f  science, as a ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th a t  en te rpr ise , than are

clergymen above c it in g  the social conduct o f the re lig ious as a 

14m erit o f  f a i t h .

Even though a l l  sciences shared the common goal o f  "establish

ing" those cause and e f fe c t  re la tionsh ips  which prevailed in th e ir  

p a r t ic u la r  f ie ld s  o f  study, they were d i f fe re n t ia te d  by much more 

than ju s t  the character o f  t h e i r  subject m atter. Cairnes introduced 

(o r  systematized) three d is t in c t  categories to be used in the class

i f i c a t io n  and d iv is ion  o f  the sciences.

F i r s t ,  the various sciences were separable according to the 

character o f  the phenomena with which they dea lt .  There were the 

sciences o f  physical objects , such as chemistry, mechanics and

physics, the science of mental objects o r  thoughts (psychology) and

1 Sthe social sciences o f  p o l i t i c s ,  economics and sociology. The 

social sciences were d is t in c t  from both the physical and mental 

sciences in  th a t th e ir  subject phenomena were ne ither physical
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objects nor thought but, ra ther , the appraisal of physical ob jec ts .  

They d e a lt  w ith ,  in  Cairnes' own terms, "valued m a t te r . " ^

A second means fo r  d istinguishing the sciences was found in the 

d is t in c t io n  between those d isc ip lines  in which induction was a central  

in v es t ig a t ive  tool and those which could proceed only through non- 

inductive techniques. In Cairnes' w ritings the term "induction" 

was usually  used to re fe r  to M i l l 's  "rules o f  inductive inference"  

and the accompanying conditions fo r  th e i r  a p p l ic a t io n . He thus 

resolved the d is t in c t io n  between inductive and deductive studies 

in to  a d is t in c t io n  between those f ie ld s  in  which contro lled ex

periments could be carried out and those f ie ld s  which were barred  

from the use o f  experimental te c h n iq u es .^  The non-physical 

sciences were, hence, almost e n t i r e ly  "deductive" o r ,  at le a s t ,  

non-inductive.

The modern characterization  o f  science as composed o f  hypo

th e t ic a l-d ed u c tiv e  systems o f  conditional statements (o f  laws and 

theorems) would probably f i t  most closely in to  Cairnes' th ird  d is 

t in c t io n  between "hypothetical" and "positive" sciences. P osit ive  

studies were those which were concerned s o le ly  with the discovery 

o f  generalized facts (or "empirical g en era liza t io n s") .  Although 

th is  was considered in Cairnes' time as a p e r fe c t ly  leg it im ate  and 

f u l l y  autonomous branch of s c ie n t i f ic  in q u iry ,  we would today 

recognize th a t  i t  is  no more than a part o f  the procedure fo r  

tes tin g  o f  present or future hypotheses ( i . e . ,  tha t p a rt  in which 

"important" or "s ig n if ican t"  facts are iso la ted  from those which 

are " in s ig n i f ic a n t" ) .  Hypothetical s tudies, on the other hand, were
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defined by Cairnes as those in  which e i t h e r  the premises were

" a r b i t r a r y ,"  o r the conclusions o f the science were derived by

deduction and were true  only "on the hypothesis th a t the premises

18
include a l l  causes a ffe c t in g  the re s u lts ."

I t  is to Cairnes' c re d it  tha t he recognized the d is t in c t io n  

between p o s it ive  and hypothetical "science" many years before i t  

became popular in the d isc ip l in e  a t  la rg e .  Later controversies  

over the ro le  o f  h is to r ic a l  research in  economic studies and over 

issues ra ised by the la t e r  English and German H is to r ica l Schools 

could have been more e a s ily  resolved had most economists been aware 

o f  the p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  hypothetical (deductive) inquiry and the ro le  

o f  p o s it ive  research w ith in  th a t framework. The arguments o f  the 

l a t e r  German H is to r ica l School were, in fa c t ,  l i t t l e  more than a 

contention th a t "positive  science," in Cairnes' sense, should 

comprise the whole o f  the economist's endeavors.

Science as a Study o f  Tendencies

In a discussion colosely re la ted  to his d is t in c t io n  between

hypothetical and pos it ive  studies, Cairnes considered the nature o f

the resu lts  to be expected from any s c ie n t i f i c  investigation  and the

procedures to be followed in s c ie n t i f ic  research. In Cairnes' view,

a science did not p red ic t classes o f  events, but merely the tendency

19fo r  an event o f  a p a r t ic u la r  class to occur. The fac t th a t  the 

laws o f  science were l im ited  to the pred ic tion  o f  tendencies was 

i t s e l f  a consequence o f the procedures ava ilab le  to analyze human 

in s t i tu t io n s  and re la tionsh ips . The multi-dimensional and "complex"
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character o f  social phenomena led to the s p ec ia liza t io n  of social 

inquiry  into various subfie lds: i . e . ,  p o l i t ic s ,  which dea lt  w ith

governmental organization and power; sociology, which dea lt  with  

societal customs and such informal in s t itu t io n s  as the family;  

economics, which dealt with the production and d is t r ib u t io n  of 

wealth; and e th ics , which d e a lt  with sanctions against certa in  forms 

of action . Each f ie ld  o f  social science thus proceeded to abstract 

out i t s  own aspect o f  study from complex r e a l i t y  and thus to d is 

solve the r e a l i t y  into i ts  elemental components. Once complete, the 

separate analyses o f  the d i f fe r e n t  components o f  human action could 

be synthesized in to  an overall explanation o f  the actions customarily 

observed in everyday l i f e .  Although this explanation could never 

become predictive in character, fo r  the re la t iv e  weightings to be 

ied to the d i f fe re n t  types o f  human motives could never be 

determined before the fac t,  i t  could, at le a s t ,  eventually  become 

i.oiiip'.-te. 20 (That is ,  i t  could become s a t is fy in g  to the social 

s c ie n t i s t . )

i.'eirnes believed that any more d irec t  or more un ified  approach 

1.0 the analysis o f  social phenomena was doomed to fa i lu r e ,  and he 

attacked the Comtists fo r  proposing such a grossly unspecialized  

program o f social research. The sheer d i f f i c u l t y  o f  performing a 

satis fac to ry  analysis on even the re la t iv e ly  simple components into  

which most social questions were divided precluded, fo r  him, a frontal 

attack on the s ig n if ic a n t ly  more complex phenomena o f  which these 

components were the parts. Further, the duration o f  the educational 

program which a social s c ie n t is t  was required to undertake in order
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to become competent in even a single f i e ld  o f  social study e f fe c t -
21

iv e ly  e lim inated the Comtist dream o f a un if ied  science of society.

As we shall see below, Cairnes' arguments fo r  the hypothetical or 

incomplete character o f  economic investigations were not, however, 

purely "abstract" or "philosophic." They provided him with a useful 

tool to be used in the defense o f  orthodox economics against the 

attacks leve led  by i t s  h is to r ic is t  c r i t ic s .

The Character and C lass if ica tion  o f  Economic Science

In terms o f  the foregoing c la s s if ic a t io n  schema, Cairnes con

sidered economics as: ( 1) a social science whose object was neither

s t r i c t l y  mental nor s t r i c t ly  physical, bu t,  ra th e r ,  a combination of 

22both; ( 2) a science in which contro lled  experiments could not be

performed, and thus, one in which induction would play no important 

23ro le ;  (3) a science which described only one aspect o f  human action,

the economic, leaving the merits of conduct to e th ics , the "rules of

thought" to psychology and the re lig io u s  motive to dogmatic theol-  

24ogy; and, f i n a l l y ,  as (4) a study which was hypothetical, in  the 

sense th a t  i t s  conclusions were derived by deduction and were, in 

the language o f  the economist, "true only in the absence o f  d is turb

ing causes," y e t  also a science which was p o s it iv e ,  in the sense

th a t  i t s  premises were representative o f  the facts  o f  the world

25ra ther than being the resu lt  of a rb it ra ry  choice.

W ertfre i Science and the Formulation o f  Public Policy  

Cairnes was expec ia lly  vehement in denying any valuative  char-
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acter to the pronouncements o f  economic science. In his in f lu e n t ia l

essay on " P o l i t ic a l  Economy and La issez-Fa ire ,"  he attempted to undo

the damage in f l i c t e d  on the reputation of economics by i t s  past

association with the increasingly  unpopular doctrines o f  1a issez-

f a i r e , and to thus preserve i t s  status as a respectable f i e ld  of

26Wertfrei inves tig a tio n . Despite the fa c t  th a t Cairnes1 c r it iq u e  

of normative economics was more thorough and exacting than s im ila r  

discourses penned by his predecessors, he, however, l i k e  these pre-
?7

decessors, f e l l  back in to  the role of p o l i t ic a l  philosopher."

I t  was Schumpeter's opinion that Cairnes wished to reduce a l l

28of economics to "pure economics" or "pure theory," and, as we 

have seen, there is  some ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th a t opinion. Yet,  

Cairnes' complete view on the topic o f the applied 0£  normative 

significance o f  economic inquiry  was not as simple or as consis

tent as i t  might a t  f i r s t  appear. Ekelund and Olsen have noted 

that Cairnes believed that:

. . .  the ex t in c tio n  o f trade corporations, the 
a b o lit io n  o f  usury laws, the more or less ex
tensive adoption by the leading nations of  
Europe o f  the p r in c ip le  of free trade , English 
colonial p o licy ,  English f in a n c ia l ,  monetary, 
and poor-law reforms [were] achievements which 
i t  w i l l  scarcely be denied, may be f a i r l y  
credited to P o l i t ic a l  Economy.29

and i t  is  well-known that Cairnes was not a t  a l l  hes itan t about 

taking stands on issues such as unionization and fre e -tra d e .

Passages in his " P o l i t ic a l  Economy and Laissez-Faire" seem even 

to contradict his primary stress on a value-free  approach to 

economics, as he turns from a c r it iq u e  o f the p ro -1 a is s ez - fa ire
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pronouncements o f  past economists to a c r it iq u e  of la is s e z - fa i r e  

31i t s e l f .  I f  Cairnes had re a l ly  wished to break with the long

standing tra d it io n  among economists o f insinuating th e ir  own values 

in to  the conclusions o f  th e ir  th eo re tica l analyses he surely would 

have abided by his own prohib itions against the application of a 

"purely hypothetical" theory to "concrete" cases. He would have 

been more cautious about the use o f  economic analysis as a j u s t i f i 

cation fo r  personally preferred public po lic ies  rather than invoking 

i t s  au th o r ity  in support o f  his own positions on v i r t u a l ly  a l l  major 

po licy  issues o f  his day. As i t  was, Cairnes gained both the an i

mosity o f  the H is to r ic a l  economists, fo r  his repeated appeal to an

untestable theory, and the contempt o f the man he most respected,

32J. S. M i l l ,  fo r  his o ften dogmatic defense o f  policy views.

The Boundaries and Subject Matter o f  Economic Inquiry

The problem o f  the appropriate boundaries for economic inquiry  

was much less perplexing to Cairnes than i t  was to generations of  

economists before or since his time. Whenever an "economic fact"  

could be causally ( v i z . ,  "deductively") traced to e ith e r  a "mental 

p r in c ip le "  or a "physical law" then the problem "so fa r  as the 

science o f  wealth is  concerned" was to be considered as closed.

The business of the economist was concisely summarized and t ig h t ly  

circumscribed in the following quote from Cairnes' Character and 

Logical Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy:

I t  is fo r  the economist to prove, f i r s t ,  that  
the premises (o f  his theories) are true in fact  
(we w i l l  discuss the method o f  the "proof" below;
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and secondly, tha t they account fo r the phen
omena; . . .  when th is  is  done his business is  
ended. He does not attempt to explain the 
physical laws . . .  and no more does he under
take to analyze the nature o f  those fee lings  
o f s e l f  in te r e s t  . . .  He regards them both as
fa c ts ,  not to be analysized and explained, but
to be ascertained and taken account o f ;  not as 
the sub jec t-m atter,  but as the basis o f  his 
reasonings. I f  fu r th er  information be desired, 
recourse must be had to other sciences; the 
physical fac ts  he hands over to the chemist 
or the physio log ist; the mental to the psy
chological scholar. 34

Perhaps the c r i t i c a l  point to note in Cairnes' treatment o f the 

scope o f  economic in q u iry  was his delineation o f  the boundaries of 

the various social sciences in terms o f  the type o f  phenomena with 

which they were concerned. Later authors have frequently  chosen to

ignore the d is t in c t io n  between "economic" and "non-economic" "mo

tives" fo r  action by defin ing  economics as the social science which 

uses the model o f  constrained maximizing behavior (whether the var

iables being maximized are "economic" or "non-economic"). They have 

handled the problem o f  deciding which type o f motives dominate in 

p a r t ic u la r  s itu a t io n s  by making economics responsible only fo r  the 

prediction  o f  changes in the values o f  dependent variables rather

35than fo r  the determination o f  the to ta l  values o f  these variab les .  

Cairnes, however, knew nothing of these d is t in c t io n s .  His naive 

acceptance o f  the t ra d it io n a l  d iv is ion between those motives which 

were properly the concern o f  the p o l i t ic a l  economist and those about 

which the economist could say nothing was to lead him in to  fu rther  

v a r ie t ie s  o f  meta-economic e rro r .

The doctrine o f  the "hypothetical" or "incomplete" character o f
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economic hypotheses combined with the re s t r ic t io n  o f economics to 

the consideration of "economic variables" inexorably led to Cairnes' 

re in te rp re ta t io n  of economics as a tauto logical system. I f  human 

actions were seldom the re su lt  o f unmixed motives, but economists 

could only be concerned with those motives which flowed from the 

desire fo r  wealth, then i t  followed th a t  the science could never be 

anything more than a study o f  tendencies. The hypotheses o f  a 

science o f  tendencies can, by d e f in i t io n ,  never be re futed  by "facts"  

based upon any observable events, however. Any "fact"  contradicting  

explanations deduced from proffered economic hypotheses can always 

be explained as an instance where "non-economic motives" dominated 

(o r  overwhelmed) the proffered "economic motives." Facts could help 

to "confirm" theories, but they could never re a l ly  contrad ict the 

hypotheses o f  a "science of economic tendencies." (The contradiction  

in  th is  la s t  statement is  apparent, but i t  was never re a l ly  recog

nized by Orthodox methodologists o f  Classical Economics.)

In tu i t io n ,  Experimentation and the Role of Social Facts

Cairnes was very much in the mainstream o f  Nineteenth Century 

thought when he endorsed in tu i t io n  and introspection as methods 

appropriate to the social sciences. Like Marshall, the l a t e r  Symes 

and Ingram he read ily  accepted the notion that social sc ien tis ts  had 

open to them a special class o f  data, composed o f  mental impressions, 

which were denied to the physical s c ie n t is t  in his investigations.

The type o f  "mental facts" upon which social inquiry was properly  

based was derived from peoples' secret worlds o f  thought and moti-
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vation. Only the individual could know what he was r e a l ly  thinking

or what he was re a l ly  fe e l in g ,  although he could report both his

36thoughts and his emotions to others.

While the procedure o f  introspection was widely endorsed in 

Nineteenth Century social science, Cairnes was d e f in i te ly  in a 

m inority in his expressed w illingness to exclude any other types of 

investiga tive  methods w ith in  economics. Although he sometimes 

hedged concerning this "extremist" stance, i t  c le a r ly  occurs in 

several places in  his methodological w r it in g s ,  the following com

pris ing one exceptionally  c lear  example:

For what purpose is hypothesis used in physical 
research? Always as a means o f a r r iv in g  a t  u l
timate causes and laws. Such causes and laws 
not being susceptible o f  d ire c t  p roof, through 
an appeal to the consciousness or senses, . . .  
the physic is t frames an hypothesis as to the 
nature o f  . . .  the causes and laws, and having 
done so, proceeds to bring together conditions 
f i t t e d  to te s t  the correctness o f  h is  guesses 
. . .  Such a course would be obviously unsuitable  
in the analogous case in economic in v e s t ig a t io n .
No one thinks o f  framing an hypothesis as to 
the motives which induce men to engage in in 
dustry, to p re fe r  remuneration to unremunera
t i o n . . .  Conjectures here would be m anifestly  
out o f  place, inasmuch as we possess in our 
consciousness and in the testimony o f  our 
senses . . .  d ire c t  and easy proof o f  that which 
we desire to k n o w .37

Controlled experiments, which were and are essential to inves

t iga tions  in the physical sciences, had been denied a role in the 

social sciences by J. S. M i l l ;  and M i l l 's  a u th o r i ty ,  fo r  Cairnes,
OQ

precluded any fu r th er  consideration o f  th is  issue. Although 

Cairnes believed that the procedures of contro lled  experimentation 

were "powerful instruments" as opposed to the " in fe r io r  substitutes"
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39ava ilab le  to the social s c ie n t is t ,  he expressed much less regard 

fo r  the v irtues  o f  s ta t is t ic a l  tools when applied to the phenomena 

of human action . Any attempt to determine the exis ting  social con

ditions in the world he considered to be f u t i l e  since "the economist 

s tarts  with a knowledge o f  u ltim ate causes." That i s ,  we, as econ

omists, possess " . . .  d ire c t  knowledge o f  these causes (o f  human

action) in  our minds, and in  the information which our senses con- 

40v e y . . .  " I t  is  fu rther c le a r ,  from Cairnes' subsequent remarks, 

th a t " . . .  the information which our senses convey . . .  " was a r e fe r 

ence not to " . . .  those re fined  inductive  processes by which the 

ultimate tru ths  o f  physical science are established . . . "  but ra th e r  

to " . . .  the d ire c t  proof o f  our senses" (emphasis added). That i s ,  

i t  constitu ted  an "antic ipation" o f  what Marshall would la t e r  de

scribe as "casual observation ."^

U lt im a te ly ,  however, Cairnes did waver in some s l ig h t  degree 

concerning the usefulness o f  observational methods and other non- 

in trospective  techniques. As already noted he had maintained th a t  

i t  was important fo r  the premises o f  economic theory to be based on 

" . . .  the e x is t in g  facts o f nature," although o ffe r in g  nothing 

approximating formal observation ru les  fo r  determining how such 

"facts" were to  be arrived a t .  Cairnes also admitted tha t " . . .  

observation and experience . . . "  could " . . .  furnish s u f f ic ie n t  

corroboration to the processes o f deductive reasoning to j u s t i f y  a 

high degree o f  confidence in  the conclusions thus obtained . . . "  

and th a t empirical tools could be useful in is o la t in g  " . . .  d is tu rb 

ing causes . . . "  (and thus in  fu rth er in g  the increased "perfection"
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or "completeness" o f  economic hypotheses). None o f  t h is ,  o f  

course, had any d ire c t  bearing on the p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  tes ting

43economic theories with a view to th e i r  possible fa ls i f i c a t io n .

S ta t is t ic a l  Evidence and the " V a l id ity "  o f  Economic Theories

We have a lready observed th a t Cairnes' general a t t i tu d e  toward

the use o f s t a t is t ic s  in economics was one o f neglect, i f  not o f

o u tr ig h t  h o s t i l i t y .  Yet Ekelund and Olsen have noted th a t  Cairnes

was not above the use o f  s ta t is t ic a l  data in support o f  his own

analyses. In an 1877 pamphlet e n t i t l e d  "The Gold Question" 44 he

quoted extens ive ly  from the ava ilab le  data sources. Cairnes' true

views concerning empirical techniques are fu r th e r  obscured by the

fa c t  th a t  W. S. Jevons, the popu larizer of s ta t is t ic a l  studies in

B r it is h  economics, "always had a high regard fo r  Cairnes' work and

c a p a b il i t ie s "  and had used some o f  Cairnes' w rit ings  on empirical

45subjects to support the conclusion o f  his own research.

The key to  these seeming paradoxes, I b e lieve , must l i e  in

Cairnes' psychological a ttitudes toward the essentia l nature o f

economic theory. The "Laws" of Classical economics were, for

Cairnes, the ob ject o f an almost re lig ious  veneration. Had he been

more fa m i l ia r  w ith  Kantian philosophy Cairnes might even have sta ted

his methodological position in a form s im i la r  to th a t adopted by 

46Ludwig von Mises many years l a t e r ,  i . e . ,  "the basic propositions  

o f  economic science are expressive o f  fundamental categories of  

human thought." Although both Cairnes and Mises would admit th a t  

empirical evidence could be used to bo ls ter psychological assurance
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in an economic re la t io n s h ip ,  and that such evidence might be psycho

lo g ic a l ly  suggestive o f  embellishments to be added to the basic 

th eo re tic  s tru c tu re , n e ith e r  would assent to the notion o f  fa ls i fy in g  

economic theories by reference to such evidence. As Cairnes stated  

in his major methodological work:

From th is  conception o f  an economic law, as ex
pressing a hyp o th e tica l,  not a p o s it ive ,  truth  
. . .  we can have no d i f f i c u l t y  in perceiving the 
kind o f  proof on which such a law rests, and the
kind o f  arguments . . .  by which alone, i f  questioned
i t  can be re futed .

Not being an assertion respecting the order of 
economic phenomena, i t  can ne ither  be established  
nor refuted by an appeal to the records o f such 
phenomena--that is to say, by s ta t is t ic a l  or 
documentary evidence . . .

We also discover, a t  another point in Cairnes' w r i t in g s ,  tha t he

means by the term " fa c t ,"  in th is  context, not an observation

carr ied  out according to some well defined observation procedure,

47but ra th e r  "some mental o r physical law."

The tendency to transform social investigation  into a secular  

f a i th  was, unfortunate ly , very prevalent in  the in te l le c tu a l  t r a d i 

tions o f  the Nineteenth Century. I t  was a s p i r i t  which captured 

and insp ired  such diverse thinkers as Comte, Marx and Cairnes, and 

which eventua lly  provided the tone o f  Marshall's  reconstruction o f  

economic analys is . We w i l l  see in the closing sections o f  th is  

d is se rta t io n  how the a t t i tu d e  o f  worshipful devotion to the theore t

ica l  s tructure  ex is ting  in a p a r t ic u la r  f i e ld  o f  social science has 

been preserved, even today, in the meta-economic writings o f  several 

prominent economists.
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Mathematics and Economics

A rather unfortunate aspect of Cairnes' methodological views

was his d is t in c t  h o s t i l i t y  toward the use o f  mathematics in economic

problem solving. Although Cairnes had read and reviewed Jevons'

48Theory o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, which contained a lucid  statement of

49the a d ap tab i l i ty  o f  mathematical techniques to ordinal rankings,

he persisted in re je c t in g  mathematical economics on the grounds that
50

economic re lationships were q u a l ita t iv e  ra th e r  than q u a n t i ta t iv e .

He la t e r  weakened th is  o r ig in a l position somewhat but s t i l l  opposed 

the extensive use o f  mathematics in economics because i t  added 

nothing to the subject not already known and was a mode o f s ta ting  

economic theorems which was unfam iliar to many, otherwise competent, 

th inkers . Cairnes' examples in demonstration o f  the inappropriate

ness o f a mathematized economics do, i t  is  t ru e , add some su p erf i 

c ia l  p la u s ib i l i t y  to his case against an overuse o f mathematics in 

those areas of economics which are not yet well developed th e o re t i 

c a l ly ,  i . e . ,  in those areas where basic problems have not ye t been 

well established. Yet in many instances Cairnes seems to have con

fused the issue o f  empirical vs. theoretica l economics with the issue

51of mathematical vs. verbal economics.

Relativism and the Influence o f  Popular Culture

A f in a l point o f  some in te re s t  in Cairnes1 meta-economic d is 

cussions is found in his views concerning the issue since described 

as "re la tiv ism  vs. absolutism," a long-debated question in the
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history  of economic thought. The debate, summarized and s im p li

f ie d ,  is concerned with the determinants fo r  the p a r t ic u la r  path of 

development taken by economic theory , the factors causing certa in  

s p e c ia l i t ie s  w ith in  the d is c ip l in e  to flourish while others w ither,  

and certain  th eore tica l systems (o r  "paradigms") to prosper while  

others are ignored.

The basic r e l a t i v i s t  position is tha t the p a r t ic u la r  h is to r ica l  

course followed in  the development of economics has been a conse

quence of the h is to ry  o f  those social problems fo r  which economists 

were expected to provide solutions. Thus the p r im it ive  systems of  

development economics, which constituted Mercantile and classical 

theories, arose as a re s u lt  of a demand by Western European nations 

fo r  programs which would hasten the rate o f  th e i r  commercial and 

industr ia l growth. Keynesian macro-economics was c a lle d  into being 

by the economic upheaval o f  the Great Depression, and the study of  

large scale production w ith elements o f  high f ixed  costs was a pro

duct o f  the e ar ly  programs to regulate  the railways "in  the public  

in te re s t ."

A more extreme and lo g ic a l ly  unrelated form o f  re la t iv ism  

claims that both questions that economists pose for analysis and the 

responses they o f f e r  to these questions have been pre-determined by 

the social m il ie u . Although th is  position has been most popular 

among the less sophisticated Marxists , i t  has also found a home, in 

the writings o f less doctr ina ire  authors such as Leo R o g in .^

The basic position o f  absolutism, as presented by George S t ig le r  

in his 1960 "The Influence o f Events and Po lic ies  on Economic
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5 3Theory',' is th a t  the path along which economics has progressed has

been determined by the inner "d ia le c tic"  o f  the theory, functioning

according to " in te rn a l values and pressures o f  the d is c ip l in e ."  This

theme was fu r th e r  re fined and modified in the l a t e r  contributions of

54Spengler, Eagly and F etter.  Eagly has noted that the development 

o f economics has become more s e lf -d ire c te d  as the d isc ip l in e  has i t 

s e l f  become more professionalized and insulated (o r  iso la ted) from 

the thoughts and goals o f those outside of the academy. Spengler 

introduced into "absolutism" a d is t in c t io n  between the "core" o f  

"pure theory" in  economics, which he believed had developed accord

ing to the a b s o lu t is t 's  conception o f in te l le c tu a l  progress, and the 

"shell" o f  "economic doctrines" ( i . e . ,  matters connected with policy  

or issues o f "applied economics") which changed in response to i n 

fluences exogenous to the d is c ip l in e .  F in a l ly ,  Fe tte r  noted th a t  

"The more c lo se ly  one associates economic thought with technical 

analysis . . .  the greater is one l i k e ly  to consider the e f fe c t  o f

economic thought on h is to ry ,  and the less the e f fe c t  of h is tory  on

thought.

Cairnes' own position presents an in te res t in g  contrast to these 

views. I f  Schumpeter is correct in be liev ing  th a t  Cairnes was con

cerned with pure theory to the v ir tu a l  exclusion o f  applied or 

policy economics, then i t  might well be expected that he (Cairnes) 

would be an a b s o lu t is t .  His emphasis on the speculative nature o f

economic inqu iry  (as opposed to the applied c r a f t  o f  statemanship)

and his polemics against a re liance on s t a t is t ic a l  methods in 

economic studies would fu r th e r  re inforce th is  expectation. In fa c t
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however, Cairnes was c le a r ly  a r e l a t i v i s t  and declared himself as 

such (although, o f  course, not in those terms) a t  several points in  

his w r it in g s .  The following is probably the c le a res t such passage:

The economic conditions o f  patr iarcha l l i f e ,  o f  
Greek or Roman l i f e ,  o f  feudal l i f e ,  are not the 
economic conditions o f  modern corrmercial l i f e ;  
and had P o l i t ic a l  Economy been cu lt iva ted  in 
those p r im it iv e ,  ancient o r  mediaeval times, i t  
would doubtless have contained some expositions  
which we do not now find in  i t .  °

"Relativism" and "Absolutism": A Digression

The r e la t i v i s t  position is not without i t s  ju s t i f i c a t io n ,  how

ever, and we need not fa u l t  Cairnes fo r  adopting i t .  Eagly, Spengler 

and F e tte r  may, in  fa c t ,  have conceeded so much to t h e i r  r e la t i v is t  

opponents tha t there is l i t t l e  basis remaining fo r  a d is t in c t  abso

l u t i s t  stance.

A simple profit-m axim izing analysis of the pursuits in which

economists engage would ind ica te  tha t the more professionalized the

d is c ip l in e  becomes the more r e la t i v i s t  i t  w i l l  also become. Despite

the id e a l iz a t io n  o f the s c ie n t i f ic  en terprise  presented by Cairnes,

one would expect tha t a s ig n if ic a n t  fac to r  a f fe c t in g  the choices made

by economists between a lte rn a t iv e  types of research would be the

re la t iv e  rewards in salary and position attached to each o f  the

57various categories. While the standards o f  "good" and "bad" work 

are la rg e ly  determined w ith in  the profession, the a llo c a tio n  o f re 

search grants, new professorships, and thus the r e la t iv e  monetary 

rewards and rewards o f  "professional prestige" attached to the 

various s p e c ia l i t ie s ,  are la rg e ly  a function o f  the social problems
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which seem pressing to non-economists. (Undoubtedly, there is a 

d is t in c t io n  between the determinants o f  standards o f "good" and 

"bad" work and the standards o f  " in te res ting"  and "uninteresting"  

research.) The question o f  which sub-areas o f  economics w i l l  re

ceive the most a tte n t io n  and which w i l l  f a l l  into re la t iv e  obscur

i t y  has thus'become more dependent on exogenous influences as 

economists have become increasingly  recognized as professional ex

perts who can provide valuable services to those outside the academy. 

Although i t  is  conceivable th a t  fu rth er  advances in some areas of the 

theory w i l l  " d ia le c t ic a l ly "  require a reworking o f  basic propositions 

in other areas, the emphasis o f  theory development and problem 

solving w i l l ,  fo r  the foreseeable fu ture , remain with those p a r t i -
” f:

cular s p e c ia l i t ie s  best able to tap the public  p u r s e /0

A11 o f  th is  is  not to deny that there is a_ va lid  d is t inc t ion  

between pure economics and the "doctrines" or applications of  

economic theory . That d is t in c t io n  must, however, be examined more 

f u l l y  in order to place i t  in i t s  proper perspective. The "pure 

theory" or "core" o f economics, referred to by both Marshall and 

Spengler, can only be the set o f  d e f in it io n s  and methodological 

proscriptions which define and d istinguish economics as a d is t in c t  

social science, separate from sociology, p o l i t ic a l  science and 

psychology. (This d is t in c t io n  is one apparent in te rp re ta t io n  for  

Marshall's oft-quoted conment that "Economics is not a body o f  con

crete tru th s , but an engine fo r  the discovery o f concrete tru th s ." )

While exogenous influences cannot, by d e f in i t io n ,  a f fe c t  the 

methodological conventions or basic id e n t i t ie s  o f  economics, as long
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as th is  p a r t ic u la r  form of social inquiry is accepted as a v iable

en terpr ise , ne ith e r  are these conventions or id e n t i t ie s  a lte ra b le

59through the action o f  endogenous influences. One cannot play 

chess by changing the rules fo r  playing chess, ne ither  can one do 

"economic research" which v io la tes  the rules or framework in terms 

o f which "economic research" is  defined. (While th is  point i s ,  o f  

course, " t r i v i a l , "  in the sense o f ta u to lo g ic a l ,  I am a fra id  that  

something o f  ju s t  th is  sort is  basic to the "abso lutis t"  conception 

o f the development and future paths open to economic thought.) I f  

demand curves slope up rather than down, then a new and d i f fe re n t  

type o f  s c ie n t i f ic  study is created, one s im ila r  to the old study 

in name only. I f  behavior is described using models other than 

those which involve the constrained maximization o f  some behavioral 

(?) var iab les , then a s im ila r  anomaly is  generated within "the 

th eo ry ."

The only escape from this dilemma is to re je c t  the position of  

absolutism and to re je c t  along with i t  the characterization o f s c i 

e n t i f i c  development currently  in vogue*^ ( i . e . ,  th a t of Thomas 

Kuhn). Both the absolutists and Kuhn seem to view economics as a 

game (perhaps an ideological or " re lig ious" game) which is judicable  

only by i ts  own in te rn a l rules and which proceeds by "puzzle 

solving" ra ther than "problem s o lv in g ." ^  Although Kuhn's theory 

was or ig inated  to explain " s c ie n t i f ic  revolutions" o r ,  using the 

terms of absolutism, changes in the pure theory or "core" of  

economics, ne ith e r  Kuhn nor the absolutists  are able to provide any 

real explanation fo r  peoples' decision to change the rules o f the
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game which they are playing. All suggested (perhaps, a ll  possible) 

explanations seem to turn upon such non-logical c r i t e r ia  as "bore

dom," "a general uneasiness," or "a fe e lin g  that things a re n ' t  going 

r ig h t ."  The idea tha t the Kuhnian or absolutis t view can ju s t i f y  

paradigm change (a change in "the core") on the grounds of consis

ten t " fa i lu re s "  o f  "the theory" simply begs the question o f  what, 

under th is  view, can constitute  an instance of "a fa i lu r e ."  In fa c t ,  

a " fa i lu re "  o f  the the theory cannot be connected to any in tersub-  

j e c t iv e  te s t  o f  "the theory" ( i . e . ,  o f  "the core"), fo r  there are no 

in te rs u b je c t iv e ly  observable implications o f  "the theory" un ti l  i t  

has been em p ir ica lly  in te rp re te d . "Fa ilure" is thus reducible only 

to psychological discontent.

Faced with th e ir  own in a b i l i t y  to provide an explanation of the

logic  o f  (o r  fo r )  s c ie n t i f ic  change, Kuhn's followers have concluded

th a t his speculations constitute  a sociological explanation or

description o f  what i t  is that s c ie n tis ts  do, rather than an analysis

o f the c r i t e r i a  they use (or "should" use) in deciding whether to

re ta in  or re je c t  a portion o f  "the core." (Spengler, not surpris ing-
fi ?

l y ,  adopts the same ta c t ic .  ) I t  is  evident, however, that the 

sociological causes fo r  the actions and orien tation  of economists 

must, a t  some point, be traceable precisely  to those ex tra 

professional influences which the absolutists  consider to be in s ig 

n i f ic a n t .  Economists are simply not th e i r  own judges in every re 

spect since they are not the exclusive or ultimate consumers o f  

th e ir  own e f fo r ts .
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J. E. Cairnes and the H is to r ica l School o f Economics

Despite his defense of several doctrines held dear by h is to r ic a l  

w riters , Cairnes was r ig h t fu l ly  known as the most outspoken and un

compromising c r i t i c  o f  the H is to r ica l School. He quite c o rrec tly  

viewed the meta-economic upheaval in Nineteenth Century economics 

as the main b a r r ie r  to the continued progress o f the study, and he 

fu l ly  re a l ized  th a t  the future survival o f  the d isc ip l in e  depended 

upon the speedy resolution o f  this d iv is iv e  struggle. His arguments 

although unreserved in th e ir  condemnation o f the major planks in the 

H istorica l program, were so appealing and well-reasoned that he

gained the respect, i f  not the agreement, o f  many of his H is to r i -  

63c is t  opponents. At the very le a s t  they uniformly agreed that he 

had done an admirable job in systematizing and c la r i fy in g  those 

"orthodox" views which they were so anxious to destroy, and that he 

had said "everything which could be said" in th e ir  defense ."f

Cairnes1 re jection  of induction, in the sense defined by M i l l ,  

has previously received our a tte n t io n . I t  is worthy of note, how

ever, th a t he was equally opposed to "inductivism" (to  the excessive 

use o f  inductive methods in economics) even when that term was de

fined in a weaker sense. Thus Cairnes cautioned against a l l  attempts 

to "turn economics into the study o f  economic s ta t is t ic s ,"  holding

that economic s ta t is t ic s  could, a t best, disclose "the succession

65of phenomena" which i t  is  the business o f  science to explain.

As already stated, Cairnes also opposed the reduction of 

economics to an all-encompassing h is to r ic a l  sociology (as proposed
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by the Comtists). His most persuasive and pervasive reason in de

fense o f  a separate and leg it im a te  science o f  wealth was based upon 

the increased productiv ity  which he believed to be the resu lt  o f  the 

d iv is io n  of s c ie n t i f ic  pursuits in to  separate areas o f s p ec ia liza 

t io n . Just as the p r in c ip le  o f a d iv is ion  o f lab or resulted in 

increased output in manufacture, i t  also had a place in the pro

duction o f  new knowledge.^ The increase in knowledge resu lt in g  

from a sp ec ia liza t io n  o f  i n t e l l e c t  was not, however, Cairnes1 sole 

ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  the autonomy o f  the economics d is c ip l in e .  He 

c le a r ly  believed that there was no more o f  a "natural" boundary 

separating wealth maximizing behavior from human behavior in general, 

than there was separating astronomy, chemistry and physiology from 

some overreaching science o f  physical laws and re la t io n s .  The tes t  

o f  science lay  in i ts  a b i l i t y  to construct well-ordered and appealing 

hypothesis systems and not in i t s  correspondence to any presumed 

ultim ate essences o f r e a l i t y .

While admonishing economists to exercise care in determining 

the tru th  or f a ls i t y  of th e i r  p re m is e s ,^  by determining th e ir  

correspondence with known physical and psychological laws, Cairnes 

vigorously combatted a l l  attempts to reduce economics to e ith e r  

mechanics or psychology. While the "princip les" o f  these d iscip lines  

provided the basis on which most economic investigations were based, 

the laws o f  economics, he be lieved , added "additional insights" to 

the study of human action not a t ta in a b le  d i re c t ly  from a knowledge 

o f  e i th e r  mechanical or psychological re la t io n s .  Economic laws were 

thus not e lim inable  from the class o f independent s c ie n t i f ic
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6 8hypotheses through the use o f Occam's Razor.

Medievalism and Social Darwinism: The Other Heresies

Two remaining views th a t received Cairnes' harshest expression 

o f scorn were "medievalism" and social Darwinism. Medievalism, which 

was popular during the Seventeenth and early  Eighteenth Centuries 

and was resurrected by the Social Romantics o f  the Ninteenth Century, 

held that economic laws or the laws o f  any social science, were 

^ le g i t im a te  in te l le c tu a l  constructs. Medievalists believed that  

social re lationships were b e tte r  l e f t  to the in q u ir ie s  o f  ethics or 

re l ig io n  or to the customary p o l i t ic s  o f  the p o lis  ra ther than 

being manipulated on the basis of abstract and purportedly We r t f r e  1 

social speculations. In response to th is  reasoning Cairnes replied  

tha t economic laws possessed a l l  the properties common to laws in the 

physical sciences and social behavior was as proper an object for  

s c ie n t i f ic  investiga tion  as were the objects o f  the non-social 

world. Indeed, Cairnes believed "that P o l i t ic a l  Economy does for  

the phenomena o f  wealth . . .  what Astronomy does fo r  the phenomena 

of the heavenly bodies; what Dynamics does fo r  the phenomena of 

motion; what Chemistry does for the phenomena o f  chemical combin

ation  . . .  i t  expounds the laws according to which those phenomena

69co-ex is t with or succeed each other . . . "  As he also stated in 

response to those who feared that p o l i t ic a l  economy would come to 

replace e th ics , r ig h t  actions are seldom the r e s u l t  o f  ignorance 

about human beings.

The doctrines o f  social evolution and social organicism,
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championed by Herbert Spencer and, to a lesser extent, by Auguste 

Comte, were also to feel the s t in g  of Cairnes1 pen. Cairnes found 

the social organicist methodology to be "philosophically unsound and 

p r a c t ic a l ly  mischevious," and he believed that i ts  logic  was " e n t ire 

ly  dest itu te  o f cogency." Spencer's analogies between the growth, 

decay and death o f  organisms and the growth, decay and death o f  

c iv i l iz a t io n s  prompted Cairnes to a lengthy c r it iq u e  in which he 

sought to use the main features o f  the proposed analogies to demon

s tra te  th e ir  own in a p p l ic a b i l i ty .  The en tire  course of social 

Darwinian thought was, he be lieved , p o l i t i c a l ly  pernicious and 

" f i t t e d  more to obscure and confound, rather than e lu c id a te , the 

problems o f  social ex is tence ."  Cairnes1 goal was c le a r ly  not to 

reform these doctrines and perspectives on social theoriz ing , but to 

e lim inate  them from a l l  fu tu re  discussions of social p o licy .^ 0

In Summary

Cairnes1 opposition to the programs of h is to r ica l  economics 

and his defense o f  "the deductive view" l e f t  no room fo r  a d is t in c 

t io n ,  e ith e r  in his eyes or in  the eyes of his fo llowers, between 

the o lder and newer branches o f  the B rit ish  H istorica l School.

Cairnes emphasized deductive methods to the v ir tu a l  exclusion o f  

inductive techniques, denied the role of s ta t is t ic s  in economic 

in q u iry ,  characterized economics as a pure study o f cause and 

e f fe c t  relationships ra ther than a practical study o f  "applied" 

problems, argued fo r  the v a lu e -free  status of economics and i ts  

autonomy from a l l  other social and physical sciences, defended the
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leg it im acy  o f  economic laws and th e i r  o r ig ination  apart from e i th e r  

systematic fact-gathering  or the laws of a universal social theory  

and waged war on the doctrines o f  social evolution and social organ- 

icism, both popular doctrines o f  his day. Even when he hedged his 

case, by admitting the introduction o f  s ta t is t ic s  and casual obser

vation in  specialized instances, Cairnes was always ready to assure 

his c r i t i c s  th a t  these procedures were no more than window-dressing, 

covering the corpus o f in tu i t iv e  theories and systematic deductions 

on which economic theory was ess e n tia l ly  based. A priorism and 

" r ig h t  in tu i t io n "  were always more important in  Cairnes' methodo

lo g ica l outlook than were any co llec tion  o f  (probably meaningless) 

fa c ts ,  and th is  was never more the case than in  a science which 

rested on the firm  in tu i t iv e  genera lization  of "the desire fo r  

w ealth ."
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Footnotes to Chapter I I I

1. J. E. Cairnes, The Character and Logical Method o f  
P o l i t ic a l  Economy (London: Macmillan and Co., 1875), pp. ix -x ,
88 , 100-106.

2. For Whateley's views on meta-economics see Richard 
Whateley, Introductory Lectures on P o l i t ic a l  Economy (London: B. 
Fellows, P r in te r ,  1832 ),Lecture IX . For a b r ie f  summary statement 
also see Richard Whateley, "On Certain Terms Which Are L iab le  to 
be Used Ambiguously in P o l i t ic a l  Economy" reprinted in Naussau 
Senior, An_ Outline o f  the Science o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy (New York: 
Augustus Kelley, 1965), p. 227.

I t  should be noted th a t  Cairnes was appointed to the Chair 
o f  Economics a t  T r in i ty  College through the intervention o f  Whateley. 
For these and other in te re s t in g  facts about Cairnes1 l i f e  and ca
reer  see L. L. P r ic e ,  A Short H istory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy i_n 
Engl and, Fifteenth Edition (London: Methuen & Com., 1937;, p. 115.

3. J. E. Cairnes, Some Leading Princip les o f P o l i t ic a l  
Economy Newly Expounded (London: Macmillin & Co., 1874).

4. For M i l l ' s  recantation o f  the wages-fund theory see J. S. 
M i l l ,  "Thornton on Labour and i t s  Claims," Fortn ightly  Review (May 
and June, 1869), pp. 505-518 and pp. 680-70CL For C airnes ' 
c r it ic is m  of M i l l ' s  recantation see J. E. Cairnes, Some Leading 
Princip les of P o l i t ic a l  Economy Newly Expounded, 0£. c i t . , p. 101, 
and George (PBrien's "J. S. M i l l  and J. E. Cairnes," Economica,
N .S .,  X (November, 1943), pp. 283-285.

An exclusive concern w ith Cairnes' Some Leading Princip les  
to  the exclusion o f  any d e ta ile d  consideration o f his meta-economic 
w ritings  is found in John F. B e l l ,  A H istory o f  Economic Thought 
(New York: Ronald Press, 1 9 6 7 ) ,pp. 271-272, William H. Speigel,
The Growth of Economic Thought (Englewood C l i f f s ,  New Jersey: 
P ren tice -H a ll ,  1971) p. 394, and even in  the usually more compre
hensive works o f  T. W. Hutchison, A Review o f Economic Doctrines, 
1870-1829 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953), pp. 22-28 and Robert
B. Ekelund and Robert F. Hebert, A History o f Economic Theory and
Method (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1975), pp. 1 35-138.

5. J. E. Cairnes, The Slave Power (New York: C arleton , 1862).

6 . J. E. Cairnes, The Character and Logical Method o f
P o l i t ic a l  Economy ( F i r s t  e d i t io n ,  London: Longmann, Brown, Green
and Longmans, 1857), (Second Enlarged Edition , London: Macmillan 
& Co., 1875). The second, enlarged ed it ion  which included a 
v ir tu a l  reprin t o f  J. E. Cairnes, "P o l i t ic a l  Economy and Laissez-  
F a ire ,"  Fortnightly  Review, Vo l.  16 (1871), pp. 80-97, is used as the 
primary reference fo r  much o f  the following.
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7. Joseph A. Schumpeter, A H istory  o f Economic Analysis (New 
York: Oxford Un ivers ity  Press, 1954), p.~"!T34fn.

8. George O 'Brien, "J. S. M ill  and J. E. Cairnes," Economica, 
N .S .,  Vol. X (November, 1943), pp. 273-285.

R. D. Collison Black, "Jevons and Cairnes," Economica, N .S .,  
Vol. XXVII (August, 1960), pp. 214-232.

9. An exception to the neglect accorded Cairnes' meta-economic 
views is  Jacob V iner, "Some Problems o f  Logical Method in P o l i t ic a l  
Economy," reprin ted  in Earl L. Hamilton (ed) Landmarks in P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, Vol. 1 (Chicaqo: U nivers ity  o f  Chicaqo Press, 1962), pp. 
101-124.

10. Robert B. Ekelund and Emilie S. Olsen, "Comte, M i l l  and 
Cairnes: The P o s it iv is t -E m p ir ic is t  In terlude in  Late Classical
Economics," Journal o f  Economic Issues, Volume V I I  (September,
1973), pp. 383-416.

11. Emilie S. Olsen, The P o s i t iv is t  Philosophy o f  Auguste 
Comte and I ts  Relation to the Philosophy and Writings o f  J  ̂ E_.
Cairnes (College S ta tion , Texas: unpublished thesis submitted to
the department o f  economics, Texas A&M U n iv e rs ity ,  December, 1970).

12. Cairnes' position concerning the purpose and ju s t i f i c a t io n  
fo r  s c ie n t i f ic  in q u iry  is highly ambiguous. A t one point he states  
that:

The purpose of a science is  . . .  not to obtain  
tangib le  re su lts ,  not to prove any d e f in i te  
th e s is ,  not to advocate any pract ica l plan, 
but simply to give l ig h t ,  to reveal laws of 
nature, to te l l  us what phenomena are found 
together, what e ffe c ts  fo llow from what 
causes.

The Logical Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. 
c i t . , pp. 17-18.

And to assure th a t there was no possible confusion regarding his 
in ten tio n s , Cairnes la t e r  noted that:

. . .  whatever takes the form o f  a plan aiming 
at d e f in i te  practica l ends . . .  i t  matters not 
what the proposal be . . .  i f  i t s  ob ject be to 
accomplish some d e f in i te  practica l ends, then 
I say i t  has not o f  the c h ara c te r is t ic s  of a 
science, and has no ju s t claim to the name.

J. E. Cairnes, Essays in P o l i t ic a l  Economy:
Theoretical and AppTTed (London: Macmillan,
1873), pp. 252-253, hereafter cited as "Essays."
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Yet despite these apparently unconditional statements the material 
in the two following footnotes (numbers 13 and 14) seems to ind ica te  
that Cairnes may not have always wanted to r e s t r ic t  s c ie n t i f ic  in 
quiry to "pure theory."

13. Cairnes was quite  d e f in i te  regarding the "practica l f r u i ts "  
to be expected from science and s c ie n t i f ic  investigations:

In short, l e t  i t  once be made c le a r  that abstract  
speculation is  not barren speculation, th a t  sc i
e n t i f i c  doctrines have a real bearing on the prac
t ic a l  concerns o f  l i f e  . . .  [on] a l l  th a t concerns 
human beings in shaping t h e i r  conduct to [s ic ]  the 
worl d.

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 237.

Yet, as we have a lready seen, Cairnes c le a r ly  expressed the view that 
science was not to be pursued fo r  i ts  practica l benefits .

14. Perhaps the best ra t io n a l iz a t io n  which can be offered for  
Cairnes' t h i r s t  fo r  "pure science" and his ju s t i f ic a t io n  o f  the 
enterprise  by reference to i t s  p ractica l benefits is found in the 
following passage from his essay on August Comte:

Practical applications o f  s c ie n t i f ic  princip les  
are . . .  not the proper f r u i t ,  but the accidental 
consequences of s c ie n t i f ic  knowledge . . .  these 
tangible results  may, and in the end generally  
w i l l ,  come in  abundant supply, but they are not 
o f the essence o f  the p la n t;  i t  is not in these, 
but in that power which is the end and a i it; of 
s c ie n t i f ic  knowledge--the power o f in te rp re t in g  
nature, o f  exp la in ing  phenomena . . .

Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 298-299.

The curious contradiction which seems im p l ic i t  in a l l  this is the 
extensive use which Cairnes made o f  the supposedly abstract con
clusions o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy when he was defending his own p o l i t 
ical positions. See, fo r example, the material on page 9 o f the 
present chapter and the corresponding footnote.

15. The Character and Logical Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. 
c i t . , pp. 31-37.

16. "Valued m atter,"  i t  should be noted, connotes a d i f fe r e n t  
o rien ta t io n  toward economic inquiry  than th a t adopted by Symes or 
other more "psychological" economists. I t  is  more expressive o f  
the ambiguous t ra d i t io n  of philosophic idealism or asso c ia t io n is t  
psychology, and is a much more f le x ib le  concept with which to deal 
in describing the nature o f  economic in q u iry .  As such, th is  de f
in i t io n  o f  economic concerns forms a f irm er base on which to con
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s tru c t  the l a t e r  d ivisions o f  economics into both demand theory and 
production o r  cost theories than did the views o f  Symes, Jevons or 
the Austrians.

On the "complex character" o f p o l i t ic a l  economy, which 
resulted from i ts  concern not with mind or matter but with "valued 
matter" see Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . , pp. 31-37.

17. For Cairnes1 connection between induction and experimenta
t ion see Character and Logical Method, pp. 63-64, Essays, p. 303 
and footnote 23 below.

Cairnes sometimes used "induction" in the more ordinary sense of  
drawing an empirical genera lization  from a set o f  facts or in fe r 
ring an in v a r ia n t  re la tionsh ip  from only a few instances o f that 
re la t io n s h ip .  He also c r i t ic iz e d  what he called the use o f induc
tion in the "large sense" as nothing more than the antonymn for the 
term "metaphysical." A de ta iled  discussion of the d i f fe re n t  senses 
of "induction" appears in Character and Logical Method, pp. 60-62.

I t  is  in te res tin g  th a t  Cairnes believed that physics, 
which most h is to r ic is ts  understood to be the paradigm o f an inductive  
study, was inductive only in i t s  early  p r im itive  stages: when men
had no knowledge o f  "u ltim ate physical p r in c ip le s ."  In i ts  more 
advanced forms, however, the "more powerful" tools o f  deduction 
came into use in the studies o f  physical problems, and i t  was only 
then th a t dramatic advances were possible in a short span o f  time. 
Cairnes held a s im ila r  view o f the h is tory . (Character and Logical 
Method, pp. 69-75).

18. Character and Logical Method, pp. 46-47.

19. The doctrine o f  tendencies was f i r s t  applied in an 
organized form to economic research by 0. S. M il l  (see Appendix A
to Chapter 1 o f  the present work). I t  was probably from that source 
that Cairnes derived the following notions:

. . .  the doctrines o f P o l it ic a l  Economy are under
stood as asserting not what w i l l  take place but
what would o r  what tends to take place, and in
th is  sense only are they true. I f  th is  admission 
constitutes an objection to P o l it ic a l  Economy, i t  
is equally an objection to Astronomy, Mechanics, 
and to a l l  those physical sciences which combine 
deductive with inductive reasoning.

Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . , pp. 55-56.

See also Essays, op. c i t . ,  p. 303 for M i l l 's  influence on Cairnes 
in th is  regard.

20. The reputed "complexity" o f  social phenomena was only more 
severe than the complexity o f  physical phenomena, not d i f fe re n t  in
type. Yet the physical s c ie n t is t  had open to him the tools of
contro lled experimentation which allowed him to determine the
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r e la t iv e  weights to be attached to the component variables which 
themselves determined various physical events. The economic s c i 
e n t i s t ,  being denied th is  to o l ,  was also denied the powers o f pre
d ic t io n  which resulted from i t .  The most he could hope to accom
p lish  was, according to Cairnes, a satis fy ing  explanation ( a f t e r  
the fa c t)  o f  why things had turned out as they had.

In a s l ig h t ly  d i f fe re n t  vein , however, we find  Cairnes 
asserting th a t  perhaps p o l i t ic a l  economy could, perhaps, one day 
become p re d ic t iv e ,  given certain conditions. In his defense o f  the 
science against charges o f  s t e r i l i t y  leveled by Comtists, Cairnes 
noted that so f a r  as economics was not a p erfect instrument for  
social in ves tig a tio n s , much of i t s  imperfection was a t t r ib u ta b le  to 
the r e la t iv e ly  underdeveloped states o f complementary studies: the
resu lts  o f  these other sciences being necessary, along with the 
theorems o f  economics, fo r  p red ictive  accuracy:

This incapacity  . . .  o f forecasting events . . .  
argues no imperfection in economic science; . . .  
but in  those other cognate sciences to which 
belongs the determination of the non-economic 
agencies which are the unknown quantit ies  in 
the problem. When these cognate sciences shall 
have been brought up to the same stage of ad
vancement which has been obtained by P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, something approaching to th a t system
a t ic  prevision o f events contemplated by M.
Comte w i l l  be possible. Meanwhile i t  is no 
s l ig h t  gain, in  speculating on the future o f  
so c ie ty ,  to have in our power to determine the 
d ire c t io n  o f an order o f  tendencies exercising  
so wide, constant and potent an influence on 
the course o f  human development as the condi
t ions  o f  wealth.

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 306. See also pp. 269-270.

21. Character and Logical Method, o£. c i t . , p. 226. We have 
already noted in the Appendix on William Whewell what that genius' 
opinion was o f  Comte as a "universal s c ie n t is t ."  I t  was, in short, 
decidedly unfavorable.

22. The complex character o f  economic phenomena as a compound 
o f  both physical and mental aspects is explained by Cairnes in the 
following passage from his Character and Logical Method o f P o l i t ic a l  
Economy:

N e ither  mental nor physical nature forms the 
subject-m atter o f  the investigations o f the 
p o l i t i c a l  economist. He considers, i t  is true ,  
physical phenomena, as he also considers mental 
phenomena, but in ne ith e r  case as phenomena 
which i t  belongs to his science to expla in .
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The subject-matter o f th a t science is  wealth; 
and though wealth consists in m ateria l ob
je c ts ,  i t  is not wealth in v irtue  o f those 
objects being m ate r ia l ,  but in v ir tu e  of 
th e i r  possessing v a lu e -- th a t  is to  say, in 
v ir tu e  o f  th e ir  possessing a q u a l ity  a t t r i 
buted to them by the mind. The subject-  
matter o f  P o l it ic a l  Economy is thus ne ith e r
purely physical nor purely mental, but
possesses a complex character, equally  de
rived from both departments of nature , and 
the laws o f which are ne ither mental nor 
physical laws, though they are dependent, 
and, as I maintain, dependent equally  on the 
laws of matter and on those of mind.

Character and Logical Method, p. 32.

This question was of prime importance fo r  the other aspects
o f  Cairnes1 methodology since the in trospective  techniques o f the
mental sciences were inappropriate to research in the physical s c i 
ences and the empirical techniques o f the physical sciences were 
inappropriate  to research in the mental sciences. To put the matter 
d i f f e r e n t ly ,  by claiming that economics had elements of both mental 
and physical studies, Cairnes could "sw itch -o ff"  between in trospect
ive and empirical methods as he desired.

23. The t ie  between the a b i l i t y  to perform contro lled e xp er i
ments and the use o f  induction is c lea r ly  recognized by Cairnes in 
a t  le a s t  two separate w ritings.

The foregoing considerations s u ff ice  to show 
the u t te r  inadequacy o f the inductive method, 
in  the narrower sense o f  that expression, as 
a means o f solving the class o f  problems with 
which P o l it ic a l  Economy has to dea l, a r is in g  
from the im possib ility  o f  employing experiment 
in  economic inquiries  under those rigorous 
conditions which are indispensable to give 
cogency to our inductions.

Character and Logical Method of P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, p. 68. See also Essays in  P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, p. 303.

24. Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . , pp. 15-16, 44.

25. The question of the pos it ive  and, a t  the same time, hypo
th e t ic a l  nature o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy is t ie d  to the doctrine o f  
"abstraction" in the following passage from Cairnes' Character 
and Logical Method:

. . .  i t  is surely possible that the premises
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[o f a hypothesis] should be true , and yet in -  
com plete--true so fa r  as the facts they assert  
go, and y e t  not including a l l  the conditions  
which a f f e c t  the actual course o f  events. The 
laws o f  motion and o f  gravity  are not a r b i t r a r y  
assumptions, but have a real foundation in na
tu re ; and i t  is a s t r i c t l y  logical deduction 
from those laws that the path o f a p ro je c t i le  
is  in the course o f  a parabola; y e t ,  in  po int  
o f  fa c t ,  no p ro je c t i le  accurately describes 
th is  course; the f r ic t io n  of the a i r  coming 
in to d is tu rb  the other p r inc ip les .

Character and Logical Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, op. c i t . ,  p. 5TT

26. Examples o f Cairnes' W ertfre i position regarding economics 
are numerous, the fo llow ing  are only a representative  sample:

P o l i t ic a l  Economy stands apart from a l l  p a r t i 
cu lar systems o f  social or in d u str ia l  existence.
I t  has nothing to do with la is s e z - fa i r e  any more 
than with communism . . .

Essays, op. ci t . ,  p. 255.

Economic science has no more connection with our 
present in d u s tr ia l  system than the science o f  
mechanics has w ith our present system o f  r a i l 
roads.

Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . , p. 22.

. . .  the maxim o f  la is s e z - fa i r e  has no s c ie n t i f ic  
basis whatever, but is a t  best a mere handy rule  
o f p ra c t ic e ,  usefu l, perhaps, as a reminder to 
statesmen . . . ,  but to t a l ly  d e s t itu te  o f  a l l  s c i 
e n t i f i c  a u th o r i ty .

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 244. See also Character 
and Logical Method, op. c i t . ,  pp. 13, 14, and 
22-26.

27. For a d e ta ile d  discussion o f  the expressions o f  p o l i t ic a l  
views by Classical economists see Gunnar Myrdal, The P o l i t ic a l  
Element in the Development o f  Economic Theory (New York: Clarion
Books, 1969). The volume contains extensive, but not d e ta i le d ,  
references to Cairnes. Another, more recent, discussion o f  the 
issue o f value judgements in economics with reference to the 
w ritings o f  both Classical and Neoclassical authors is T. W. 
Hutchison's "Posit ive"  Economics and Policy Objectives (Cam
bridge: Harvard U n ivers ity  Press, 1964). For a consideration
o f Cairnes' views see espec ia lly  pp. 32-34, 40-41.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

28. Joseph Schumpeter, A History o f Economic Analysis (New 
York: Oxford Univers ity  Press, 1954}, p. 824fn.

29. J. E. Cairnes, "M. Comte and P o l i t ic a l  Economy," Fort
n ightly  Review, Vol. 13 (1870), pp. 579-580. Quoted in Ekelund 
and Olsen, 0£. c i t . ,  p. 400.

30. See Ekelund and Olsen, "Comte, M il l  and Cairnes," 0£. c i t . , 
pp. 403-405 and O 'Brien, "J. S. M il l  and J. E. Cairnes," 0£ . c i t . , 
pp. 277-278 fo r  references to Cairnes1 policy pronouncements.

31. J. E. Cairnes, Essays in P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Theoretical 
and Applied, op. c i t . , pp. 245-251.

32. J. S. M i l l 's  a t t i tu d e  o f p o l i te  disdain (one would not l ik e  
to say "contempt") fo r  Cairnes' more d o c tr ina ire  opinions is  comment 
ed on and i l lu s t r a te d  by quotation in O 'Brien, o£. c i t . , pp. 276- 
277. See footnotes 57 and 58 below fo r  the B r it is h  H is to r ica l  
economists' opinions o f  Cairnes.

33. Character and Logical Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t .  
pp. 224-225.

34. Ib id . , pp. 38-39.

35. See, fo r  instance, Gary S. Becker, Economic Theory (New 
York: A lfred  A. Knoph, In c . ,  1971), pp. 1-4 , 25-26.

36. The idea o f  a "secret world" o f "hidden motives" which 
"only the individual knows ' f o r  ;ure '"  is  dissected in G ilb e rt  
Ryle's The Concept o f  Mind (New York: Hutchison's Univers ity  
Library , 1949). For a discussion of "Descarte's Myth" o f  motives
as something apart from actions, see pp. 11-24; and fo r  a discussion 
o f  the logical and l in g u is t ic  status o f  motives and emotions, see 
pp. 83-115.

The idea th a t economists could perform "mental experiments" 
in  th e ir  "inner worlds" o f  thought and re f le c t io n  is well i l l u s t r a 
ted in the following passage from Cairnes' w rit in g s :

The economist may thus be considered a t  the 
outset as already in possession of those 
ultimate princ ip les  governing the phenomena 
which serve fo r  the subject o f  his study, 
the discovery o f  which in the case o f  phys
ica l investigation  constitutes for the in 
q u ire r  his most arduous task: . . .  although 
precluded from a c tu a l ly  producing the con
ditions suited to his purpose, there is  
nothing to prevent the economist from bring
ing such conditions before his mental v is io n ,  
and from reasoning as i f  these only were
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present . . .  I t  is true  that the conclusions 
arrived at would represent hypothetical truth  
merely— that is to say, would express a law 
true only in  the absence o f d isturbing causes; 
but, as I have already explained, so much 
q u a l i f ic a t io n  as th is  must be understood o f  
a l l  s c ie n t i f ic  laws . . .  The process, then, 
which I have been describing . . .  is  in the 
nature o f an experiment conducted mentally.

Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . ,  pp.
78-80.

The curious feature o f  th is  doctrine is not only th a t i t  
separates the world o f  ideas from the world o f  physical events, but 
also that i t  then makes the l a t t e r  dependent upon the former in an 
almost Kantian fashion ( i . e . ,  through the assertion that our "true" 
knowledge o f  the social world rests upon synthetic  a p r io r i  proposi
t ions).  I f  men can conceive o f  some way o f  explaining th e ir  most 
elemental impressions about social organization, then that way of  
looking a t  the matter must be fundamentally correct, even though i t  
can be subject to fu r th e r  modification on the basis of fu r th e r  re
f le c t io n .  The idea th a t  some ways o f  organizing "common sense 
knowledge" about society and social relationships might u lt im a te ly  
prove factual!.y fa ls e ,  ra ther than in te rn a l ly  inconsistent, never 
seems to have deeply impressed Cairnes.

37. Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . , pp. 83-88. Although 
Cairnes sometimes hedged on the exc lu s iv ity  o f  introspective tech
niques in social investigations (see p. 67 and footnote 41 o f  this  
chapter) he stated upon several occasions th a t  any proper methodol
ogy of economic science must u lt im ate ly  rest upon our inner percep
tions. For additional comments regarding the irrelevance o f  empir
ica l tests in economics see p. 14 o f  the present chapter.

38. Schumpeter has c o rrec t ly  evaluated Cairnes' re lationship  
with M ill  in his H istory of Economic Analysis:

He [Cairnes] may be called  M i l l 's  pupil fo r  
he always reasoned with reference to the 
l a t t e r 's  teaching— even where he did not 
mention the fa c t  e x p l i c i t l y — and he enter
tained toward M i l l ,  as his correspondence 
shows, feelings th a t  can be rendered only 
by the term "reverence."

H istory of Economic Analysis, op. c i t . , 
pp. 533-534.

Yet Schumpeter was also correct in s ta ting  that:

Nevertheless, he [Cairnes] sometimes c r i t i 
cized M il l  sharply and, by v irtue o f this
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c r i t ic is m , constructed something th a t ,  though 
e n t i r e ly  w ith in  the Mi 11ian groundwork, was in 
some measure his own.

Ib id . , p . 534.

I t  should be kept in mind, however, that Cairnes was not 
to t a l ly  aware o f  his o r ig in a l i t y ,  exp ec ia l ly  in methodological 
matters. Frequently he assumed th a t he was merely repeating, 
c la r i fy in g  and systematizing the e a r l i e r  C lassicals, and when he 
c r i t ic iz e d  M i l l  he often argued from what he believed to be a 
t r a d i t io n a l is t  standpoint.

39. Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . , p. 78.

40. Ib id . , pp. 76-77. Cairnes goes on to state that:

The economist s ta rts  with a_ knowledge o f u l - 
timate causes. He is a lready, a t  the outset 
o f  his e n te rp r is e , in the position  which the 
physic is t only a tta ins  a f t e r  ages of laborious 
research. (Emphasis in o r ig in a l )

I t  is not necessary to . . .  [ re s o r t  to induc
tion  fo r  empirical genera lizations or an
understanding o f  the facts o f  the case] . . .  
fo r  the reason, tha t we have, or may have 
i f  we choose to turn our a tten tio n  to the 
subject, d ire c t  knowledge o f  these causes 
in our consciousness o f  what passes in our 
own minds, and in the information which our 
senses convey, or at lea s t  are capable of  
conveying to us of external fa c ts .  Everyone 
who embarks in  [s ic ]  any in d u s tr ia l  pursuit 
is conscious o f  the motives which actuate 
him in doing so . . .

Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . ,  pp.
75, 76-77.

41. Ib id .

42. The d is t in c t io n  between observation for the purpose o f
fa ls i f i c a t io n  and observation as a device to insure the completeness
of in tu i t iv e  reasoning is  c le a r ly  apparent in those passages where 
Cairnes does make some concessions to a loose form o f  empiricism:

. . .  there is in a hypothetical experiment a l 
ways the danger, not only th a t  some o f  the 
conditions supposed to be present may, in the 
course o f ra t io c in a t io n ,  be overlooked, but 
also o f a flaw in the reasoning by which the 
action of the p a r t ic u la r  cause under consid
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era t ion  is established. And th is  renders i t  
expedient tha t the process in question should 
as fa r  as possible be supplemented by such 
sorts of v e r i f ic a t io n  as economical inquiry  
admits o f.  For example, i t  is open to the 
economist, having worked out his problem in  
the manner described, to look out fo r some 
actual instance which approximates in as many 
o f  i t s  principal circumstances as possible to 
those of his hypothesis. Having found one, he 
can observe how fa r  the results re a lize d  in  the 
conclusions; and in case, as would usually  
happen, the correspondence was not complete, 
he would have to consider how f a r  the discrep
ancy admitted o f  being explained by reference  
to the presence of known disturbing causes.
Unfortunately , for reasons already indicated,  
v e r i f ic a t io n  can never, in economic in q u iry ,  
be otherwise than imperfectly performed.

Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . , 
pp. 80-81. See also pp. 84-85.

43. That Cairnes was w il l in g  to admit any role for factual 
evidence in economic inquiry can only be viewed as an anomaly in his 
perception o f  "correct" methodological procedures. However, he 
never approached the idea that such evidence might be used to test  
the theories o f  economics with a view to possible f a ls i f ic a t io n .
Note the passage from his works reproduced on p. 70 of th is  chapter.

44. R. B. Ekelund, Jr. and E. S. Olsen, "Comte, M ill and 
Cairnes," oja. c i t . , p. 405. Despite his concessions to a loose 
form o f empiricism, Cairnes' a ttitudes toward the use o f s ta t is t ic a l  
data in economic investigations remained highly ambivalent. Noting 
that economic hypotheses are "imperfect," o r ,  in more modern terms, 
tha t they do not include a l l  relevant causes a ffe c t in g  the phenomena 
(they s ta te  only s u f f ic ie n t  and not necessary conditions), Cairnes 
argued th a t  s ta t is t ic a l  evidence seeming to  contrad ict the hypothe
ses o f  p o l i t i c a l  economy was not, in i t s e l f ,  enough to indicate  
whether the hypotheses were actually  in e r ro r  or whether "d is tu r
bing causes" (changes in one of the variables im p l ic i t ly  held in 
the pound o f  ceteris  paribus) had in some way a ffec ted  the predic
t ion . See his Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . ,  p. 99.

45. R. D. C. Black, "Jevons and Cairnes," 0£. c i t . , p. 214. 
There was a rather lengthy correspondence between Jevons and Cairnes 
regarding t h e i r  mutual contributions to the question of price d is 
persal (the d if fe r in g  local impacts o f  f luc tuations  in the money 
stock on d i f fe r in g  geographical lo c a t io n s ) .  During the course of  
this interchange Jevons remarked that he had learned much from
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Cairnes1 published a r t ic le s  on the subject, a r t ic le s  which were, a t  
le a s t  in  p a r t ,  " s ta t is t ic a l"  in content.

46. Those in terested  in Mises' methodological views should re 
fe r  to his Epistemoloqical Problems o f Economics (Princeton: D.
Van Nostrand, 1960), his Ultimate Foundation o f  Economic Science 
(Princeton: D. Van Nostrand, 1960) and his Human Action (New Haven:
Yalue U n ivers ity  Press, 1949), pp. 10-89. In short, Mises claims to 
have deduced the whole o f  economics from some rather elementary 
"facts o f  human consciousness." The claim is ,  o f course, fa l la c io u s .

47. The quote occurring in the te x t  is drawn from Character 
and Logical Method, op. c i t . , p. 99. The l a t t e r  passage, referred  
to in the te x t ,  reads as follows:

In economic reasoning, there fo re , supposing 
the log ica l portion of the process to be 
sound, the appeal must in a l l  cases u l t i 
mately be to consciousness or to some ex
ternal f a c t - - t o  some mental or physical 
law.

Ib id .

48. J. E. Cairnes, "New Theories in P o l i t ic a l  Economy," The 
Fo rtn ig h t ly  Review, Vol. 38 (1882), pp. 579-602.

49. W. S. Jevons, The Theory o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy (New York:
Kelley and Mi 11 man, 1957), pp. 7-227

50. J. E. Cairnes, "New Theories in  P o l i t ic a l  Economy," 0£.  
c i t . ,  p. 583 and Character and Logical Method, op. c i t . ,  pp. 109- 
TTO.

51. Character and Loqical Method, op. c i t . ,  pp. v i i - v i i i  and 
p. 19.

52. Leo Rogin, The Meaning and V a l id i ty  o f  Economic Theory 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 195612

53. George J. S t ig le r ,  "The Influence of Events and P o lic ies  on
Economic Theory," American Economic Review, Vol. 50 (May, 1960), pp. 
36-45.

54. Joseph J. Spengler, "Exogenous and Endogenous Influences  
in  the Formation of Post 1870 Economic Thought: A Sociology o f
Knowledge Approach," in Robert Eagly ( e d . ) ,  Events, Ideology and 
Economic Theory (D e tro it :  Wayne State University  Press, 1968);
Robert Eagly, "Comment," Ib id . , pp. 188-190; and Frank F e tte r ,  "The 
Relation o f  the History o f  Economic Thought to Economic H is to ry ,"  
American Economic Review, Vol. 55 (May, 1965), pp. 136-142.
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55. F e tte r ,  og_. c i t . Quoted in Robert B. Ekelund, J r .  and 
Robert F. Hebert, A H istory  o f Economic Theory and Method (New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1975),

56. Character and Logical Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, p. 23. 
Also see J. E. Cairnes, Essays Tn P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Theoretical 
and Applied (London: Macmillan, 1873), pp. 258-260.

57. I t  might be believed that th is  c r i t iq u e  o f  the abso lu tis t  
position is incomplete, in  th a t  i t  leaves unanswered the question 
o f  where the axioms o f  p o l i t i c a l  economy o r ig in a l ly  came from and 
the question o f why they are what they are ra th er  than something 
e lse . This is ,  however, a h is to r ic a l ,  or, perhaps, psychological, 
issue which is  concerned w ith  unique unrepeatable events. As such 
i t  is not open to e i th e r  the analysis o f  log ica l structures or the 
re p e t it io n  o f  s c ie n t i f ic  te s ts .  Viewed in this way, then, the en
t i r e  r e la t iv is t -a b s o lu t is t  controversy reduces to a quibble over 
which h is to r ic a l  explanation (th a t i s ,  which well-constructed  myth) 
we feel most comfortable w ith  when describing the development of  
economic thought. The c r i t i c a l  question then appears to be not 
what caused economics to develop the p a r t ic u la r  doctrines which i t  
has but, ra th e r , what constitutes the c r i t e r ia  f o r  “successful" 
and "unsuccessful" doctrines (assuming that the c r i t e r i a  are not 
exhausted by the canons o f  empirical research).

In a comment on an e a r l ie r  d ra f t  of th is  chapter, Profes
sor R. B. Ekelund has raised the following question: "Don't econ
omists have economic incentives to maintain 'the  core' o f th e ir  
theories as d is t in c t  from theories in the other socia l sciences? 
Doesn't th is  consideration go some way toward undermining your 
arguments fo r  re la t iv is m  on the basis o f  the economics o f  Economics? 
( I  have paraphrased f r e e ly . )  I w il l  attempt to sketch what I be
l ie v e  may be an answer to th is  question, fo r i t  is  important to the 
argument presented in  the te x t  of th is  chapter. The following is ,  
however, only a sketch; an exhaustive answer to th is  question would 
require a chapter o f  i t s  own.

On pages 20-21 o f th is  chapter I have expressed the b e l ie f  
that there is a v a l id  d is t in c t io n  between the "core" o f  economics 
and the "shell"  o f  economic doctrines. However, I also believe that  
the true character o f  th is  d is t in c t io n  has been obscured in many o f  
the a r t ic le s  which employ th is  terminology. The d is t in c t io n ,  in 
short, is tha t "the core" is composed e ith e r  o f  tau to log ies , which 
express basic d e f in it io n s  used in economic research, or o f  methodo
log ica l conventions fo r  carrying out such research. The "s h e l l ,"  on 
the other hand, is composed o f  attempts a t the em pirica l in te rp re 
ta tion  o f  such purely tau to log ical conepts as " u t i l i t y  maximization. 
Since the "shell" is the only part o f  economic theory which can be 
modified without re in te rp re t in g  the e n t ire  e n te rp r is e ,  i t  should be 
apparent that my arguments from the economics o f  Economics can apply 
only to i t .  I thus agree with the modified a b s o lu t is t  pos it ion , but 
believe th a t th is  position asserts nothing o f s ig n if ican ce : that is
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th a t  i t  is  reducible to the statement, "As long as economists con
tinue doing Economics they w i l l  continue to use "pure theories"  
such as u t i l i t y  maximization, demand curves and production 
functions."

In regard to the economic incentives to d i f fe re n t ia te  
economic research from other forms o f social science, i t  must be 
e x p l i c i t ly  recognized that th is  preseumes an imperfectly competitive  
academic market in the production o f economic research (most p a r t i 
c u la r ly ,  in the production of economic theory). While I personally  
believe th a t  th is  assumption is  consistent with other casual obser
vations (such as the preponderance o f  a r t ic le s  from certa in  schools 
in the major journals and the neglect o f ,  i f  not h o s t i l i t y  toward, 
methodological inquiry  w ith in  the economics profession) such obser
vations are without any formal basis.

58. I t  might be in te re s t in g  to consider the extent to which 
economics, or any p u b l ic a l ly  subsidized in te l le c tu a l  s p e c ia l i ty ,  
would have been d i f fe re n t  in  the absence of outside funding. The 
increasing emphasis on "applied" sub-fie lds o f economics within the 
d is c ip l in e  today is  perhaps more connected with the incentives to 
develop these f ie ld s  as a way o f  making the "product" marketable, 
than i t  is  a re f le c t io n  o f a r is in g  concern over the importance of  
empirical research in social science. That many economists are 
quite  s a t is f ie d  with the "correctness" o f  th e i r  more v iv id  " in tu i 
tions" is  evident from th e i r  frequently  expressed willingness to 
"fudge" empirical studies so they "come out r ig h t ."  On the other  
hand, i t  might be argued th a t  there have been s ig n if ic a n t  "sp illover  
e ffe c ts " :  that those areas which would have developed even without 
public support have developed even fu rther  in a subsidized environ
ment and th a t ,  although the number o f re l ia b le  and competent em piri
cal researchers is s t i l l  "too sm all,"  i t  is la rg e r  than i t  would 
have been otherwise. All such arguments, e i th e r  pro or con, are,
of course, in the nature o f  "s to ry - te l l in g "  since we are dealing 
with the "what i f  . . . "  of h is to r ic a l  counter-fac tua ls ; but the 
speculation i s ,  in  any case, in tr ig u in g .

59. This argument is ,  in p a r t ,  based upon a b r i l l i a n t  c r it ic is m  
of Kuhn's philosophy o f  s c ie n t i f ic  revolutions authored by John 
Watkins o f  the London School o f  Economics, "Against 'Normal Science',  
contained in Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave (e d s .) ,  C r it ic ism  and 
the Growth o f Knowledge (Aberdeen, G. B.: Cambridge University  
Press, 1970J7 pp. 25-37. See esp ec ia lly  pp. 30-31, 35.

60. The central and most fa m i l ia r  work o f the recent revival  
of a Kantian view o f  science i c Thomas Kuhn's The Structure o f  
S c ie n t i f ic  Revolutions, 2nd ed it io n  (Chicago: Phoenix Books, 
Univers ity  of Chicago Press, 1970). A more recent restatement and 
refinement o f these same views is found in Thomas Kuhn, "Logic o f  
Discovery or Psychology o f  Research?," Lakatos and Musgrave, op.
c i t . , pp. 1-23 and "Reflections on my C r i t ic s ,"  Ib id . , pp. 231-278.
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61. The reduction o f  science to a "puzzle-solving" ra th e r  than 
a "problem-solving" a c t iv i ty  is found in Kuhn's "Logic o f Discovery 
or Psychology o f Research?," 0£. c i t . , pp. 4-10, 21-22.

62. Joseph Spengler, "Exogenous and Endogenous Influences in the 
Formation o f Post 1870 Economic Thought: A Sociology o f Knowledge
Approach," 0£ .  c i t . , p. 45.

63. Ingram found Cairnes1 Some Leading Principles of P o l i t ic a l  
Economy Newly Expounded to be "marked by great a b i l i t y " T J .  K.
Ingram, A H istory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy (New York: Macmillan, 1888),
p. 157) although he then proceeded to devote some f iv e  pages o f  his 
History  to a c r i t ic is m  o f  i t s  contents. He also believed th a t  
Cairnes' " . . .  Slave Power (1862) was the most valuable work which 
has appeared on the subject o f  the great American c o n f l ic t ."  ( Ib id . ,
p. 162.)

L es lie  also had words o f  both praise and c r it ic is m  fo r  
Cairnes. In his 1875 obituary notice he wrote that Cairnes' repu
ta t io n  was second only to th a t o f  J . S. M i l l ,  who had had the 
advantages o f  a prestigious background and a term in Parliament 
to his advantage. He described Cclrnes' The Slave Power as "one of 
the most masterly essays in the l i t e r a t u r e  o f  p o l i t ic a l  controversy,"  
and his Leading Principles was, in  L e s l ie 's  opinion, " a work which 
ought to be regarded, even by those who dissent most from some o f  
i ts  p r in c ip le s ,  as an important contr ibution  to economic science."
The most extravagant combination o f  both praise and c r i t ic is m  was 
reserved fo r  Cairnes' main methodological work, however. Of his 
Logical Method Leslie  wrote th a t  i t  "ought . . .  to be welcomed by 
those economists who in c lin e  to the inductive or h is to r ica l  method, 
not only fo r  the in te l le c tu a l  in te r e s t  which the reasoning o f  a 
powerful mind must always e x c i te ,  but also as a masterly exposition  
o f the deductive method, and a complete presentation o f a l l  tha t can 
be said fo r  i t  or got out o f  i t . "  (T . E. C. Les lie , Essays in  
P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 2nd ed it ion  (New York: Augustus M. K e lley , 1969),
pp. 60, 62.

64. Bagehot's obituary of Cairnes is  f i l l e d  with many words of 
high p ra ise , but the phrases which he employs in expressing his ad
miration are often so ambiguous th a t  they can be read as e ith e r  
cr it ic ism s o f  or paeans for Cairnes' w rit ings:

The constant r ig o r  with which Mr. Cairnes w ith
stood these temptations [to  popularize p o l i t ic a l  
economy or t ie  i t  to p a r t ic u la r  cases] has given 
his w ritings a very p ecu lia r  character. There 
is a Euclidian precision about them which f i t s  
them fo r  a tonic fo r  the mind and which makes 
much other w rit ing  seem but "soft s tu ff"  . . .  
at any ra te ,  you feel th a t  you have seen in 
a l l  l ike lih ood  the worst o f  the subject . . .
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Reading his works is  l ik e  l iv in g  on high 
ground; the "thin a i r  o f  abstract tru th "  
which they give you braces the mind ju s t  
as f in e  material a i r  does the body . . .

Why a mind l ik e  his should have been c re 
ated, and then the power to use i t  a t  a l l  
w ithheld , is  one o f  the mysteries o f  which 
in th is  world we have no solution (empha
sis added).

E. F. Hutton (e d . ) ,  The Works o f  W alter  
Bagehot, Vol. I l l  (Hartford: T rave ler 's
Insurance Company, 1891), pp. 443-444.

65. Cairnes' separation o f empirical generalizations and the 
laws o f  science is  emphatic and to t a l ly  unambiguous:

. . .  [Universal genera lizations] . . .  a fford  
no explanation of any phenomenon connected 
with the production and d is tr ib u t io n  o f  
w ealth , but is i t s e l f  an expression o f  a 
complex and d i f f i c u l t  phenomenon which i t  
is the business of the p o l i t ic a l  economist 
to exp la in . To bring forward th is  as a 
f in a l  re s u lt  in  economic speculation— to 
deprecate a l l  analysis o f the causes on 
which the so-called "law" depends . . .  is  
to simply abandon a l l  pretensions to solving  
the problem o f wealth— is to give up a t  once 
the cause o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy as a branch 
o f s c ie n t i f ic  research.

Character and Logical Method of P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, p. 211.

66 . See Character and Logical Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 
pp. 225-226 and Essays in P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Theoretical and 
Applied, pp. 271-276, 306.

67. Character and Logical Method o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy, p. 18.

68 . Ib id . , p. 226.

69. Ib id . , p. 18. See also Essays in P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 
Theoretical and Applied, p. 254.

70. J. E. Cairnes, "Mr. Spencer on Social Evolution," Fort
n ig h t ly  Review, Vol. 23 (1875), pp. 63-82, 200-216.
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CHAPTER IV

T. E. C. LESLIE AND THE REVIVAL OF BRITISH HISTORICISM 

Evaluation o f Les lie  by Other Economists

Of the many major and minor H is to r ica l economists who succeeded 

Jones and Whewell, T. E. C. Leslie  was the one individual most capa

ble o f  preserving and build ing upon the t ra d i t io n  o f  the e a r ly  B r i 

t ish  H is to r ic a l  School He not only penned a devastating c r i t iq u e  

o f the orthodox methodology which he was in the process o f  revising  

in to  a systematic tre a t ise  a t  his death, but he also was one o f  the 

few B r i t is h  H is to rica l economists to put to practice  the p r in c ip les  

o f  empirical research which the School had long professed. In 

Schumpeter's evaluation, that part o f  L e s lie 's  work which was of  

"the descrip tive  kind" was often "high-grade,"^ espec ia lly  when i t  

de a lt  with conditions and consequences of B r i t is h  and Continental 

land tenure; the praise o f  L e s l ie 's  e ld er  contemporary, J . S. M i l l ,  

was even less constrained. M il l  re fe rred  to Leslie  as "one o f  the 

best l i v in g  w r ite rs  on p o l i t ic a l  economy" and wrote an extensive  

and laudatory appraisal o f  his Land Systems fo r  the F o rtn ig h t ly  

Review.2

L es lie  was, in fa c t ,  w e ll-rece ived  by " fr iend"  and "foe" a l ik e .

He was one o f  the few "non-Pos it iv is ts"  to receive the unguarded
3

praise o f  J . K. Ingram, who both edited the la t e r  ed it io n  o f  his 

Essays in  P o l i t ic a l  Economy and borrowed heavily  from his w rit ings  

on Adam Smith in the in te rp re ta t io n  o f  that author presented in his
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4
own H is to ry . Although his reputation carr ied  over into the e a r ly

5 6Twentieth Century in the h is to r ies  o f  Haney and S co tt ,  Les lie  was 

gradually "weeded out" from more modern te x ts ,  including the standard 

works by Roll and Blaugh.7 Of the accounts o f  the development o f  

economics published during the second h a l f  o f  the Twentieth Century
O

only Schumpeter, Ekelund and Herbert, and Bell make reference to 

L e s l ie 's  l i f e  and work, and none of these volumes contain anything 

approaching a developed and systematic consideration o f  his methodo

log ica l views.

His Influence on Contemporaries

In a h is tory  o f  V ic to rian  economic methodology and the develop

ment o f  the B r i t is h  H is to r ica l  School i t  i s ,  however, not only im

proper, but, indeed, impossible to overlook the overwhelming force  

o f  L e s l ie 's  thoughts and w r it in g s .  By the time his views had gained 

th e i r  f u l l  audience in the mid and la te  1870's, the empirical o r ie n 

ta t io n  o f  Jones and Whewell had a ll  but disappeared from B r i t is h  

economics. There may be some dispute regarding L e s l ie 's  p r io r i t y  

as the in s t ig a to r  o f  a rev iva l o f  methodological controversy in

B r i t is h  economics, for his "On the Philosophical Methods o f  P o l i t ic a l  
g

Economy" appeared in the same year (1876) as Bagehot's "Postulates  

o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy"^ and Symes' Outlines o f  an In d u s tr ia l  Sci

ence. ^  However, Leslie  had published essays dealing with methodo-

12lo g ica l issues as early  as 1862, with Symes' f i r s t  essay not

1 Tappearing until  1871. I t  is  also notable that Symes was reputed 

to have been v i r t u a l ly  unknown in Great B r i ta in  and that he
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acknowledged Leslie  as his mentor in the introduction to his

14Outlines o f  an Industr ia l Science. Among other evidence fo r

15L e s l ie 's  p r io r i t y  we may mention tha t his Land Systems, which 

M ill  r ig h t ly  acknowledged as a t ru ly  s ig n if ic a n t  contribution to 

both empirical economics and the extension o f  economic th eoriz ing ,  

had appeared in 1870, and several of the papers collected in i t  had 

been separately published as e a r ly  as 1867.

While Bagehot and Symes a rr ived  a t  valuable and orig ina l in 

sights contemporaneous with L e s l ie 's  more mature pub lications, Les

l i e  led  the way in  applications o f  the "h is to r ica l method" ( r ig h t ly  

conceived) and served as an in s p ira t io n ,  i f  not a d irec t source, fo r  

the bulk o f  those issues debated during the la te 'S even ties . Indeed, 

those sections o f  Bagehot's Economic Studies^6 composed a f t e r  the 

publication  o f  the P ostu lates , in 1876, contain many points which 

are l i t t l e  more than a "rewrite" of L e s lie 's  basic methodological 

contributions. I t  would be unjust, however, to underestimate the 

ro le  o f  Bagehot and o f  l a t e r  w riters  such as Ingram in the s ig n i f i 

cant, i f  f le e t in g ,  popularity  enjoyed by L es lie 's  views. For a l 

though he often wrote in l i t e r a r y  and popular journa ls , L e s l ie 's  own 

s ty le  was more often th a t  o f  the philosopher or the pure social s c i 

e n t is t ,  ra ther than th a t  of a popularizer o f  v i ta l  issues.

Plan o f This Chapter

In th is  chapter, I have attempted to trace the h is to r ica l de

velopment of Les lie 's  methodological views and to summarize the cen

t r a l  features of his mature w r it in g s . In this manner I have hoped
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to indicate those aspects o f  his thoughts which, fo r  good or i l l ,  

would eventually  gain some public recognition, and to uncover those 

"hidden insights" in his methodological writings which were, unfor

tunate ly , neglected by his contemporaries. While some o f  the doc

tr ines  in L e s l ie 's  methodological system can only be judged as 

fa u lty  and productive o f  much l a t e r  confusion, i t  is  my general con

clusion that he was the l a s t ,  and in  many senses, the best o f  the 

early  English H is to r ica l economists. A fte r  his death in  1882 there 

remained only J. K. Ingram as a standard bearer o f  the "early"  

h is to r ica l t r a d i t io n  in  England. Whatever else might be said in 

Ingram's favor, he was unequal to the enormity o f  th a t  task and was, 

in fa c t ,  i l l -eq u ip p ed  fo r  i t  by v ir tue  of his own philosophic pre

occupation with the Posit ive  Philosophy o f Auguste Comte. Throughout 

the 'E ighties  and 'N ineties  the H is torica l movement in England rapid

ly  d is in tegra ted  into C o m tis t-H is to r ic is t  ( in  the Popperian sense) 

and German H is to r ica l fa c t io n s . By the time o f  M arshall 's  Principles  

and Keynes' On̂  the Scope and Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy there is 

some question i f  anyone s t i l l  understood the in te n t  o f  the e a r l ie r  

B rit is h  School, or whether, perhaps, i ts  perspective had not been 

wholly obscured by the pseudo-debates of the 'E igh ties  and 'Nine- 

t i e s . 17

L es lie 's  L ife  and In te l le c tu a l  Foundations

The biographical accounts o f  Les lie 's  education and youth are 

abbreviated to such a degree th a t  we have only the barest sketch of  

those influences which imparted the cast to his mature thoughts. In
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his introduction to the second ed it ion  o f L e s l ie 's  Essays in P o l i t i 

cal Economy, Ingram te l ls  us that his subject began his education at  

King Williams College at an exceptionally  ear ly  age and l e f t  there 

to enter T r in i ty  College, Dublin, when he was yet only f i f t e e n .  

Within three years he had gained a scholarship in c lassical studies. 

And the following year he was awarded a gold medal in mental and 

moral philosophy fo r  exceptional performance a t  his degree examina

t io n . At nineteen, with degree in hand, Les lie  took up the practice  

of law but g ladly  abandoned that profession some seven years la t e r

when he received an appointment as Professor of Jurisprudence and

18P o l i t ic a l  Economy a t  Queen's College, B e lfas t .

As a part o f  his own autobiography Leslie  credited S ir  Henry 

Maine's ear ly  lectures on h is to r ica l anthropology as a te l l in g  in 

fluence on his own early  in te l le c tu a l  development. But he quickly  

added that " . . .  the English economists o f  the future must study in 

the schools o f  both . . .  S i r  Henry Maine . . .  [and] . . .  J . S. M i l l . 9

Whether we should accept L e s lie 's  own hindsight account as an 

accurate appraisal of the influences which played a primary role in 

his in te l le c tu a l  development is ,  however, open to several major 

questions. Although his essays often dwell upon the in s t i tu t io n a l  

differences o f  the various nations o f  Europe and on the process of  

h is to r ica l evolution o f  these in s t i tu t io n s  (both themes in Maine's 

lec tu re s ) ,  there is  a deeper and more fundamental s tra in  present in 

his w rit in g s . V i r tu a l ly  a l l  o f L e s lie 's  c r it ic ism s of Orthodox 

methodology turn upon an im p l ic i t  p a ra l le l  between the thought 

patterns (or "games") t r a d i t io n a l ly  encountered in philosophy and
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the corresponding types o f  methodological arguments often employed 

by economists. I t  was in  th is  l ig h t  th a t he characterized orthodox

economics as "being infested" by "the disease o f  language which meta-

20physicians call the realism o f  the Schools." ("The Schools" re

fe r r in g  to the T h o m is t ic -A r is to t i l ia n  t ra d it io n  in  metaphysics and 

epistemology.) In th is  same regard i t  is notable that Leslie  never 

a c tu a lly  distinguished economics as a separate science independent

from other forms o f  social study, and frequently re ferred  to i ts

21theore tica l and methodological aspects as "philosophy." I t  is 

perhaps safes t,  then, to view L e s lie 's  methodological discussions as 

a combination o f  these two elements: the in s t i tu t io n a l  re la tiv ism

which he derived from the lectures of Maine and philosophic concerns 

which undoubtedly arose from his ea r ly  studies in metaphysics and 

B r it is h  empiricism. As we progress through the various stages of 

L e s l ie 's  in te l le c tu a l  development, i t  w i l l  become apparent that he 

continua lly  wavered back and forth  from one of these issues to the 

other, f i r s t  taking up the study o f  economics as a science o f human 

motives, then turning to a descriptive  and s ta t is t ic a l  study o f  the 

conditions of land tenure in various nations, only to return once 

again to the issue o f economic a prip rism , and f i n a l l y ,  to consider 

the h is to r ic a l  and geographic patterns o f  price and wage fluc tuations .

Early Essays

L e s lie 's  e a r l ie s t  essay on an economic top ic , "On the Love o f

2 '■Money," *" appeared in 1862 in an obscure journal which soon there

a f te r  "ceased p u b lica t io n ."  The contents o f th is  a r t ic le  were not,
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as might be assumed from the t i t l e ,  a m o ra lis t ic  d is q u is it io n  on why

one should not love money, but ra ther comprised a de ta iled  analysis

o f  what had served as money or wealth throughout the ages and what

d i f fe r e n t  types o f  conduct had been promoted by the desire fo r  i t s  

23acq u is it io n . Although a t  th is  e ar ly  date Les lie  was less openly 

c r i t i c a l  o f  the orthodox position than he would eventually  become, 

i t  is  not d i f f i c u l t  to discover passages which are re f le c t iv e  o f  the 

serious doubts over orthodox methodology which were even then troub

l in g  his mind. As one instance we quote the following:

. . .  perhaps p o l i t ic a l  economists have not escaped 
a bias from th e i r  own phraseology, and are apt to 
imagine in th e i r  s c ie n t i f ic  discussions a much 
f u l l e r  explanation of the complete phenomena o f  
wealth, and a much closer approximation to the 
complete philosophy o f  the subject, than l ie s  
with in  th e i r  providence as completely circum
scribed by themselves a t  p resent.24

Although th is  essay was l a t e r  re lied  upon by Symes in his paper "On 

the Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy" and was once again returned to in 

his Outlines of an In d u str ia l Science, i t  is questionable whether 

e ith e r  of these performances came close to the sophistication  o f  

L e s l ie 's  ea r ly  essay.

During the e ight years following the publication o f  his "The

Love o f  Money" Leslie  turned away from methodological concerns and

toward more topical issues. In 1863 he published a lengthy essay

25e n t i t le d  "The Wealth o f  Nations and the Slave Power" in which he 

traced the h istory  and in te l le c tu a l  arguments opposing the i n s t i t u 

tion  o f  slavery. (Les lie  thereby an tic ipa ted  and may have inspired  

the a r t i c l e  on "Slavery and Serfdom" which Ingram prepared fo r  the
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ninth e d it io n  of the Encyclopedia Britannica in 1885. Even so,

Ingram claimed in the book-length revision o f  th is  a r t ic le  that i t

26
was the f i r s t  systematic treatment o f  the subject in  English,

omitting any acknowledgement which might have been due to the then-

deceased L e s l ie . )  In the subsequent two years (1864-1865) Leslie

published the f i r s t  o f  a series o f  f ive  a r t ic le s  dealing with the

quantity  theory of money and prices and i ts  a p p lica tion  to the

economic h is to ry  o f  European price fluc tuations .

I t  was not un ti l  1870 th a t  Leslie again took up methodological

issues, th is  time in the context of a h is tory  of thought study con-

27cerning "The P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f  Adam Smith." In Smith's writings  

Les lie  discovered a kindred s p i r i t :  a concern, l i k e  his own, with

in q u ir ies  in to  the p a r t ic u la r  customary and formal in s t i tu t io n s  

which distinguished and d i f fe re n t ia te d  ages and soc ie ties  and with 

theories which were themselves b u i l t  upon these d i f fe re n t ia t io n s .

Smith, L es lie  claimed, was the founder of "h is to r ic a l  research" in

?8
B r it is h  economics, a claim which was subsequently adopted by many

o f  the B r i t is h  H is to r ica l economists. Yet Les lie  was not so blinded

by the v ir tu es  of the Wealth o f  Nations as to become insens it ive  to

i t s  flaws. He warned that many of Smith's views were the product o f

29an age wedded to a b e l ie f  in natural law and absolute t ru th ,  views

which he, himself, re jected.

While Leslie  acknowledged that natural law arguments had served

as a powerful weapon in the l ib e ra l  "revo lt against the tyranny of

the f o l ly  and inequality  o f  such human codes as the world had known 

30. . . "  ( i . e . ,  those o f  Mercanti1 ism), he argued vigorously against
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the retension o f natural law appeals as a part o f  the th eore tica l

31underpinnings o f "modern" economics. Smith, h imself, was p a r t ly  

excused from the force o f  these arguments since, according to L es lie ,  

his w ritings contained:

Two ess e n tia l ly  opposite systems o f  reasoning 
respecting the fundamental laws o f human so
c ie ty  . . .  the former speculating a priori  
about "Nature," and seeking to develop from a 
p a r t ic u la r  hypothesis the "Natural" order o f  
things, the la t t e r  seeking to investigate  in 
h istory  and the phenomena o f  the actual world 
the d i f fe re n t  states of society and th e ir  an
tecedents or causes--or, in short, the real 
as contrasted with the id e a l ,  order o f  t h i n g s . 32

And because Smith, unlike many of his followers:

. . .  subjected the phenomena o f h istory and 
the ex is ting  state o f  the world to a search
ing investiga tion , traced the actual econom
ic progress o f  d i f fe re n t  countries, the in 
fluences of laws o f succession, and o f the 
p o l i t ic a l  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  property, the action  
and reaction o f  legal and in d u str ia l changes, 
and the real movements o f  wages and p ro fits  
so fa r  as they could be ascertained. Nor was 
he content with the inductions of the closet 
from w ritten  evidence--though necessarily the 
most important f ie ld  o f inductive investiga
tion  in social philosophy--he compared a ll  
the phenomena which careful personal obser
vation, both in his own country and in France, 
had brought under h i1 v i e w . 33

For Smith, then, "the Code of Nature" was not the id le  daydream of  

a spinner o f  social mythology, i t  was a very real empirical order dis

covered from the extensive observation o f  many times and many places.

While Leslie  usually assumed a most to le ran t and generous a t t i 

tude in his in te rp re ta t io n  o f the w rit ings  of the founding fathers  

o f  economics, including Ricardo, his judgement o f those orthodox
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writers  who were more nearly his contemporaries was not always so 

benefic ient. He discovered in most post-Ricardian economists, with  

the exception o f J. S. M i l l ,  a s tra in  o f Continental Rationalism  

and a p r io r i  reasoning a la  Descartes and the Scholastics:

That the clearness with which a conception is  
entertained gives evidence o f i ts  truth is a 
proposition for which the maxim o f  an i l l u s 
trious philosopher might be c ited: "Credid
me," said Descartes, "pro regula generali 
sumere posse omne id quod valde d i 1ucide e t  
dis tin c te  concipicbam verum esse." Modern 
lo g ic , nevertheless re jects  the presumption, 
and, as Mr. M ill  has observed, no one can 
have examined the sources o f  fa llac ious  
thought without becoming deeply conscious 
that a nice coherence and concatenation of 
our ideas are apt to pass o f f  with us for  
evidence o f  th e ir  t r u t h . 34

His acceptance o f  in tu i t iv e  c e r ta in ty  as the test fo r  the f a ls i t y  or  

correctness o f  economic hypotheses inexorably led the orthodox econo

mist to a concern with abstract notions: notions which were in t r o 

duced in to  the science without the leas t regard fo r  th e ir  connection 

with observable phenomena. In addition to the concept of "wealth 

maximization," on which we have already commented, Leslie also 

scrutinized the "excessive generalization" represented in the con

cepts o f  "an e q u a lity  of wages and of prices,"  the Ricardian theory

of land rent and the equalization o f p ro f i ts  under conditions o f long

35run market equilibrium . In each o f these cases he discovered th a t  

the orthodox theory required major modifications, concerned mostly 

with in s t i tu t io n a l  or customary constraints , before i t  could become 

even a rough guide to a discussion o f those economic conditions 

actually  observed in the world.
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I t  was due to the eventual recognition o f  s im ila r  c r it ic ism s  

tha t modem economics would l a t e r  develop the specia lized branches 

o f  " in d u s tr ia l  o rganization ,"  "resource economics," "a g r icu ltu ra l  

economics" and other f ie ld s  dealing with "applied" problem solving. 

While the orthodox economists may have provided a basic theoretic  

perspective w ith in  which the d is c ip l in e  was able to develop a so

phis ticated  a n a ly t ic  s tru c tu re ,  th e i r  unwillingness to acknowledge 

the methodological v a l id i ty  o f  empirical studies, aimed a t a deter

mination o f  the nature and e ffe c ts  o f  informal and formal constraints  

upon the maximizing behavior o f  individuals  and firm s, was to s ig 

n i f ic a n t ly  impede the progressive development of economics from a 

social philosophy to a social s c ie n c e .^

Early Empirical Studies

From the foregoing i t  might be presumed that Les lie  was merely 

a c r i t ic a l  i n t e l l e c t ,  concerned only with launching destructive a r 

guments against the methodological tra d it io n s  of Nineteenth Century 

economics. Yet th is  was fa r  from the case; Leslie desired not only 

the repudiation o f  erroneous doctrines, but, fu r th er ,  th e i r  replace

ment by a positive  program fo r  continuing economic research. In 

pursuit o f  these goals he published in 1864 his h is to r ic a l  study of

"The D is tr ibution  and Value o f  the Precious Metals in the Sixteenth

37and Nineteenth Centuries" and followed th is  in 1865 by an a r t ic le

38dealing with contemporary data on th is  same topic. The most im

pressive o f  L e s l ie 's  ear ly  empirical studies, however, was his Land 

Systems and In d u str ia l  Economy o f  I re la n d , Engl and and Continental
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39Countries (1870), supplemented in 1869 by an essay on "The Land

40System o f  France" and in 1871 by a lengthy study o f  "Financial 

41Reform." Leslie  had attempted to develop a modified " r e la t iv is t "  

perspective on both the h is to ry  o f  economic thought and the a p p l i 

cation o f  economic theory in  his 1870 "P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f  Adam

Smith" and had argued for a consideration o f  the importance o f

42s tru c tu ra l  constraints in th is  same essay. Yet i t  is  only w ith in

the context o f  his more empirical studies th a t  we can f u l l y  sense

the s ig n if ican ce  which he attached to these doctrines.

In an a r t i c l e  on Ir is h  land tenure f i r s t  published in 1867 and

la t e r  reprin ted  as a chapter o f  his Land Systems, Les lie  traced the

perpetual poverty and continual in s t a b i l i t y  which plagued the region

to the h is to r ic a l  and contemporary arrangement o f  "leases to farmers

[which, where they] existed at a l l ,  . . .  were fo r  the most part too

short to permit o f  permanent improvements essentia l to husbandry

43being made by tenants." Any improvements on the land, he noted, 

became autom atica lly  the property of the landlord a t  the exp ira tion  

o f  the tenant's  lease. There were thus no incentives fo r  the workers 

o f  the land to e i th e r  improve the land's p ro d u c tiv ity  or even to 

preserve any improvements which might have been accomplished by 

others. Although the solution to these d i f f i c u l t i e s  was, in L e s lie 's  

eyes, a simple matter of allowing for the legal enforcement o f ren

ta l  contracts o f  a longer term and providing to tenants some guaran

tees o f  reimbursement for those improvements which they might add to 

44
the lan d , these proposals were considered by other economists as 

"in terference" w ith the operations o f " free  c o m p e t it io n ." ^
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While Leslie  might have considerably strengthened his position and 

reemphasized his perspective on property structures by an appropriate  

consideration o f  the meaning o f  "free competition" considered in 

abstracto without reference to a body of laws (or "rules o f  the 

game"), he instead chose the Ricardian path o f  arguing th a t  land-

rental contracts could not be free  because land was a n a tu ra lly  mon-

i . , 46
opolized resource.

From these rather simple and hardly very o r ig in a l beginnings, 

however, L es lie  began to delve more deeply into the in teraction  

between the in s t i tu t io n a l  o r  legal framework in which economic 

actions took place and the quite  d i f fe re n t  forms taken by these 

actions. In an 1868 essay e n t i t le d  "P o lit ic a l  Economy and Emigra

tion" (a lso reprin ted  in his Land S y s t e m s Leslie  abandoned his 

former a t t i tu d e  of deference toward the p reva il in g  au thorit ies  of 

orthodox p o l i t ic a l  economy. In sharp and uncompromising language 

he r id icu led  th e ir  presumptions to universal knowledge without ob

servation:

. . .  a school o f  economists o f  no small pre
tensions, strongly represented in Parliament, 
supposes i t s e l f  to be furnished with a com
p lete  apparatus o f  formulas, w ith in  which 
a l l  economic knowledge is comprised; --which 
c le a r ly  and s a t is fa c to r i ly  expounds a l l  the 
phenomena o f  wealth, and renders a l l  fu rth er  
investigation  of the causes and effec ts  of  
the ex is ting  economy o f  society needless, and 
even mischevious as tending to introduce doubt 
and heresy in to  a s c ie n t i f ic  world o f  c e r ta in 
ty and tru th ,  discontent and disturbance into  
a social world o f  order and prosperity . Po
l i t i c a l  w riters  and speakers of th is  school 
have long enjoyed the double sa t is fa c t io n  o f  
beholding in themselves the masters o f a
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d i f f i c u l t  study, and o f pleasing the powers 
th a t be, by lending the sanction o f  science 
to a l l  established in s t i tu t io n s  and customs 
. . . 4 8

I t  is a matter o f  some in te res t th a t  J. S. M il l  quoted th is  passage 

with approval in  his review of L e s lie 's  Land Systems, and he himself 

re ite ra te d  what he believed to be a warning against the too hasty 

derivation o f  policy from theory:

The founders o f P o l it ic a l  Economy have l e f t  
two sorts o f  d iscip les: those who have in 
h erited  t h e i r  methods, and those who have 
stopped short a t  th e ir  phrases; those who 
have carr ied  on the work of the masters, and 
those who think that the masters have l e f t  
them no work to do. The former follow the 
example o f  th e ir  teachers in endeavoring to 
discern what principles are applicable to 
p a r t ic u la r  cases, by analysiz ing i t s  c i r 
cumstances; the l a t t e r  believe themselves 
to be provided with a set of catch-words 
which they mistake fo r  p rinc ip les  . . .  which 
supersede analys is , and are applicable to  
every v a r ie ty  o f  c a s e . 49

50In another essay also issued in  1868, Les lie  added to his 

other in terests  a fascination with the e f fe c ts  resu lt in g  from cus

tomary or cu ltu ra l constraints on such "economic matters" as the

choice o f  a l i fe t im e  occupation or the rules o f " f a i r  dealing" in

51the transaction o f exchanges. This a r t i c l e  was the f i r s t  of a 

number o f  cu ltu ra l  studies of which M ill  s ta ted , w ith obvious 

obliv ion  to th e i r  true worth, th a t "No one [besides L e s l ie ]  was 

able to w rite  narra t ives  o f  foreign v is i ts  a t  once so instructive  

and so in te re s t in g ."

I t  is perhaps no coincidence that during the same period when 

Leslie  was most in tensely  involved in his research on the le g a l i t ie s
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o f  land tenure and the customary constraints to free trade and the 

free movement o f  lab or, he also came to consider to wages-fund 

doctrine as “excessively abstract."  Although e x p l ic i t ly  exempting 

M ill  from his attack on those who espoused th is  doctrine (even though 

M i l l 's  own repudiation o f  the wages-fund did not appear un til  over a
cp

year l a t e r ) ,  Les lie  vigorously opposed the continued use o f  the

wages-fund explanation fo r  the determination o f  an average wage 

53
ra te .  In i t s  place he suggested a micro-economic theory o f  wage 

determination in somewhat the same vein as had Adam Smith, i . e . ,  

that wages were determined p art ly  by the re la t iv e  bargaining  

strength o f  employees and employers and p a r t ly  by the p roductiv ity  

o f  labor in  the production of goods. Although less e x p l ic i t ly  

" s tru c tu ra l is t"  than o ther o f  his doctrines, th is  c r it iq u e  o f  the 

wages-fund theory once again i l lu s t r a te d  L e s l ie 's  omnipresent ten 

dency to reduce theory from a generalized or "philosophic" position  

to a more applied and testab le  form.

The Tone and Emphasis o f  L e s l ie 's  Empiricism

Throughout h is  inqu ir ies  into land tenure Leslie  always re -  

54ferred to "the fa c ts ,"  c it in g  them in whatever form they were 

availab le  (e i th e r  as personal observation o f  the phenomena con

sidered, as h is to r ic a l  accounts or as s t a t is t ic a l  ta b les ).  The 

bulk of his discussion concerning the conditions o f land tenure 

in various nations o f  Europe did not, however, re ly  upon "casual 

observations" of the type so favored by B r i t is h  economists o f  the 

turn o f the century, but was rather comprised o f  correspondence
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with those who had long inhabited the respective regions and who 

were thus in  a position of greatest f a m i l ia r i t y  with th e ir  i n s t i 

tutions and p e c u l ia r i t ie s .  Instead o f  being repelled by numerical

data, Les lie  was always a t  great pains to include i t  in those in -

55stances when i t  was ava ilab le .

Les lie  was f a r  from d is in teg ra tin g  in to  a mere co llec tion  o f  

s ta t is t ic a l  data and h is to r ic a l  examples, however. Instead o f be

coming more and more o f  a narrow h is t o r ic a l - s t a t is t ic ia n ,  L e s lie 's  

in terests  in  property and legal s tructures was ever on the increase. 

As la te  as 1868 he penned what was perhaps his d e f in i t iv e  statement

concerning the economic e ffec ts  of the legal structure o f land 

56tenure m  Ire la n d .  In 1872 we find  him concerned with the e ffec ts

o f  geography and distance on the is o la t io n  of markets and the smooth

57operation o f  a quantity  theory of money and prices, and in 1871 

his most sophisticated structura l ana lys is , e n t i t le d  "Financial 

Reform," appeared as a contribution to  a volume issued by the pres

tigious Cobden C lu b .^

Although L es lie  was ever the f irm  advocate of increasing em

p ir ic a l  research in economics, he was fa r  from the German H is to r ica l  

ideal o f  the economic h is to r ian  who co llected  random b its  of data

which ne ither re la ted  to , nor were meant to re la te  to, any unifying

explanation o f  human behavior. As he himself expressed the c r it iq u e  

o f  the purely h is t o r ic a l - s t a t is t ic a l  approach to economics:

I t  is  curious that some who . . .  regard the 
numerical statement of fa c ts ,  and the mar
s h a ll in g  of tables of figures as the proper
business of the s t a t is t ic ia n ,  nevertheless
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speak o f  s ta t is t ic s  as science. But as the 
eminent economist Roscher has observed, num
bering o r  numerical statement is only an in 
strument of which any branch o f science may
avail i t s e l f ,  and can never, in i t s e l f ,  con
s t i tu te  a science . . .

No branch o f science, no s c ie n t i f ic  body,
confines i t s e l f  to the observation o f  phen
omena without seeking to in te rp re t  them or 
ascertain th e i r  laws . . .  serious e r r o r ,  and 
even p ract ica l m ischief, have followed from 
a tte n t io n  merely to the recurrence o f  s ta 
t i s t i c a l  facts without inquiry  in to  th e ir  
causes.59

While "facts" o f a spec if ic  nature could be useful in testing

economic theories and suggesting modifications fo r  the improvement

o f these theories , facts o f  a more general type, i . e . ,  those con

cerned with the basic social structures which d if fe re n t ia te d  econo

mies, were, Les lie  re a l iz e d ,  the fundamental concern of the compe

tent th e o r is t .  As he himself stated:

No . . .  theory respecting the e f fe c t  o f  con
sumption on e i th e r  the nature or the amount 
o f w ea lth , can be forthcoming without a study 
of the h is to ry  and the e n t ire  s tructure  of 
socie ty , and the laws which they disclose  
. . .  we need an in ves tig a tio n , not only o f the
motives and impulses which prompt to the ac
q u is it io n  o f wealth, but also of those which 
withdraw men from i ts  pursu it ,  or  give other 
directions to th e i r  energies

Yet even in L e s l ie 's  writings we find the foreshadowing of the 

b e l ie f  in a science o f h is tory  and o f  h is to r ic a l  laws. In both his 

empirical work on B r it is h  and Continental land systems and in his 

l a t e r  methodological essays, he paid l i p  service to the idea that 

economics " . . .  should investigate  the laws o f  evolution o f  which the 

present economic s tructu re  and s ta te  o f  (any p a r t ic u la r )  . . .  society
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is the outcome."^ Although th is  o r ien ta t io n  never re a l ly  played 

any major part in Les lie 's  research other than to make him sensi

t iv e  to those features o f  p a r t ic u la r  property arrangements which 

would lead to th e ir  increasing s t a b i l i t y  or in s t a b i l i t y ,  i t  

nevertheless was frequently lu rk ing  in the background of his w r it in g s ,  

ready to be seized upon and developed by the Ingrams, Cunninghams 

and Marshalls o f  future years.

Les lie 's  Mature Methodological Views

To a great extent L e s lie 's  mature views concerning methodologi

cal subjects were merely a more consistent and completed version  

o f  the positions f i r s t  outlined in his ear ly  essays on "The Love o f  

Money," "The P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f Adam Smith" and his various em piri

cal s tud ies. The "Realism o f  the Schools" as. applied to economic 

concepts was discussed early  in the course o f an essay Leslie  com

posed on demography e n t i t le d  " P o l i t ic a l  Economy and Emigration" 

( 1868):

In few countries (o f Europe) . . .  is th is  branch 
of p o l i t ic a l  philosophy (economics) less care
f u l l y  or commonly studied (than in Engl and).how
ever commonly i ts  terms are in use; and i t  be
comes d a ily  more evident th a t the a i r  ought to 
be cleared of clouds u f confusion enveloping 
these very terms. For instead o f f a c i l i t a t in g  
thought, as the terms o f  a science should do, 
they have come to supersede i t ;  they are taken 
to s e t t le  several problems about which economic 
inquiry is almost in i ts  infancy; and, what is 
y e t  more misleading, they have caused d i f fe re n t  
and even opposite things to be confounded under 
one name . .

And the extension o f his c r i t ic is m  o f  " r e a l is t ic "  concepts to such
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issues as the existence o f a wages-fund, the average ra te  o f  wages

and the long-run equa lity  o f  p ro f i ts  was discussed a t  length in his

65
1873 "Economics and S ta t is t ic s ."  As a replacement fo r  these 

"generalizations of which the world . . .  has grown a l i t t l e  doubtful 

and not a l i t t l e  weary," Leslie  suggested th a t "the c o llec t io n  of 

s ta t is t ic s  and careful inquiry  into facts" might lead the economist 

to "statements which were much closer approximations to the tru th .

Even though Leslie  recognized that the a p r io r i  approach to 

p o l i t ic a l  economy had been a useful technique fo r  impressing the 

subject on the minds o f  the u n in it ia ted  and was thus responsible 

fo r  much o f the orig ina l esteem attached to the sub ject, he never

theless believed that th is  same methodology had la rg e ly  inh ib ited  

any real s c ie n t i f i c  growth which might otherwise have occurred 

during the h is tory  of the subject. I t  was in an attempt to re o r i 

ent economic investigation  toward a more empirical and s c ie n t i f ic  

methodology th a t  Leslie  eventually  declared war on what he charac

terized  as "deduction" and the excessive use o f  "deductive techni

ques.

In evaluating Le s lie 's  attack upon the use of deduction in 

economic inves tiga tions, i t  mur,i be recognized that he was not 

d ire c t ly  concerned with those "epistemological" or m e ta -sc ie n tif ic  

issues addressed by Whewell. Nor were his remarks intended to 

e x a l t  h istory  and h is to r ic a l  inquiry over "theory," as were the 

similar-sounding anti-deductive writings o f the German H istorica l  

School. L es lie  was, in fa c t ,  quite "moderate" in his stance on 

th is  issue, although not oblivious to the passionate debates which
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were then raging on the Continent over this very question. "De

duction" for Leslie  was by no means to be abandoned in  economic

research, a t leas t when that term was res tr ic ted  to s t r i c t l y  in -

68fe re n t ia l  reasoning from premises to testable conclusions. Leslie  

was mainly anxious that the past damage done to the science by de

duction from "fa lse  premises" would not continue into the fu tu re ,  

that arguments based upon the fa u l ty  concepts o f an economic man 

or o f  wealth maximization would no longer be used in p o l i t ic a l  de

bates thus bringing scorn to bear on anyone professing to be a

69p o l i t ic a l  economist.

As we have already mentioned, Leslie was always generous in 

his evaluation o f  the founders o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy, and th is  a t t i 

tude was by no means eschewed when he turned to th e ir  opinions re 

garding deduction. Both Smith and Ricardo were e x p l ic i t ly  exempted 

from his s tr ic tu res  against deductiv ists , Smith fo r  the obvious 

reasons already discussed, and Ricardo for reasons dissented from 

by a l l  other B r it ish  H is to r ica l economists. Although Leslie  was by 

no means p erfec t ly  sanguine about Ricardo's role in the development 

o f p o l i t ic a l  economy, he did believe that he had been unjustly  char

acterized as the founder and ch ief advocate o f  deduction in economics. 

The differences between Ricardo and Roscher, the founder o f  the Ger

man H istorica l School, were, Leslie  believed, " fo r  the most p art,  

matters o f tone ra ther than o f  p r in c ip le . " ^  S im ila r ly ,  Leslie  

held that the widespread debate over inductive vs. deductive methods 

in economics and the other social sciences was somewhat o f  a mis

understanding. The correct perspective was to view the c o n f l ic t  as

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

a matter o f timing ra th e r  than o f substance.

For L es lie ,  then, both inductive techniques ( i . e . ,  empirical 

studies o f  certain  types o f  economic and economic-related social 

phenomena) and deductive techniques ( i . e . ,  the construction o f  a 

systematic body o f  theory to explain economic a c t iv i t y )  were v ita l  

to any mature science o f  society . Deductions ( i . e . ,  theories or 

hypotheses) were, however, properly founded on (or formulated with  

regard to) "the fa c ts ,"  and the enterprise  o f fa c t  gathering (o f  

induction) had been la rg e ly  neglected in B r it is h  economics since 

the days o f  the Wealth o f Nations. Induction was, there fore , "the 

urgent work o f  the present" fo r  economics had ye t to properly a tta i  

"the deductive s tag e"^  concerning a large number of the questions 

which i t  was ca lled  upon to answer.

Tendencies, Disturbing Causes and Incomplete Hypotheses

From his basic b e l ie fs  concerning the s c ie n t i f ic  character of 

economics and the ro le  o f  inductive and deductive techniques within  

i t s  methodology, L es lie  evolved a number of secondary positions re 

garding the orthodox doctrines of tendencies, d isturbing causes and 

the incomplete nature o f  economic hypotheses and pred ictions. Whil 

recognizing that there was some sense in the C la ss ica l 's  ta lk  of 

"disturbing causes," in that a theory could not usually include a l l  

possible variables and thus was subject to changes in the ceteris  

paribus conditions on which i t  rested, Leslie  stressed the impor

tance o f being s p ec if ic  about the types and re la t iv e  weights

72attached to any po ten tia l d isturbing cause. Any attempt to
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“patch up" the predictions o f  a theory a f te r  the fa i lu r e  o f  the

theory he recognized as l i t t l e  more than the a rb it ra ry  introduction

73o f ad hoc hypotheses. Whereas a more proper procedure might be

to search fo r  those p a r t ic u la r  formal and informal social constraints

which adversely a ffected  the consequences predicted by the theory.

Leslie  also attacked the orthodox economists who claimed th a t

p o l i t ic a l  economy could not and should not be expected to p red ict

74events a c tu a lly  occuring in the world. He f u l l y  recognized the 

close re la tionsh ip  between this point o f  view and the ch arac te r i

zation o f  economics as an "incomplete" study o f  human action , ye t  

his response to this connection was quite  d i f fe re n t  from that of 

e ith e r  Cairnes or J. S. M i l l .  Instead of re je c t in g  the p red ic t ive  

power o f  economic theory due to i ts  "incomplete" character, Ingram 

re jected the incomplete and iso la ted  status o f economics as a d is -

75c ip l in e  concerned only with "economic" or "w ealth-related" motives. 

That Leslie  sought fo r  a social science capable o f  dealing with the 

a c tu a l i t ie s  of human behavior and untied to a r t i f i c i a l  d is t in c t io n s  

between "economic" and "non-economic" behavior is c lear from the 

fo llowing passages from his essay on " P o l i t ic a l  Economy and S o c io l

ogy":

A ll men, i t  may be said, desire health , and 
"in the absence o f d isturbing causes" w i l l  
seek i t .  But can a science o f health be 
based on th is  assumption, or the conduct of  
mankind be predicted from i t?

No such p r in c ip le  as "the desire for wealth,"  
in the sense o f a s ing le , universal motive, 
whose consequences are uniform and can be 
foreseen, re a l ly  e x is ts .  Adam Smith does
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not use the phrase, and his doctrine re
specting the nature o f wealth shows the 
im p o s s ib il ity  o f  using i t  as a key to the 
movements o f  the economic w orld .7°

His attack upon the purely abstrac t,  "philosophic" o r  "metaphys

ic a l"  character o f orthodox economic speculation is  also summarized 

in several pages in th a t essay and in a l a t e r  study e n t i t le d  "The 

Known and the Unknown in the Economic World." We again quote a few 

short excerpts fo r  reasons o f  i l lu s t r a t io n :

Mr. Cairnes . . .  concurs with Mr. M il l  tha t  
p o s it iv e ,  unconditional conclusions are be
yond the reach of the economist, since he 
does not take in to  account, or even know, 
a l l  the forces a t work, much less can 
measure them with precision. An e n tire  
le c tu re  in Mr. Cairnes' Logical Method o f  
P o l i t ic a l  Economy is devoted to prove th a t  
q u a n t i ta t iv e  exactness is  unattainable in  
the science, and th a t i t s  conclusions being 
only  hypothetically  tru e , and representing  
only several tendencies "in the absence o f  
disturb ing  causes" ought not to a f fe c t  the 
semblance o f  numerical exactness.77

P o l i t ic a l  economy,(the orthodox economist) 
t e l l s  you, w ith an a i r  o f offended d ig n ity ,  
is  a science o f  tendencies in the long run, 
and in the absence o f  disturbing causes; i t  
does not predict in individual cases. A 
great general used to say that a man who 
was good a t excuses was never good fo r  any
th ing  e lse ; and nearly as much may be said  
o f  a theory .78

Miscellaneous Methodological Issues in L e s l ie 's  Writings

In concluding this evaluation of L e s lie 's  methodology, i t  is 

desirable to consider b r ie f ly  two o f the more minor, but s t i l l  well 

in teg ra ted , features o f his general perspective on social investiga
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t ions. F irs t  o f  a l l ,  L es lie ,  l ik e  most Nineteenth Century econo

mists o f  both the Orthodox and H is to rica l Schools, was a " r e l a t i 

v is t"  in matters o f the history o f  economic thought. "Throughout 

the h is tory  o f p o l i t ic a l  economy," he wrote, " . . .  the personal h is 

to ry ,  education, and character o f  p a r t ic u la r  w riters  has borne no

79small part in i t s  developments and forms." And, indeed, i t  

appears th a t  he was somewhat a ttracted  to J. S. M i l l 's  ch arac te r i

zation o f economics as a "mentalistic" science, as well as to psy

c h o lo g is ts  investigations into the social-environmental "causes" 

fo r  the pro ffering  o f  p a r t icu la r  social theories . Although th is  

extreme form o f  re la t iv ism , which might be lab e lled  "epistemologi-  

cal re la t iv is m ,"  was common in the w ritings of the la t e r  B r i t is h  

and German H is to r ica l Schools, i t  was in no way implied by other  

o f L e s lie 's  own views. I t  can only be u se fu lly  in terpreted  as a 

support fo r  his views concerning social and economic policy ( i . e . ,  

as a subtle form o f ad hominem to be used against p o l i t ic a l  oppon

ents.

F in a l ly ,  Leslie  must be understood as both a social s c ie n t is t

and a social th e o r is t .  He c le a r ly  recognized that economics played

a role not only in determining the "tru th  or f a ls i ty "  of certa in

hypotheses, but also "as a factor in the formation o f  public opinion 

80and p o licy ."  Although there is some ind ica tion  th a t  Leslie  re

gretted th is  dual character of social theories , he was quite ready 

to act upon i t  and to voice his own views concerning the optimal set 

of social p o lic ie s .  Here again the main d ifference between L e s l ie 's  

involvement in po licy  issues and the s im i la r  involvement of his
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contemporaries in both the Orthodox and Historica l camps was th a t

L e s l ie  seldom claimed the a u th o r ity  o f e ith e r  "absolute theory" or

" in e v ita b le  h is to r ica l trends" in  ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  his opinions.

Although often passionate in his denouncement o f  contemporary social

81practices and in s t i tu t io n s ,  Les lie  was always at pains to  emphasize 

the conditional and tra n s ito ry  character of the knowledge which so

c ia l  science could contribute to the arena o f public controversy.

Concluding Remarks

Leslie  was unquestionably the la s t  o f  the t ru ly  great figures  

in the B r it is h  H istorica l t r a d i t io n .  Although economics would 

probably have been more deeply influenced by the dogmatic treatises  

of J . K. Ingram, the popularizations of Walter Bagehot or the pon

derous tomes penned by various economic historians around the turn 

of the century, i t  was L e s l ie 's  w ritings that provided the in s p ira 

t ion  fo r  whatever remnants remained o f  an empirical economic metho

dology. The supporters o f a nominally "h is to r ica l economics" could 

be found in B r it is h  academies fo r  many decades a f te r  the 1880 's , but 

the movement no longer possessed any o f i t s  former dynamic o r ig in 

a l i t y .  I t s  advocates were re s t r ic te d  to mouthing worn and often  

i r r e le v a n t  slogans directed against an "Orthodox economics" which 

had long since died and been resurrected in new clothing by Marshall 

and the early  Neoclassicals. The "h is to r ica l economists" o f  the 

closing decades o f the Nineteenth Century would e ith e r  be ju s t i f ia b ly  

ignored as cranks, crackpots and methodological quacks or they would 

be, o ften  jus t as ju s t i f i a b ly ,  lumped in to  a heterogeneous category
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containing Marxists, Georgists and other assorted p o l i t ic a l  malcon

ten ts . The burning in te l l ig e n c e  and dedication to authentic social 

science which Leslie  brought to his study o f  economics would not 

again be seen un til  well in to  the Twentieth Century, and in the 

in te r im  a l l  memory o f  the fundamental character o f  his methodological 

c rit iq u es  would be erased from the conciousness o f  new generations 

o f  economists. F, A. Hayek has observed th a t o f  a l l  the periods of

in te l le c tu a l  development, today's scholars are le a s t  fa m il ia r  with

82the mid and l a t t e r  Nineteenth Century, esp ec ia l ly  in B r i ta in .  Yet 

i t  was during tha t period th a t most o f  the basic meta-economic a t t i 

tudes s t i l l  dominating our science f i r s t  received th e i r  systematic 

formulation. I t  is in the debates o f  that period that we can f i r s t  

recognize the "as i f "  doctrine o f  Milton Friedman, the "operation- 

alism" o f  T. W. Hutchison and the extreme ra tiona lism  o f  Mises and 

Machlup. I t  was during th is  period that the i r re v e re n t  a tt itudes  o f  

many economists toward "empirical r e a l i t ie s "  f i r s t  gained professional 

support, and i t  was during th is  period that the case fo r  economics 

as a science o f  actual human behavior and e x is t in g  social structures  

was f i r s t  openly defended. To reduce the debates o f the period, 

espec ia lly  those debates centering around figures  such as Leslie  

and Whewell, to a c o n f l ic t  between "historians and theorists" is to 

e n t i re ly  obfuscate the true issues a t  hand. I t  was in the w ritings  

o f  Leslie  and o f his antagonist, J. E. Cairnes, that those issues 

were most luc id ly  s ta ted .
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Footnotes to Chapter IV

1. J. A. Schumpeter, A History o f  Economic Analysis (New 
York: Oxford University  Press, 1954), p. 823. Despite Schumpeter's
high regard for L e s l ie 's  empirical work, however, his assessment o f  
his overa ll  methodological position was somewhat less than to ta l ly  
accurate. He says in  part:

The two papers th a t present his methodology or,  
as he preferred to ca ll  i t ,  philosophy of social 
sciences . . .  read much l ik e  a reformulation o f  the 
Schmollerian program; in view o f  the dates o f th e ir  
f i r s t  publication (1876 and 1879) th is  should not 
induce us to deny them o r ig in a l i t y .

Ib id .

As we w i l l  show conclusively in th is  chapter and the supporting fo o t
notes, L e s l ie 's  point o f  view had very l i t t l e  in common with "the 
Schmollerian program" and was formed long before 1876.

2. A b r ie f  account o f M i l l 's  assessment o f  Leslie as an econo
mist and as a jo u rn a l is t  is presented in  J. K. Ingram's "Biographical 
Notice o f  the Author" appended as a preface to T. E. C. L es lie 's  
Essays in P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 2nd e d it io n ,  o r ig ina l p r in t ing  1888
(New York: Augustus M. K elley , Publishers, 1969), especia lly  pp. x - x i .

M i l l 's  review o f  L e s l ie 's  Land Systems and Industr ia l Econo
my o f I re la n d , England and Continental Countries (London: Longmans,
Green and Co., 1870) is reprinted in J . S. Mi 11, Collected Works,
Vol. V, one o f two volumes appearing under the s u b ti t le  o f  Essays on 
Economics and S ocie ty , edited by J. M. Robson with an introduction  
by Lord Robbins (Toronto: University  o f  Toronto Press, 1967), pp.
669-685. The evaluation o f Les lie  as "one o f  the best l iv in g  w r i 
ters on applied p o l i t ic a l  economy . . . "  appears on p. 671.

3. In his "Biographical Notice," oja. c i t . , J. K. Ingram refers  
to Leslie  as " . . .  one o f  the ablest and most orig inal English econo
mists o f  the present century; and in his H is tory  of P o l i t ic a l  Econo
my (New York: Augustus M. Kelley , Publishers, 1967) he faborably 
reviews his works and compares him to Comte, pp. 222-225. See also 
p. 141. Ingram’ s treatment o f  Smith's economics refers e x p l ic i t ly  
to Leslie  several times ( Ib id . , pp. 87, 107, 1 09 ) ,and i t  obviously 
owes a great deal more to L e s l ie 's  pioneering study than is in d i 
cated in these references.

4. See the previous footnote fo r  Ingram's references to Leslie  
in  his treatment o f  Smith.

5. L. H. Haney's H istory of Economic Thought, 4th enlarged 
ed ition  (New York: Macmillan, 1949), pp. 529-532, 540,contains a 
b r ie f  but exce llen t sketch o f  some of L e s l ie 's  main methodological
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positions and his general p o l i t ic a l  perspective.
T. W. Hutchison's A Review o f Economic Doctrines, 1870- 

1949 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953T~also contains numerous r e fe r 
ences to Leslie  and to the B r i t is h  H is to r ica l School in general, 
but i t  does not contain any extensive consideration o f his meta- 
economic views.

6 . W ill iam  A. S co tt ,  The Development o f  Economics (New York:
D. Appleton-Century Co., 1933), pp. 510-514.

7. Of the leading h is to r ie s  o f economic thought, Mark Blaugh's  
Economic Theory in Retrospect, revised ed it ion  (Homewood: Richard
D. Irw in , 1968), Eric R o l l 's  A History o f Economic Thought, 3rd 
ed it io n  (Englewood C l i f f s :  Prentice HalT, 1964) and Jacob Oser and
W illiam  C. B lan ch fie ld 's  The Evolution o f  Economic Thought (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace and Johanovich, 1975) a ll  omit any reference
to L es lie .

8 . R. B. Ekelund, J r .  and R. F. Hebert, A H istory o f  Economic 
Theory and Method (New York: McGraw-Hill, 197fT), pp. 199-201 , con-
tam s a discussion o f L es lie  in conjunction with a broader discuss
ion concerned with J. K. Ingram and Auguste Comte.

9. L e s l ie 's  essay "On the Philosophical Method o f P o l i t ic a l  
Economy" was f i r s t  published in Hermathena, Vol. i i  (1876) and is  
reprinted in his Essays in  P o l i t ic a l  Economy (hereafter abbreviated  
as Essays) , pp. 163-190.

10. Walter Bagehot, "The Postulates o f English P o l i t ic a l  Econ
omy," F o rtn ig h t ly  Review, Vol. 19 (1876), pp. 215-242, 720-741.

11. David Symes, Outlines o f  an Industr ia l Science (London:
Henry S. King and Co., 1876). See chapter 5, page 101 o f th is  d isser  
ta tion  fo r  a discussion o f  Symes' lack of notice in England.

12. T. E. C. L e s l ie 's  "The Love o f  Money" is reprinted in his 
Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 1 -8 .

13. David Symes, "On the Method o f  P o l it ic a l  Economy," West- 
M in is te r  Review, N .S . ,  Vol. 40 (Ju ly , 1871), pp. 206-218.

14. David Symes, Outlines o f an Industr ia l Science, op. c i t . , 
p. ix .

15. T. E. C. L e s l ie ,  Land Systems and Industr ia l Economy o f  
I re la n d , England and Continental Countries, op. c i t . (h e re a fte r  
abbreviated as Land Systems) .

16. Walter Bagehot, Economic Studies (Stanford: Academic 
Reprints, 1963), pp. 66fn .
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17. Beyond several scant c i ta t io n s ,  J .  N. Keynes, the methodol
og is t o f  the ear ly  Neoclassicals, hardly recognizes L e s lie 's  e x is t 
ence. When he does, he is quick to note th a t  "the problems which
he (L e s lie )  asserts are l e f t  e n t i re ly  unsolved by the deductive 
method are mostly o f  a purely h is to r ic a l  character,"  and th a t Les
l i e ' s  own attempts a t  problem solving "constantly imply or presuppose 
the use o f a deductive or a p r io r i  method o f  reasoning on fundamen
ta ls"  (J . N. Keynes, The Scope and Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 4th 
ed it io n  (New York: Macmillan, 1926), p. 318fn7) S eea lso  Ib id . ,
pp. 314-315, 321 where Keynes attempts to establish a l in k  between 
Leslie  and the la t e r  German H is to rica l School.

In appreciating the a tt itudes  o f  the Cambridge Neoclassicals  
toward the H is to r ica l School, i t  is also o f  some s ignif icance th a t  
Marshall, in attempting to maintain his usual pose o f im p a r t ia l i ty  
in correspondence with Foxwell, described his own views as follows:

Most o f  the suggestions which I made on the 
proofs o f  Keynes' Scope and Method were aimed 
a t bringing i t  more into harmony with the 
views o f  Schmoller . . .  I t  s t i l l  remains true 
th a t as regards method I regard myself midway 
between Keynes + Sidgwick + Cairnes and 
Schmoller + Ashley.

R. H. Coase, "Marshall on Method," Journal o f  
Law and Economics, Vol. X V I I I ,  No. 1 (A p r i l ,
197577”pp. 27-28.

The only "h is to r ica l"  a l te rn a t iv e  to the orthodox position  
of "Keynes + Sidgwick + Cairnes" was, thus, in Marshall's mind, the 
evolutionary h istory  of Ashley or the pseudo-Marxism o f Schmoller.

18. See Ingram's "Biographical Notice" appended to Les lie 's  
Essays, 0£. c i t . , pp. x ix -x . A short sketch o f L e s lie 's  l i f e  and 
w ritings  is  also to be found in Henry Higgs (e d . ) ,  Pal grave's  
Dictionary o f  P o l it ic a l  Economy, Vol. I I  (London: Macmillan, 1926),
pp. 596-598 and in S ir  Leslie Stephens and S ir  Sidney Lee (eds.), 
Dictionary o f  National Biography, Vol. XI (London: Oxford University
Press, 192177 PP- 987-988.

19. T. E. C. L e s lie ,  Essays, op. c i t . , p .x fn .

20. Ib id . , p. 3; see also Essays, p. 166 and Land Systems, op. 
c i t . , p. 85.

21. Thus, fo r  instance, Leslie  s ta te s ,  "No other branch o f  
philosophy is  s t i l l  so deeply tinctured w ith  the realism o f  the 
schools as economic science." ( Essays, op . c i t . , p. 166) See also 
Land Systems, op. ci t . , p. 85.

22. "On the Love o f  Monev," contined in Essays, op. c i t . ,  pp. 
1- 8 .  '
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23. The theme is  a fa m i l ia r  one taken up by Symes in his "On 
the Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy" and his Outlines o f  an Industria l  
Science and re ferred  to in a lesser extent by Bagehot in  his Economic 
Studies. Yet L e s l ie 's  i l lu s t r a t io n s  o f  th is  p r in c ip le ,  which may, in 
p art ,  have been drawn from Maine's lec tu res , are o f  special in te re s t  
fo r  the systematic way in which they arrange the centra l motivational 
objects o f  d i f fe re n t  types and d i f fe re n t  stages o f  s o c ie ty .  Thus 
pastoral and nomadic peoples hold wealth in l ivestock or in  those 
items which are highly po rtab le , and th e ir  descendents may follow  
s u it  fo r  numerous generations a f te r  th is  practice has ceased to be 
functional. A g ricu ltu ra l peoples, however, develop wealth holdings 
prim arily  in  the form o f  land and large fam ilies ,  w h ile  urban dwell
ers hold wealth in a m u l t ip l ic i ty  o f  forms, depending on the p o l i 
t ic a l  s t a b i l i t y  and the c u ltu ra l  backgrounds of th e i r  populations.

24. Essays, op. c i t . , p. 3.

25. L e s l ie 's  a r t ic le  on "The Wealth o f  Nations and the Slave 
Power" f i r s t  appeared in  the February, 1863, issue o f  Macmillan's 
Magazine and is  reprinted in  his Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 9-20.

26. Ingram stated o f  his Encyclopedia Britannica a r t ic le  on 
"Slavery" th a t  "That a r t i c l e  was, so fa r  as I am aware, the f i r s t  
attempt in English to give a complete account o f  s lavery  and s e r f 
dom in ancient, medieval and modern times." (J . K. Ingram, A 
History o f  Slavery and Serfdom (London: Adam and Charles Black,
1895), p. i x . )  To take th is  claim a t  a l l  serious ly , however, we 
must place the stress s o le ly  on the modifying clause "a complete 
account o f  slavery in ancient,  medieval and modern tim es," fo r  
not only had L e s l ie 's  essay appeared in 1863, but J . E. Cairnes1 
massive study o f  s lavery in  the Americas was published and widely  
known in 1862, twenty-three years before Ingram's a r t i c l e  appeared 
in  the 1885 Encyclopedia B r ita n n ica . For Cairnes' contribution to 
th is  issue, see his The Slave Power (New York: Carleton Publish
e rs ,  1862).

27. L e s l ie 's  "The P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f  Adam Smith" f i r s t  
appeared in  the F ortn igh t ly  Review o f  November 1, 1870, and was 
reprinted in his Essays, op. c i t . 7 pp. 21-40.

28. L es lie  stated o f  Smith's approach to economic inquiry:

. . .  his method, though combining throughout 
a vein o f  unsound a p r io r i  speculation, was 
in  a large measure inductive.

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 23.

See also the quote from L e s lie 's  Essays reproduced on p. 107 o f  th is  
chapter and Essays, op. c i t . , p. 37. In his e a r l i e r  essay, "The 
Wealth o f  Nations and the Slave Power," Leslie  had also expressed 
his appreciation fo r  the h is to r ic a l  character o f  much o f Smith's
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w ritings ( Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 15-16 ).

29. In re fe rr in g  to Smith's b e l ie f  in  natural law and his ten
dency toward an abso lu tis t conception o f  social theory, L e s lie  stated  
that:

What he did not see was th a t  his own system,
. . .  was the product o f a p a r t ic u la r  h is to ry ;
th a t  what he regarded as the System o f Na
ture  was a descendant o f  the System o f  Na
ture o f the ancients, in  a form fashioned 
by the ideas and circumstances o f  his own 
time, and coloured by his d isposition and 
course o f  l i f e .

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 22.

30. Ib id .

31. According to L e s lie ,  the Code o f  Nature was a descendant 
o f the Greco-Roman b e l ie f  in a pre-societa l order. In a l l  o f  i ts  
"varie ty  o f  forms and disguises" i t  involved "one fundamental f a l l 
acy, o f  reasoning a p r io r i  from assumptions obtained, not by the 
in terrogation  but by the a n t ic ip a t io n  o f  Nature; what is  assumed
as Nature being . . .  a mere conjecture respecting i t s  co nstitu tion  
and arrangements." A ll the various reformulations o f  th is  doctrine  
undertaken in the Eighteenth and ear ly  Nineteenth centuries only 
helped "to thicken the confusion perpetually  a r is in g  between the 
real and the id e a l ,  between that which by assumption ought to be 
and th a t  which a c tu a lly  i s . "  ( Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 2 4 -2 5 .)

32. Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 23-24, 31. From Smith, L e s lie  
believed, had descended:

. . . tw o  systems o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy . . .  one 

. . .  reasoning e n t i re ly  from hypothetical laws 
o r  princ ip les  o f  nature, and discarding in 
duction, not only fo r  the assessment o f  i ts  
premises, but even fo r  the v e r i f ic a t io n  o f  
i t s  deductive conclusions; the other . . .  
reasoning sometimes, i t  is tru e , from pure 
hypotheses, but also from experience and 
shrinking from no corrections which the tes t  
o f  experience may require in  deductions. Of 
the two schools distinguished by th e i r  me
thods, the f i r s t  finds in assumptions re 
specting the nature of man, and the course o f  
conduct i t  prompts, a complete "natural" o r 
ganization o f the economic world, and aims a t  
the discovery o f  "natural p r ices ,"  "natural 
wages," and "natural p r o f i ts ."

Essays, op_. c U . ,  p . 24.
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33. Essays, op. c i t . , p. 33. For L e s l ie 's  in te rp re ta t io n  o f  
Smith's Code of Nature as u lt im ate ly  em p ir ic a l,  see I b id . , p. 35.

34. Essays, op. c i t . , p. 143.

35. L e s l ie 's  c r i t ic is m  o f  the doctrine o f  a "tendency to 
equality" in both wages and p ro f i ts  was f i r s t  expressed in  his essay 
on "The P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f  Adam Smith" in  Essays, op. c i t . , pp.
37-39. He s ta ted , in  p a r t ,  th a t ,  "The truth  is tha t the doctrine
o f a tendency to e q u a lity  is a mere theorem in p o l i t ic a l  economy; 
and a theorem which imports the tendency only under special condi
tions . . .  conditions the opposite o f  those which prevail in  the 
present in d u s tr ia l  world." ( Essays, op. c i t . ,  p. 39.) I t  was not 
until much l a t e r  th a t  Leslie  sought to maĤ T s p ec if ic  a l l  those 
conditions required fo r  a movement toward equ ilib r ium . Among the 
conventional considerations dealing with monopolized markets, in 
s t i tu t io n a l  c o n stra in ts , the e ffec ts  o f  distance on market separ
ation and dynamic e ffe c ts  o f economic growth ( Ib id . ) ,  L e s lie  would 
eventua lly  "center in" upon the assumption o f  perfect knowledge.
Not only did he be lieve  th a t th is  assumption obscured the true 
dimensions o f  economic decision-making, but he was e sp ec ia l ly  con
cerned to stress i t s  increasing in a p p l ic a b i l i ty  in consideration  
o f  advanced s o c ie t ie s ,  rather than simple t r ib a l  groups:

The f u l l  knowledge and foreknowledge la t e ly  
claimed fo r  p o l i t ic a l  economy in modern 
commercial society can e x is t  only a t  an 
opposite stage o f  development, a t  which 
human business and conduct are determined, 
not by ind iv idua l choice, or the pursuit  
o f w ealth , or commercial p r in c ip le s ,  but by 
immemorial ancestral customs.

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 222.

I t  might . . .  be not i r r a t io n a l ly  conjectured 
th a t in  a l i t t l e  v il la g e  a t  the present day 
every man knows a l l  his neighbors a f f a i r s .
To jump from tha t to the conclusion th a t  every
body in  England knows the a f fa i r s  o f  every
body e lse  is the leap that Ricardo and his 
followers have made.

Ib id . ,  p. 232.

( I t  is ra th e r  s t a r t l in g  th a t  Leslie  seems to have had a w e ll-deve lop 
ed notion o f the concept o f  a market as a social in s t i tu t io n  "the 
consequence o f human action , but not o f  human in tention" some seven
ty years before Hayek developed th is  idea in to  his c r i t iq u e  o f  s o c ia l 
ism and c e n tra l ly  planned economies:

I t  is a fundamental e rro r  o f  the a p r io r i  or 
deductive p o l i t ic a l  economy tha t T t  takes no
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cognizance o f the cardinal fa c t  that the 
movement o f  the economic world has been one 
from s im p lic ity  to complexity, from uni
formity to d iv e rs i ty ,  from unbroken custom
to change, and, th ere fo re , from the known
to the unknown.

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 224.)

For o ther references to L e s l ie 's  c r i t iq u e  o f  the perfect knowledge 
assumption o f  e a r ly  Neoclassical economics, see his Essays, op. c i t . 
pp. 228-229; and fo r  the extension o f  th is  argument to the quantity  
theory o f  money, to which he preferred a theory o f regional price  
changes and an examination o f  the determinants o f  price levels  be
tween market areas, see his essay on "The D is tr ib u tio n  and Value o f
the Precious Metals in the Sixteenth and Nineteenth Centuries,"
Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 269-300.

Perhaps the most famous o f  L e s l ie 's  attacks on the "gen
e ra l iz a t io n s "  o f  orthodox p o l i t ic a l  economy was his c r it iq u e  o f
the wages-fund theory, which f i r s t  appeared in his "P o l it ic a l  
Economy and Emigration," reprin ted  in his Land Systems, op. c i t . , 
pp. 85-116 (see e sp ec ia lly  pp. 8 7 -8 8 ) ,  and which was subsequently 
expanded upon in his 1868 essay on " p o l i t ic a l  Economy and the Rate 
o f  Wages," reprin ted  in Land Systems, op. c i t . , pp. 357-379. I t  
was fu r th e r  systematized and refined in his review o f  Cairnes' 
Leading Princip les  (1874), reprinted in Essays, op. c i t . ,  pp. 41- 
53 (see esp ec ia l ly  pp. 4 4 -4 6 ) ,  and was f in a l iz e d  in his "The 
Movement o f A g ricu ltu ra l Wages in  Europe," (1874), reprinted in  
Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 364-383 (see espec ia lly  pp. 379-383).

36. I do not mean to imply by these comments th a t  the econo
mists o f  the ear ly  B r i t is h  H is to r ica l School were "without e r ro r ."  
T h e ir  involvement with h is to r ic ism , in Popper's sense, was cer
t a in ly  to th e i r  demerit as was t h e i r  often excessive appeals to  a
purely "verbal realism" (discussed in the concluding chapter o f
th is  d is s e r ta t io n ) .  L e s l ie ,  while  frequently  over-zealous in his 
attacks on orthodox w rite rs  o f  his own time, was, however, seldom 
a t  f a u l t  in any o f  these more common ways. His most grievous 
e r ro r  was to become excessively involved with the sociology, or  
b e t te r ,  the psychology, o f  social investigation  and to too f r e 
quently partake o f  the psychological in te rp re ta t io n  o f  p o l i t ic a l  
economy emphasized and developed by J. S. M i l l .

37. Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 269-300.

38. "The New Gold Mines and Prices in  Europe," f i r s t  printed  
in  the June, 1865, issue o f  the North B r it is h  Review and l a t e r  re 
p rin ted  in Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 301-331.

An even l a t e r  a r t i c le  concerned with a summary o f  previous 
arguments and th e i r  application  to a more l im ited  question was 
"Prices in Germany in 1872," Fortn igh tly  Review (November 1, 1872),
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also included in Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 332-355.

39. T. E. C. L e s lie ,  Land Systems, 0£ . c i t .

40. T. E. C. L e s l ie ,  "The Land System o f  France," appearing in  
J. W. Probyn ( e d . ) ,  Systems of Land Tenure o f Various Countries, A 
Series o f  Essays Pub!ishe3~UnderTHe Sanction of the Cobden Cl ub, 
new e d it io n ,  revised and corrected (London: C asse ll, P e t te r ,  Gal pin 
and Co., 1869), pp. 291-312. Leslie  demonstrated once again his 
concern with a l te rn a t iv e  property structures in his f i r s t  in t r o 
ductory paragraph to th is  essay:

The object o f  th is  essay is  to describe the 
Land System o f  France in respect of the d is 
tr ib u t io n  o f landed property in th a t country, 
with the rural organisation in which i t  re 
s u l ts ,  and to examine i t s  causes and e f fe c ts .
In considering i ts  causes, laws and customs 
re la t in g  to property (including succession 
and t r a n s fe r ) ,  and to tenure, o f  necessity  
form prominent objects o f  in q u iry ,  but th e i r  
operation is so bound up with that o f  eco
nomical causes and conditions, th a t  we should 
miss in place o f  obtaining clearness by 
separating what may be termed the legal from 
the economical class o f  subjects . . .

Ib id . , p. 1.

41. T. E. C. L e s lie ,  "Financial Reform," appearing in Cobden 
Club Essays, Second S eries , 1871-1872 (London: Cassell,  P e t te r  and 
Galpin, 1872), pp. 189-264. This is  by fa r  the best example o f  
L e s l ie 's  s k i l ls  as a structural p o l i t ic a l  economist. Although the 
amount o f  material ava ilab le  for a study o f  questions concerning 
customs and excise taxes was, no doubt, o f  vast proportions, L e s l ie 1 
essay s k i l l f u l l y  combined the central points which should be found 
in such a study with an unusually r ich  assortment o f o r ig in a l sugges 
t ions. In the f i r s t  few pages o f  the essay we discover an a n t ic ip a 
tion  o f  Hayek's conception o f the market as a vast and supra- 
in t e l l i g i b l e  ca lcu la t ing  machine (see fn.35 o f th is  chapter fo r  an 
additional reference to this same concept) and a noteworthy express
ion o f  the l i t t le -re s e a rc h e d  connection between changing prices
and long-run e ffec ts  on changing tastes ( Ib id . , pp. 195, 200).
Also included in the essay are antic ipations  o f Mises' doctrine o f  
"the e ffe c ts  o f  p r io r  market in tervention as a ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  
fu r th e r  in tervention" ( Ib id . , p. 206), an appreciation fo r  the 
in tra -n a t io n a l red is tr ibu t iona l e ffec ts  o f  t a r i f f  le g is la t io n  
( I b id . , p. 213), numerous examples o f  the i n f l e x i b i l i t y  o f  bureau
c ra t ic  administration o f  economic a f fa i rs  ( Ib id . , pp. 225-227) and 
a re a l iz a t io n  o f  the increased adm in istrative and uncertainty costs 
borne by those businesses l ia b le  to possible government in te rven tion
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(and thus the flow o f  cap ita l funds from these enterprises to 
others) ( Ib id . , p. 240).

42. L e s lie 's  expressions o f  the h is to r ic a l  re la tiv ism  o f
economic doctrines sometimes did border upon an assertion o f  the
h is to r ica l r e la t i v i t y  o f  a l l  social science. In his essay on "The 
P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f  Adam Smith," fo r  instance, he states tha t:

I venture to maintain . . .  that p o l i t ic a l  econo
my is not a body o f natural laws in  the true
sense or o f  universal and immutable tru ths, but
an assemblage o f  speculations and doctrines which 
are the re s u lt  o f  a p a r t ic u la r  h is to ry ,  coloured 
even by the h is tory  and character o f  i ts  ch ie f  
w rite rs ;  th a t ,  so fa r  from being o f  no country, 
and unchangeable from age to age, i t  has varied 
much in d i f fe re n t  ages and countries, and even
with d i f fe r e n t  expositors in the same age and
country . . .

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 21.

Later in th is  same essay he says o f  Adam Smith th a t,  " . . .  had he 
l ived  even two generations la t e r ,  his general theory of the organ
iza t io n  o f  the economic world and the results  o f  the competition
for economic l i f e  would have been cast in a very d if fe re n t  mode." 
( Essays, op. c i t . , p. 39)

43. T. E. C. L e s l ie ,  "The State  o f  Ire land in 1867," reprinted  
in Land Systems, op. c i t . , pp. 5-33 (see especia lly  p. 14).

44. Ib id . ,  pp. 28-29.

45. I t  is noteworthy that 0. S. M il l  defended L es lie 's  stand 
in his review a r t ic le  on the Land Systems, and that he was p a r t i 
c u la r ly  sharp in rebuking those who "believe themselves to be pro
vided with a set o f  catch-word., which they mistake for p r in c ip le s - -  
fre e -tra d e , freedom o f  contract, competition, demand and supply, the 
wages-fund, individual in te re s t ,  desire o f  wealth &c.--which super
sede analys is , and are applicable to  every var ie ty  of cases without 
the trouble o f thought." (0. S. M i l l ,  Collected Works, op. c i t . ,
p. 671.)

L e s l ie 's  f l e x i b i l i t y  in considering matters o f  economic 
leg is la t io n  and his s c ie n t i f ic  a t t i tu d e  toward even those issues 
with which he was most passionately involved is  well i l lu s t r a te d  
by his refusal to become caught up in the issue o f  which form o f  
economic organization was "best" in ag ricu ltu re . As he expressed 
this matter in another o f  his 1867 essays e n t i t le d  "The Peasantry 
and Farms o f Belgium, 1867":

. . .  to Mr. Harrison's question--"Are small 
farms or large farms best?"--we answer, Both
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are best. Not only because there are in a ll  
countries . . .  places spec ia lly  adapted fo r  
each, but also because the existence o f  both 
creates various experiments and improvements, 
which may be transferred  from one to the 
other . . .

Land Systems, op. c i t . ,  p. 337.

46. Unfortunately, M i l l ' s  defense, l i k e  L es lie 's  o r ig ina l a r 
gument, turned on the "natural monopoly" charac te r is tics  o f  land 
ownership ra th er than stressing th a t there was no such thing as 
"free competition" without the p r io r  sp ec if ica t ion  of a legal code
( a property r ights s tructure ) fo r  defin ing the rules o f leg it im a te  
competition. For L e s l ie 's  argument, see Land Systems, o£. c i t . , 
p. 28; and fo r  M i l l ' s  discussion, in a s im i la r  vein, see his 
Collected Works, op. c i t . , pp. 672-673. M i l l  even went so fa r  as 
to re ly  upon a mixture o f  arguments made popular by Locke, and 
la t e r  by Proudhon, arguments which maintain th a t land is properly  
a social good which has been pro v is io n a lly  a llocated to the care o f  
priva te  individuals  as a public t r u s t .

47. L e s l ie 's  a r t ic le  on " P o l i t ic a l  Economy and Emigration" was 
o r ig in a l ly  published in Fraser's Magazine fo r  May, 1868, and is  re 
produced in Land Systems, op. c i t . ,  pp. 85-116.

48. Land Systems, op. c i t . ,  pp. 89-90.

49. J. S. M i l l ,  Collected Works, op. c i t . , pp. 671-672. In the 
extension o f  his remarks, M il l  s ta tes:

May I venture to suggest th a t there are no such 
princ ip les  o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy as those which 
(L e s lie 's  c r i t i c s )  believe themselves to be v io
la t in g ?  The p rinc ip les  o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy, as 
o f  every other department o f  knowledge, are a 
d i f fe re n t  thing from i ts  p ract ica l precepts.
The same princ ip les  require d i f fe r e n t  precepts, 
wherever d i f fe r e n t  means are required for the 
same ends . . .

Ib id . , pp. 674-675.

50. For L e s lie 's  analysis of the customary constraints opera
ting on the residents o f  a small farming v i l la g e ,  see his " Ireland  
in 1868," Land Systems, pp. 39-40. A fu r th e r  example dealing with  
the case of the informal (non-legal) in s t i tu t io n  o f  primogenitur and 
of the differences in job choice between e ldest and younger sons o f  
any given family  is found in L e s l ie 's  "Auverge" (1874), reprinted in 
his Essays, o£. c i t . , pp. 415-437 (see e sp e c ia l ly ,  pp. 419-421).

51. I t  was during th is  same period th a t  Leslie  came to oppose
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economic a priorism and to connect i t  with the "realism o f  the 
Schools," which he had formerly attacked in his 1862 "The Love o f  
Money." We quote the central passage:

In no other branch o f  philosophy indeed, unless 
metaphysics i t s e l f ,  does the ancient mist o f  
realism continue so to "darken counsel by words 
without knowledge." A resemblance has been seen 
by a philosopher in a number o f  d i f fe re n t  things  
viewed in one p a r t ic u la r  l i g h t ,  and a common name 
has been given to them w ith  reference only to  
th a t  point o f  resemblance . . .  In l i k e  manner, a 
phrase used a t  f i r s t  to s ig n ify  merely a tenden
cy o f  things under p a r t ic u la r  conditions comes 
to stand fo r  a universal law or p r in c ip le  o f  
nature, and a g en era l iza t io n , which o r ig in a l ly  
threw a new l ig h t  upon phenomena, f i n a l ly  in 
volves them in almost impenetrable obscurity.

" P o l i t ic a l  Economy and Emigration" (1868, re 
p rin ted  in  Land Systems, op. c i t . , pp. 85-86.

The quote from M ill  is  found in  Ingram's "Biographical Notice" to 
L e s l ie 's  Essays, op. c i t . ,  pp. x -x i .

52. J. S. M i l l 's  recantation o f  the wages-fund doctrine is  to 
be found in his "Thornton on Labour and i t s  Claims," Fo rtn ig h t ly  
Review, Vol. 32 (May and June, 1869), pp. 505-518, 680-700.

53. See L e s lie 's  "P o l i t ic a l  Economy and the Rate o f  Wages,"
Land Systems, op. c i t . , pp. 362fn. Les lie  was not unaware o f  the 
differences between a macro theory concerned with lab or's  share o f  
GNP (see Ib j  L  , p. 361) and a micro theory o f  wage determination in 
p a r t ic u la r  occupations or l o c a l i t i e s ,  but he c le a r ly  pre ferred  the 
l a t t e r ,  and, indeed, seems to have believed th a t the former was 
nearly  useless.

54. We must, o f  course, he cautious when cormending those who 
speak with great fe rvo r  of "the fa c ts ,"  fo r  a c r it ic is m  o f  "ab
s tra c t  theoriz ing" based on "the fac ts"  may be ju s t  as misplaced as 
the e rro r  being c r i t ic iz e d .  We must f i r s t  establish some so rt  of  
rules or procedures to guide us in the determination o f  what does 
and does not count as a re levant f a c t ,  i . e . ,  one which w i l l  cause 
"s ig n if ic a n t"  modifications in o’u r predictions and thus should be 
e x p l i c i t l y  considered in our theory. Without such procedures we 
are only engaging in word games over what seems, to us, as an "im
portant" element o f  " r e a l i t y , "  v i z . , we are engaged in the same type 
o f misplaced metaphysics as the ab so lu t is t  concern with the model o f  
p r o f i t  maximization and p erfect knowledge.

55. Examples o f  Les lie 's  use o f  correspondence and o th er  sup
porting documents are fa r  too numerous fo r  c i ta t io n .  However, i t
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may be mentioned that in  his Land Systems alone there are a t  leas t  
eleven instances o f  his inclusion o f  s ig n if ic a n t  amounts o f  numer
ica l  data (see Land Systems, op. c i t . ,  pp. 62, 65, 68 , 69, 71, 72, 
92, 98, 103, 105 and 313 ) .

56. See L e s l ie 's  " Ire land in 1868," o£. c i t .

57. See L e s l ie 's  "Prices in Germany in  1872," Essays, op. c i t .
pp. 332-355, esp ec ia lly  pp. 333-334, 339-342.

58. See footnote 41 o f  th is  chapter fo r  a discussion o f  Leslie
essay on "Financial Reform."

59. Essays, op. c i t . , p. 156. L es lie  was, in many ways, en
th u s ias tic  about the union o f economics and s ta t is t ic s ,  despite  
his caveats concerning an overemphasis on th is  empirical to o l .  As 
he saw the matter:

The formal incorporation o f  economic science 
with  s ta t is t ic s  . . .  tends to co rrec t the error  
to which economists as well as th a t  to which 
s ta t is t ic ia n s  are s p e c ia lly  prone. I f  the 
l a t t e r  have been prone to th ink only o f fac ts ,  
i t  has been the besetting sin o f  the former to 
neglect facts a ltogether . . .  i f  s ta t is t ic ia n s  
have often been content to c o l le c t  phenomena 
without heed to th e ir  laws, economists more 
often s t i l l  have jumped to the laws without 
heed to the phenomena; i f  s t a t is t ic s  have 
[ s ic ]  la in  c h ie f ly  in the region o f  dry f i 
gures and numerical ta b les ,  economics have 
[ s ic ]  dwelt in the region o f  assumption, con
jec tu re  and provisional g e n era l iza t io n , which 
other sciences, indeed— geology to witness— 
have not escaped, but from which they are t r i 
umphantly emerging by combining the closest 
observation o f  phenomena with the boldest use 
o f  speculation and s c ie n t i f ic  hypothesis.

Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 157-158.

Although q u ite  lengthy, the above e x t ra c t  is  especially  worthy of  
a tte n t io n ,  not only fo r  the l ig h t  which i t  throws on Les lie 's  ma
tu re  a tt i tu d e s  toward the use o f  s t a t i s t ic a l  tools in economics 
but also as a summary o f  his e n t ire  methodological position.

60. Essays, op. c i t . , p. 172.

61. See S cott, The Development o f  Economics, op. c i t . , p. 513 
and Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 175, 212, 210.

62. The tendency in L e s lie 's  w rit ings  to employ an analysis
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of economic structures as a guide to th e ir  future change or "evo
lution" ( in  a n on-d ia lec tica l or Darwinian sense o f  tha t term) is 
quite s im ila r  to the modern turns in the economics of p o l i t ic s ;  see, 
for instance, James Buchanan's The Limits o f  L ib e r ty , Between 
Anarchy and Leviathan (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975).

63. In regard to his occasional expressions o f  b e l ie f  in a 
theory o f  social evo lu t io n , Les lie  might well be associated with 
Comte as, indeed, he has been by several authors. Yet Ingram was 
probably correct in classing him in with the non-Positiv is ts  (J .
K. Ingram, A History o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 157). I t  
is true, however, th a t  on those occasions when Leslie  did re fe r  to 
Comte, he had nothing but words o f  praise fo r  his work (see Essays, 
pp. 213-215). Yet is is  possible to find  many more references in 
his writings to the German Roscher or the Frenchman Leonce De 
Lavergne, to say nothing o f  English w r ite rs ,  than to Comte.

64. Land Systems, op. c i t . , p. 85.

65. Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 158-159.

66 . Ib id .

67. The debate over "deduction vs. induction" in economics was 
subject to continual misunderstandings from i ts  origins in the w r i 
tings of Whately and Whewell to i t s  eventual disappearance in the 
early  decades o f  the Twentieth Century. Regarding this debate, 
however, a t lea s t  two major in te rpre ta t ion s  and three major points 
of view may be re ad ily  distinguished. Leslie  and most other B r i t is h  
H istorica l economists in terpreted  the question as e i th e r :  (1) hav
ing to do with the choice of premises or axioms fo r  economic models, 
i . e . ,  whether the premises were in accord with established facts or 
contradicted them (the  "inductive" or "h is to r ica l"  concern) or 
whether they were " in t u i t i v e ly  appealing" and s u f f ic ie n t ly  "simple" 
fo r  ease o f  manipulation (the "deductive," "a p r i o r i s t ic " or "ortho
dox" approach), or as ( 2) having to do with the claim o f  empirical 
truth (as opposed to in fe re n t ia l  v a l id i ty )  which was often advanced 
fo r theorems derived from a p r io r is t ic  systems. In e i th e r  of these 
in terpretat ions  the H is to r ica l economists were opposed to "deducti- 
vism," be liev ing  th a t  premises should be chosen with due regard for  
"the facts" so they were not immediately fa ls i f ie d  by them, and also 
believing that any o f the deductive consequences o f  higher level 
theories were properly candidates fo r  tes ting  ( th a t  they were not 
necessarily true ju s t  because they were derived from " in t u i t i v e ly  
obvious" premises). In  many cases the H istorica l economists also 
opposed higher level theories , believ ing tha t any theory not immedi
a te ly  connected with observable phenomena was l i t t l e  more than meta
physical speculation about the ultimate essence of things.

The other major in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the issue debated under 
the label o f  "induction vs. deduction" was shared in common by the
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e ar ly  Neoclassicals ( i . e . ,  Marshall and Keynes) and by the l a t e r  
German H is to r ica l  School o f  Schindler. According to th is  i n t e r 
p re ta tion  deduction meant l i t t l e  more than the extensive use o f  
in fe re n t ia l  reasoning (Marshall's  "long chains o f  reasoning") and 
induction meant a refusal to engage in (e x p l ic i t )  in fe re n t ia l  
reasoning, re ly ing  instead on "history" and "the facts" to structure  
themselves. This in te rpreta t ion  o f  inductive methods was, in short,  
l i t t l e  more than a return to the b e l ie f  in a mystical na ture -force ,  
o r  a Hegelian W eltqe ist, which underlay and directed the flow o f  h is
to r ic a l  events. While the German H is to r ica l authors o f  the time o f  
Schmoller were almost exclusively caught up in the c u lt  o f  induction,  
Marshall would, as usual, choose to compromise between the two views 
(as he understood them) .  In his recent a r t ic le  on "Marshall on 
Method" in the Journal o f  Law and Economics, Vol. X V I I I ,  No. 1 
(A p r i l ,  1975), pp. 25-31, R. H. Coase has noted that although Mar
shall had declared himself to be opposed to "philosophical economics" 
he s t i l l  believed that both "induction" and "deduction" had th e i r  
places in economic inquiry ( Ib id . , p. 27 ) .  Of course, he was never 
very c lea r  in defining e ith e r  of these two terms and, as Coase has 
noted, never re a l ly  t r ie d  except in the structure of his o u tlin e  of 
an ideal course o f study ( Ib id . ) .

68 . In attempting to c la r i f y  his c r it iq u e  of deductive methods 
L es lie  s ta tes , in a review o f  Jevon's Theory o f  P o l it ic a l  Economy, 
th a t:

We are , i t  is true , fo r de letion  o f the deductive 
method o f  Ricardo: th a t  is  to say, o f  deduction
from unverified  assumptions respecting "natural 
values, natural wages, and natural p ro f i ts ."  But 
we are not against deduction in the sense o f  in 
ference from true generalizations and princ ip les,  
though we regard the urgent work of the present 
as induction . . .

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 72.

and in his essay on "P o l it ic a l  Economy and Sociology" Leslie  expands 
upon th is  notion o f  induction and presents his a lte rn a t iv e :

The deductive theory o f  wages, p r o f i ts ,  prices, 
rents and taxation is s u b s tan t ia l ly  a set o f  pre
dictions respecting the d is tr ib u t io n  of wealth, 
which affects  to fo re te l l  exactly  the gain in 
every business and the rates at which goods o f  
every kind w i l l  be sold. I t  has been well said 
th a t  before predicting the fu tu re ,  we must learn  
to predict the past; and before predicting the 
past, i t  might be added, we should learn to pre
d ic t  the present, by studying the forces a t work 
in the world around us, the conditions under which 
they ODerate, and th e i r  actual resu lts .

Essays, 0£. c i t . , p. 203.
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F in a lly ,  in "Economic Science and S ta t is t ic s ,"  Leslie  c le a r ly  
d if fe re n t ia te s  between his own views and the " in d u c tiv is t"  approach 
of many Baconian oriented philosophers:

(Q uete let) assumed that by enlarging the 
number o f  instances we e lim inate  chance, 
and a rr iv e  at general or s table  laws or  
conditions. But a great number o f in 
stances does not give us t h e i r  law or 
j u s t i f y  us in any positive  conclusion 
respecting the future.

Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 161-162.

69. Les lie  was keenly aware o f  the harm done to the reputation  
of p o l i t ic a l  economy by the abso lu tis t arguments of dogmatic f re e 
traders; and, although his own p o l i t ic a l  sentiments were often in 
accord with th e irs  (see the references to his "Financial Reform," 
op. c i t . ) ,  he was anxious to free economics from any such normative 
associations. As he expressed the m atter, i t  was not necessary that  
economists have immediate knowledge o f  the to ta l s tructure  o f the 
social world or tha t they be able to o f fe r  sweeping statements on 
social p o licy , but only that they fo llow  "a r ig h t  method" in the 
progressive development o f th e ir  science ( Essays, 0£. c i t . ,  p. 215). 
For fu rther  warnings against premature construction o f  elaborate  
and all-embracing deductive systems, see Essays, op. c i t . ,  pp. 213, 
214.

70. Essays, op. c i t . , p. 96.

71. Essays, op. c i t . ,  pp. 72, 241.

72. Essays, op. c i t . , p. 197. In speaking o f  the "disturbing
causes" or " f r ic t io n s "  which Orthodox economists constantly referred  
to in ju s t i f i c a t io n  o f  th e ir  theories , Leslie  stated:

The real defect o f  the treatment by economics 
o f these other principles (o r disturbing  
causes) is ,  tha t i t  is s u p er f ic ia l  and un- 
philosophica l; that no attempt has been made 
even to enumerate them adequately, much less 
to measure th e ir  re la t iv e  force in d i f fe re n t  
states o f  society; . . .  they are emphasized
simply to prop up rude generalizations for
which the authority  o f  "laws" is claimed.

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 173.

And once again, " . . .  with respect to the deductive economist's 
practice of s e tt in g  aside a number o f  forces as ' f r i c t i o n s , '  . . .
the best corrective  would be that th is  so-called f r ic t io n  is capable
of s c ie n t i f ic  analysis and measurement . . . "  (Essays, op. c i t . ,  p. 
193.) ------
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73. For at leas t one o f  L e s l ie 's  comments concerning ad hoc 
hypotheses, see Essays, op. c i t . ,  p. 197. This c r i t iq u e ,  indica
t in g  the "saving e ffe c ts  o f c a l l in g  upon disturbing forces or the 
p a rt ia l  nature of economic deductions, is reemphasized at many 
points in  both the Essays and the Land Systems as, for instance, 
in  the following:

(these "other princip les" to which p o l i t ic a l  
economists often appeal) . . .  serve, along 
with other conditions, to give some sort of  
support to saving clauses— such as "allowing  
fo r  d ifferences in the nature of d i f fe re n t  
employments," "caeteris  paribus," "in the 
absence of d isturbing causes," "making a llow 
ance fo r  f r ic t io n s " — by which the "law" that 
wages and p ro f i ts  tend to equa lity  eludes 
scrutiny .

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 173.

74. See p. 121 o f th is  chapter and fns. 76 and 77 below, The 
following passage, although somewhat lengthy, is also in s tru c t ive :

A bone f a i r l y  enough represents the sort of  
wealth coveted by a dog, who has a compara
t iv e ly  simple cerebral system, and few other  
objects. Yet you cannot p red ic t the conduct 
even of a dog from his love o f  bones, o r not 
one would be l e f t  in the butchers' shops.
The dog has a regard for his master and a 
fe a r  of the p o lice , and he has other pur
su its  . . .

Everybody, i t  might be affirm ed, loves v irtue  
"in the abstrac t,"  and "in the absence o f d is 
turbing causes" would be v irtuous; y e t ,  po
licemen, prisons, and the Divorce Court show 
th a t  no theory o f  morals, much less absolute 
predictions, can be drawn from this abstract 
princ ip l e.

Essays, op. c i t . , p . 198.

75. The Comtian program o f  submerging economics into a general 
science o f  society was frequently  re fe rred  to in L e s l ie 's  w r it in g s ,  
mainly in connection with his re a l iz a t io n  of the im poss ib il ity  i n 
volved in both ( 1 ) a science which dea lt  s t r i c t ly  with the maximi
zation o f  wealth and ( 2 ) a science which was a t the same time pre
d ic t ive  and descriptive  o f human action . Thus we find the following  
passage among many s im ila r  ones:

P o l i t ic a l  economy is  . . .  a department o f  the 
science of society which selects a special
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class o f social phenomena fo r  special in v e s t i 
gation, but fo r  th is  purpose must investigate  
a l l  the forces and laws by which they are gov
erned. The deductive economist misconceives 
altogether the method of iso la t io n  permissible  
in philosophy. In consequence o f  the l i m i t a 
tion  o f human fa c u lt ie s ,  not th a t  the narrow
ing o f  the f i e ld  is in  i t s e l f  desirable or  
s c ie n t i f i c ,  i t  is  leg it im ate  to make economic 
phenomena . . .  the subject o f  p a r t ic u la r  exam
in a t io n ,  provided th a t  a l l  causes a ffe c t in g  
them be taken in to  account. To iso la te  a s in 
gle fo rce , even i f  a real force and not a mere 
abstrac tio n , and to ca ll  deductions from i t  
alone the laws o f  wealth, can lead only to 
e r ro r ,  and is ra d ic a l ly  u n s c ie n tif ic .

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 212.

Yet sometimes the theme o f a unified  social science was interwoven 
with th a t o f  h is to r ic a l  evolution as in the fo llow ing:

The tru th  i s ,  th a t  the whole economy o f every 
nation , as regards the occupations and pursuits  
of both sexes, the nature, amount, d is t r ib u t io n ,  
and consumption o f  wealth, is the re s u lt  o f a 
long evo lu t io n , in which there has been both 
continu ity  and change, and of which the eco
nomical side is  only a p a r t ic u la r  aspect or 
phase. And the laws o f which i t  is the resu lt  
must be sought in h is tory  and the general laws 
o f society  and social evolution.

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 175.

76. Essays, op. c i t . , pp. 197,198.

77. Essays, op. c i t . ,  p. 202.

78. Essays, op. c i t . ,  p. 282.

79. Essays, op. c i t . ,  p. 144.

80. The complete quote o u tl in in g  L e s lie 's  to ta l  perspective on 
the social functions and s c ie n t i f ic  character o f  economic theories,  
reads as follows:

Economic theories and systems may be regarded 
in several d i f fe r e n t  l ig h ts :

( 1 ) in  reference to th e ir  causes, as the 
products o f  p a r t ic u la r  s o c ia l ,  p o l i t ic a l  and 
physical conditions o f  thought;

( 2 ) in reference to th e i r  tru th  or e rro r;
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(3) as factors in the formation of pub
l i c  opinion and policy .

Essays, op. c i t . , p. 142.

81. Lewis Haney, H istory o f  Economic Thought, op. c i t . , p. 531, 
contains several quotes i l lu s t r a t in g  L e s l ie 's  d issatis faction  with 
the p o l i t ic a l  p o lic ies  and in s t i tu t io n s  o f  his time.

82. F. A. Hayek, Studies in Philosophy, P o l it ic s  and Economics 
(Chicago: U nivers ity  o f  Chicago Press, 1967).
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CHAPTER V

DAVID SYMES AND THE AUSTRALIAN SCHOOL

David Symes (1827-1908) d if fe red  from most other B r it ish  His- 

to r ic is ts  both in his cultural surroundings and in his choice o f a 

profession. Although born in Scotland and educated at home by his 

schoolmaster-father, Symes departed his homeland at the age of  

twenty-two, never again to return. A fte r  a year spent broadening 

his education a t  various German u n iv e rs it ie s ,  he trave lled  to the 

gold f ie ld s  o f  C a l ifo rn ia  to "find his fortune."  There he labored 

long hours under dreary and exhausting conditions, yet his luck 

yielded him l i t t l e  b e tte r  than the existence o f  a common laborer 

and nothing in the way o f  in te l le c tu a l  s a t is fa c t io n .  In 1851, a f 

te r  a year o f  unpleasant experiences, family  duties and rumors of  

a new gold s t r ik e  in Austra lia  lured him to Melbourne where two o f  

his brothers had already settled with th e i r  fa m ilie s .  Although the 

gold f ie ld s  o f A u s tra lia  provided only a s l ig h t ly  be tter  income thar 

had those o f C a l i fo rn ia ,  a turn o f fa te  allowed Symes to purchase a 

small newspaper, The Age, which, through much d in t o f e f fo r t  and 

his obvious s k i l l s  as a "promoter," he eventua lly  b u i l t  into Aus

t r a l i a 's  most in f lu e n t ia l  da ily . By the mid 1860's Symes was 

known as a major force in Australian p o l i t ic s  and the leading 

l ig h t  o f  the Australian Liberal Party. By the 1880's he was power

ful enough to veto leg is la t io n  planned by government o f f ic ia ls  and 

excercise the deciding influence in the appointment of premiers 

and cabinet m in is te rs . 1 Symes was more than a p u b lic is t  with an
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in te re s t  in economic methodology, however. In addition to journa

l i s t i c  duties and multitudinous p o l i t ic a l  crusades, he authored

volumes in the f ie ld s  of p o l i t ic a l  science, evolutionary biology,
2

theology and p o l i t ic a l  economy. I t  is  his main work in p o l i t ic a l
2

economy, Outlines of an Industr ia l Science (1877), and his two
4

e a r l i e r  a r t ic le s  on land tenure and economic th a t serve as the 

primary basis fo r  the following discussion o f  his economic and 

meta-economic views.

Symes' re flec tions  on issues o f social and economic policy  

were obviously influenced by his education in German philosophy a t  

the Univers ity  o f Heidelberg. They incorporated the c o l le c t iv is t  

and h o l is t ic  orientations o f  German social thought during the Nine

teenth and early  Twentieth centuries and were in many ways remark

able an tic ip a tio n s  of views held by the dominant school o f  English 

social and p o l i t ic a l  theorists  several decades la t e r .

The Germanic stra in  in Symes'methodological w ritings was, how

ever, contradicted by the equally  strong themes o f  subjectivism and 

empiricism, evident, i f  not dominant, in his e a r ly  (1871) Westminis

te r  Review a r t ic le  "On the Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy." As a re 

su lt  o f  the d iv e rs ity  in his philosophic tra in in g  and views, Symes' 

mature methodological position was an ec le c t ic  conglomeration of 

elements associated with the su b jec tiv is t-psycho log is t ic  t ra d it io n  

in B r i t is h  philosophy and economics and o f  views derived from the 

"o b je c t iv e " -h is to r ic a l t ra d i t io n  in German philosophy.

While Symes' experiences in Germany turned him against organ

ized C h r is t ia n ity  and caused him to abandon his fam ily 's  t ra d it io n
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of adopting the m in is try  as a profession, his in te l le c tu a l  outlook 

was permanently cast in the m ora lis tic  modes of social "reasoning" 

so c losely associated with Victorian C h r is t ia n i ty .  Symes1 omni

present concern with the e th ica l consequences and dimensions o f  

human acts played a decisive role in his c r i t iq u e  o f the W ertfrei

cloak in which la t e r  c lass ica ls  had wrapped t h e i r  ideological
5

views. I t  was also one o f  the roots from which sprang his nearly 

medieval perspective on public policy.®

Previous Discussions o f Symes' Methodology

Secondary sources dealing with Symes1 economic or meta- 

economic views are exceedingly rare, even though lengthy biographi

cal studies o f  his personal a f fa irs  and p o l i t ic a l  a c t iv i t ie s  have 

appeared in abundance. In England during the Nineteenth Century 

his methodological w rit ings  received no recognition whatever beyond 

a single sentence in 0. K. Ingram's H istory of P o l i t ic a l  Economy. '7 

Even his close fr ie n d ,  T . E. C. L es lie ,  whom Symes had credited as 

the in s p ira t io n  fo r  his O utlines , repaid the gracious acknowledge

ment o f  his Austra lian  colleague by a stoney s ilence.

In Germany, however, the response to Symes' methodological 

writings was more widespread and more generally apprec ia tive . He 

received the praises o f Schmoller in an e a r ly  Twentieth Century 

a r t ic le  w r it te n  fo r  Conrad's Handworterbuck (1911),® and his 

writings were examined a t  some length in Cohn's The Progress o f  

Pol i t ic a l  Economy in England and America.^ Symes ' Outl ines o_f an 

Industr ia l Science was trans la ted  in to  German and apparently
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engendered some s ig n if ic a n t  in te re s t  among the economists o f  the

la t e r  German H is to r ica l School. I t  was also widely used "as a

textbook in elementary p o l i t ic a l  economy . . .  in U. S. colleges and

schoo ls"^  and was reported to have been favorably reviewed by Henry 

11Carey.

In te res t in Symes1 economic w rit in g s  during the recent decades 

o f  the Twentieth Century has been, however, even less enthusiastic  

than th a t o f  his own period. The only major exceptions to his con

tinued anonymity are a two l in e  footnote in Hutchison's Review of

12Economic Doctrines, 1870-1929 and passing notice in an appendix

13o f  Marshall's  P r in c ip le s . His name is  not to found even in 

Schumpeter's H istory o f  Economic A na lys is , despite the reputation  

o f  that volume as the u ltim ate depository of references to both the 

obscure and famous. Fortunately fo r  those in terested  in Symes' 

economic speculations there has appeared one reasonably s a t is fac to ry  

consideration o f  his economic and meta-economic w r it in g s .  As a part  

o f a survey o f  l i t t le -k n o w n  Austra lian economists of the Nineteenth 

Century, 0. A. La Nauze o f  the Un ivers ity  of Sidney included a t h i r t y -  

six  page section on the doctrines o f  Symes. Although La Nauze's 

contribution to the l i t e r a tu r e  on Symes1 economics and meta

economics is c e r ta in ly  the most s ig n if ic a n t  assessment o f his views 

to date, and although i t  has been r e l ie d  upon in the preparation o f  

the following m ate ria l ,  i t  unfortunate ly  suffers from many o f  the 

errors common in evaluations o f  B r i t is h  H is to r ica l  authors. La 

Nauze, fo r  instance, seems to associate Symes in p a r t ic u la r  and 

B rit is h  Historicism in general with the quite d i f fe re n t  trends in
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German economic thought. He places undue emphasis on the policy  

aspects o f the H istoric ist-O rthodox debate over the model o f  an 

"economic man," comprehending incompletely the meta-economic issues 

involved in th is  controversy. He also neglects the H is to r ic is ts '  

more central concern with operational theories and with the impact 

o f in s t i tu t io n s  on the forms taken by "maximizing behavior."

F in a l ly ,  l ik e  so many commentators on B r it is h  H istoricism , La Nauze 

underrates the s ignif icance of the H istoric is t-O rthodox debate con

cerning the uses o f  inductive and deductive methods in the social

sciences. In finding the H is to r ic is ts *  arguments against a p r io r-
14

i s t i c  methods to be "crude," "uninteresting" and u n s c ie n tif ic ,

La Nauze displays e ith e r  his own ignorance regarding the study of

s c ie n t i f ic  methods and procedures or a lack o f appreciation for

the in te n t  and setting  o f  the methodological debates in Nineteenth

Century economics.

In a study dealing with Symes as an iso la ted  author, viewed

apart from the B r it is h  H is to r ica l t r a d i t io n ,  some of La Nauze's

errors might be to a degree ju s t i f i e d .  Symes was at times obscure,

i f  not muddled, in his w r it in g s , and an obscure passage may easily

be in terpreted  as one pleases. I t  might, indeed, be noted that La

Nauze's summary and evaluation o f Symes* works has the v irtue  of

co rrec tly  id e n t ify in g  his most important and unique contributions

to B r it is h  Historic ism , i . e . ,  his arguments attacking the p o s s ib i l i ty

15of a W ertfre i theory o f economic o p t im a lity .  Despite th is  virtue  

of La Nauze's evaluation, however, there is  much more to Symes* 

writings than the superf ic ia l charac te r is t ic s  which La Nauze has
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chosen to concentrate upon. I t  is the purpose of the following pages 

to delve into the depths o f Symes' meta-economic w rit ings  and thus 

lay  bare the f u l l  scope o f  his contributions, both in  terms o f the 

debates of his day and in  the l ig h t  o f  more modern methodological 

research.

Symes' C la ss if ic a t io n  o f  Economic Science

The key to an understanding o f Symes' overall perspective on 

the character o f  economic investigations is to be found in his re 

marks regarding the c la s s if ic a t io n  of p o l i t ic a l  economy. Like 

Cairnes, Symes divided a l l  sciences into  the mental and the physical 

according to the nature o f  th e ir  subject matters. Unlike Cairnes, 

Symes c la s s i f ie d  economics as a study dealing with s t r i c t ly  "men

t a l"  phenomena, as opposed to "valued matter" o f  a complex mental 

and physical character.^® Symes' explanation for the meaning to 

be attached to the term "mental science," and his ju s t i f ic a t io n  for  

disregarding the "physical side" o f  those objects investigated by 

economists, i l lum inates  d i f f i c u l t i e s  and questions s t i l l  unresolved 

in economic research. In summarizing his position on this question, 

Symes stated tha t:

. . .  mental science does not concern i t s e l f  with 
the external objects, being occupied exc lus ive ly  
with the sensations and ideas o f which they are 
merely the e xc it in g  cause. So i t  is with the 
material objects which constitu te  Wealth. I t  
is not with these that P o l i t ic a l  Economy has to 
deal, but with the impressions which they pro
duce, the mental associations connected with  
them, and the Desires which th e ir  presence or 
absence i n c i t e . 17
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While one may agree, disagree or consider controversies con

cerning the "mental" or "physical" nature o f  social objects to be

18meaningless ( in  the philosophic sense o f th a t  term ) ,  Symes1 

treatment of th is  problem does i l lu s t r a te  one s tra in  in the often  

ambiguous way in which economists have h is to r ic a l ly  used terms such 

as "good" (n . )  or "wealth." Those who agree with a u t i l i t y  (or  

"psychological") oriented d e f in it io n  o f these terms, i . e . ,  those 

who agree with Symes th a t  goods should be c la s s if ie d  so le ly  on the 

basis o f  the "mental impressions" or "satis factions" they excite  

fo r  given individuals, have had no d i f f i c u l t y  in explaining cases 

o f Veb.len goods, "snob goods" or "bandwagon e f fe c ts ."  Two things 

tha t are "phys ica lly  id e n tica l"  need not, under th is  view, command 

the same p r ic e ,  even in markets characterized by p erfect knowledge 

and free  access to s e l le rs .  I f  i t  is  the case that consumers attach  

more prestige o f  ownership (or prestige o f  consumption) to one 

ra ther than the o ther, then the two items are ab d e f in i t i e  " d i f f e r 

ent" goods.

Yet th is  psychological schema fo r  the c la s s i f ic a t io n  o f goods

renders economic theory tautologous, and, there fore , untestable.

Since only patterns of consumer demand are id e n t i f ia b le  in the

19world, preference maps being em pir ica lly  indeterminate, any 

f a i lu r e  o f economic laws (or b e tte r ,  o f  economic predictions) can 

always be dismissed as a consequence o f a supposed m is-spec if ica tion  

of the p a r t ic u la r  good(s) being considered. I f  demand curves slope 

up over some range o f consumption, i t  is not, according to this  

view, because our theory is in need o f fu r th e r  q u a l i f ic a t io n ,  b u t,
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ra th e r ,  because we have fa i le d  to notice important "psychological" 

d is tinc t ions  in physically  homogeneous consumer goods.

The a lte rn a t iv e  to a psychologistic theory o f  goods is  one 

specifying the homogeneity o f  goods in terms o f  some set o f  physical 

or observable properties o f  the goods themselves, or o f  the markets 

in which they are exchanged. Although c e r ta in ly  more a t t ra c t iv e  

from an operational standpoint, th is  view o f the way in which econ

omic concepts should be t ie d  to observable phenomena possesses de

fects  from the perspective of "pure theory." A physical standard 

fo r  the c la s s i f ic a t io n  of goods might well prove as an embarrass- 

to the puris t in matters o f  theory since i t  would probably lead to 

the conclusion th a t  our basic economic re lationships were not 

"universa lly" applicable ( i . e . ,  th a t  they were not unconditionally  

t ru e ) .  I t  would also seem to suggest, i f  not imply, however, that 

ind iv idual preferences do not r e a l ly  "count," a t le a s t  as the only 

c r i te r io n  fo r  determining a consumer's "b e tte r -o ffn ess ."  I f  the 

homogeneity o f "goods" is determined by th e i r  physical aspects, we 

are forced to ignore any purely social and/or psychological d is 

t in c t io n s  which consumers might f ind  o f importance. Symes f u l ly  

rea lized  this l a t t e r  aspect of a s t r i c t l y  p h y s ic a lis t ic  view of

economic goods and discussed the problem o f  determining the consum-

20e r 's  welfare under th is  type o f  c la s s i f ic a t io n  schema.

The Proper Concerns o f  Economic Science

Symes was not, however, content to rest upon his d e f in it io n  of 

economics as a study o f  psychological or mental objects. He
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extended his attack upon orthodox methodology to the t ra d i t io n a l  

l im ita t io n  and d e f in i t io n  o f  economics to "the science dealing  

with w ea lth ."

In Symes' in te rp re ta t io n ,  re s t r ic t in g  economics to "wealth 

maximization ruled out the consideration o f other motivations fo r
21

human action: motives o f H ea lth , o f  Power, o f  Honor and o f  Fame."

Such an a r b i t r a r y  l im ita t io n  on the scope o f  the science also led  

to the neglect o f  those wealth-connected a c t iv i t ie s  o f  production,  

consumption and exchange, which were the true object to be explored  

and explained by an " In d u str ia l Science" ( i . e . ,  by economics, or 

the study o f " in d u s tr ia l  a c t iv i ty "  properly conceived).

Yet even more important fo r  Symes than the Question o f  the 

scope o f  human motivation was his contention tha t wealth was not 

i t s e l f  the motive power of human action. Wealth, according to 

Symes, was only psychologically associated, in certa in  cu ltu res ,  

with the basic goal o f  a l l  human er,deavors--happiness. He observed 

that: "Wealth is  not pursued fo r  i ts  own sake, but on account o f

the pleasures i t  may bring , or the pains i t  may advert. The pos

session o f  even an enormous amount o f wealth w i l l  never impel to

exertion i f  i t  is believed i ts  possession would not conduce to 

22happiness."

This d is t in c t io n  between wealth and happiness was not merely 

ana ly tic  or "philosophic" in Symes' treatment o f  the subject. I t  

had very real implications fo r  the application and meaning o f  econ

omic theory. Happines> was associated with matters o f  custom, ha

b i t ,  c h a r i ty ,  p ro p rie ty ,  fr iendship  and security quite  as much as
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i t  was with the maximization o f wealth. The description of a ll  

human behavior as a quest a f te r  increasing amounts o f wealth was, 

fo r  Symes, an empirical absurdity. Orthodox economists had 

attempted to evade the issues involved in a dispute over the max

im ization of wealth vs. a maximization o f happiness through the

introduction in to  t h e i r  theories of ad hoc hypotheses designed to 

cover those "special cases" in which motives other than the desire 

fo r  wealth "predominated." Symes, however, pointed out tha t this  

maneuver necessarily v io la ted  the s p i r i t  o f  a p r io r i  methodology 

and thus debased the orthodox approach to economic inquiry:

The very fa c t  that w rite rs  on economic science 
are under the necessity of going outside th e i r  
premises is  an admission that these premises 
are in co rrec t.  But th is  going outside should 
in no case be permitted. In investigations o f
th is  kind, when the a p r io r i  method is  r ig id ly
ins is ted  on as not only a proper method, but 
the only method applicab le , no matter foreign  
to the premises, fa r  less what is  expressly ex
cluded, as is  the case in the subject before us, 
should be imported in to  the discussion.23

The c i r c le  o f  re fu ta t io n  was thus complete. Wealth maximization 

was ne ither  necessary nor s u f f ic ie n t  for the maximization o f  happi

ness. Yet other factors  which were associated with happiness were 

excluded by the axioms o f  the classical system. To change the axioms 

or to insinuate extraneous material into the chain o f  inference  

flowing from them was to abandon the orthodox approach to an explan

ation o f  human behavior, or to replace the "deductive" and a p r io r i  s- 

t i c  procedures of the Classicals with d i f fe re n t  techniques. That 

type o f  methodological re o r ie n ta t io n , from abstract rationalism  to
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a concern with actual in s t i tu t io n a l  constra in ts , was, of course, 

what Symes had sought a f te r  from the outset.

The Social Constraints on Maximizing Behavior

Another, more p o s it ive ,  contribution which flowed as an in d i 

rec t consequence from Symes1 discourse on wealth and happiness, was 

a recognition o f the importance o f  rule-bound behavior to social 

s t a b i l i t y  and social organization. Symes argued th a t  individual 

wealth maximizers might gain, in the short-run , from an ti-soc ia l  

acts, but th a t  the conditions required fo r  long-run wealth maximi

zation by the many individuals  composing a social system required  

the existence o f legal re s tr ic t io n s  on the behavior o f each i n d iv i 

dual and the w illingness o f each ind iv idual to abide by certa in  non-

24legal codes o f  " r ig h t  conduct. "

Although s im ila r  arguments had been advanced a t  least as fa r  

back as the time of Thomas Hobbes, Symes' perspective on the analysis  

of human actions, as conditioned by s p ec if ic  systems of formal and 

informal constra in ts , once again i l lu s t r a t e d  the concern shown by 

B r it is h  H is to r ic a l  economists fo r  analys iz ing  the d e ta ils  o f  the 

legal and cu ltu ra l  framework o f  which ind iv idual "maximizing" be

havior is a product. Although Symes' orthodox contemporaries would 

have undoubtedly agreed to the necessity fo r  some type of formal and 

informal constraints on individual action as a way o f  preserving and 

defin ing "social s t a b i l i t y , "  they only in frequently  chose to consi

der the p a r t ic u la r  character o f  the behavior which would be e l ic i t e d  

by s p e c i f ic a l ly  d i f fe re n t  in s t i tu t io n s  and customs. The only type
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o f  social parameters popular in orthodox analysis  were those imposed 

by nature ( i . e . ,  the scarcity  o f  the best grades o f  land) or those 

which arose from broad h is to r ica l or b io logical trends (the h is to r 

ica l decline o f p ro f i ts  on stock or the Malthusian laws o f popula

t io n ) .  A ll  more mutable in s t i tu t io n a l  arrangements, with the possi

ble exception o f  legal res tr ic t io n s  on in te rnat iona l trade , o r ,  in 

rare instances, the conditions o f land tenure, were considered as 

"givens," seldom mentioned or e x p l ic i t ly  recognized as assumptions 

o f the analys is . This c h arac te r is t ic  of c lass ica l theory, which 

most H is to r ic is ts  confusingly re ferred  to as a priorism  or the de

ductive method (and which Bagehot more c o rrec tly  id e n t i f ie d  as "the 

extravagant claims" of the Classicals) lay a t  the core of Orthodox 

analysis. The assumption that economic theory was ne ither  "generi-

c a l ly  specific"  nor "space-time specific" led  the Classicals into

25methodological b lind  alleys from which they would never escape.

The Formulation and Testing of Economic Theories

Symes1 concern with the empirical content and significance o f  

economic hypotheses was further i l lu s t r a te d  in his analysis o f  the 

Classical doctrine o f  "disturbing causes" and in his c r it iq u e  o f  the 

motivational model o f  economic explanation. The "doctrine of d is 

turbing causes" may be crudely summarized as a general insistence  

on the necessary truth o f economic theories , v i z . , the assertion  

that any " fa i lu re "  o f  an economic theory to p red ic t "accurately"  

necessarily was due to unexpected fluc tuations  in the values o f  

those variables assumed constant in the c e te r is  paribus clause o f
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or
the theory. Although Classical economists had generally  found i t  

unnecessary to specify the variables which were to  be impounded in  

c e te r is  paribus before applying th e i r  theories to  "real world" 

cases, they were never a t  a loss to explain fa i lu re s  o f  th e ir  

theories ( in  y ie ld in g  accurate predictions) on the basis of an 

" im p l ic i t"  and seemingly endless l i s t  o f  such d is turb ing  influences.  

A statement which seems to suggest th is  very doctrine in  a way 

which would render i t  e a s i ly  ava ilab le  fo r  abuse is found in J. S. 

M i l l ' s  Unsettled Questions o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, and is  quoted by 

Symes both in his e a r ly  Westminister Review a r t i c l e  on p o l i t ic a l  

economy and in his Outlines o f  an In d u s tr ia l  Science, as follows:

. . .  we must make proper allowance fo r  the e ffec ts  
o f  any impulses o f  a d i f fe r e n t  description (other  
than the desire fo r  w ea lth ) ,  which can be shown 
to in te r fe re  with the re s u lt  (o f  our predictions)  
in  any p a r t ic u la r  case . . .  (our economic laws) w i l l  
so f a r  f a i l  o f  being applicable  to the explanation  
or prediction o f  real events, u n t i l  they are modi
f ie d  by a correct allowance fo r  the degree o f  in 
fluence exercised by other causes.27

Symes' c r i t ic is m  o f  th is  methodological perspective is both com

prehensive and o f  a somewhat complex nature. I t  is based upon the  

three  separate issues id e n t i f ia b le  in  the above quote from M ill  and 

upon expressions o f  s im i la r  views found in the w rit ings  of other  

Orthodox economists.

The f i r s t  and most basic issue to be confronted in  any i n t e l l i 

g ib le  rendering o f the doctrine o f  disturbing causes is  the question 

o f  how to id e n t i fy  a l l  the potentia l sources o f  disturbance which 

could possibly a f fe c t  the predictions y ie lded by a given theory,
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and then how to s o r t  these possible d is turb ing  causes in to  those

which are p o te n t ia l ly  s ig n if ic a n t  and those which would have only

28a n eg lib le  impact on the predictions o f the theory. The d is 

t in c t io n  by Symes between a l l  conceivable d isturbing causes and 

those which were a c tu a l ly  o f  potentia l s ign if icance  is  s im ila r  to 

S t ig le r 's  decomposition o f  Ricardian value theory in to  an "analy tic"  

cost-of-production theory and an "empirical" labor theory. That is ,  

the proposition th a t a l te ra t io n s  in the value of some variab le  

could conceivably a f fe c t  the character or values of our predictions  

is considerably d i f f e r e n t  than the proposition th a t  any change in  

the value of a "s ig n if ic a n t"  independent var iab le  w il l  re s u lt  in a 

" r e la t iv e ly  large" change in the value o f the dependent v a r ia b le .  

What is  the magnitude o f  the re la t iv e  v a r i a b i l i t y  which we choose 

to consider as "s ig n if ica n t"  i s ,  o f  course, a matter o f  convention 

or o f personal tas te .

Combined with the question o f  which exogenous variables can 

re a l ly  act as "disturbing causes" e m p ir ic a l ly ,  Symes also consid

ered the e ffec ts  o f  d i f fe r e n t  cultures and varying paths o f  i n d iv i 

dual development on the r e la t iv e  strengths o f  d i f fe re n t  motivational 

influences. While Orthodox economists were g u i l ty  o f  a sin o f  

omission as well as a c e r ta in  ambiguity in in te rp re ta t io n  in f a i l 

ing to provide an e x p l ic i t  l i s t in g  of variab les  which they consid

ered to be s ig n if ic a n t  d is turb ing  causes, they had also been g u i l ty  

or an e r ro r  o f  commission by assuming th a t the "same type" o f  mo

t iv e  ( i . e . ,  that o f  wealth maximization) would always lead human 

beings to act in s im i la r  and a p r io r is t ic a l l .y  id e n t i f ia b le  patterns .
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The asserted universal connection between types o f  motives and the 

expected types o f  actions resu lt in g  from these motives was decis ive ly  

refuted by Symes. In in te rc u ltu ra l  cases, Symes noted, a motive as 

sp ec if ic  as love and devotion to one's aged parents had led d u ti fu l  

offsp rin g  to the quite  d i f fe re n t  behavioral responses o f s laughter

ing th e i r  parents, exposing them to the elements, or meticulously  

attending to th e ir  health and p ro tec tion , depending on whether the 

ind iv idua ls  considered were the c u ltu ra l  products o f  Sparta, the  

land o f  the Hottentots or the various nations o f modern Western 

Europe. Symes also noted less dramatic in tra cu ltu ra l  cases in  which

the " d i f fe r e n t  tastes" of d i f fe r e n t  ind iv iduals  would lead to d i f f -

29
erent behavior patterns being associated with " iden tica l"  motives.

As another point in his indictment of the C lass icaVs doctrine  

o f "d isturbing causes," Symes argued th a t  a mere enumeration o f  a l l  

the possible background variables connected with the a p p l ic a b i l i ty  

o f a theory was, by i t s e l f ,  in s u f f ic ie n t  to transform the theory in 

to a useful tool fo r formulating p red ictions . I f  the re la t iv e  

weightings to be attached to each o f  the s ig n if ic a n t  economic and 

non-economic [s ic ]  variables in any decision s ituation  remained un

sp ec if ied , any theory would s t i l l  remain useless in rendering 

q u a n ti ta t iv e  predictions. The admission o f  any influence beyond

the crude concept o f  wealth maximization thus entangled the Ortho-
30dox economist in an inexorable web o f  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  Not only 

would he then ( 1 ) have to e x p l i c i t l y  id e n t i fy  a l l  other motivational 

fa c to rs ,  but he would also be required to ( 2 ) separate these in to  the 

s ig n if ic a n t  and the u n s ig n if ican t,  (3) note modifications in th is
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l i s t  fo r each o f  the d i f fe re n t  cultures or ind iv iduals  to which the 

theory was applied and (4) provide e x p l ic i t  estimates o f the re la 

t iv e  magnitudes o f  the p a rt ia l  derivatives  o f the functional r e la 

tionship with respect to each (m otiva tiona l)  independent variab le .

As a conclusion to his re jec tion  of the doctrine o f disturbing  

causes, Symes questioned the e n t ire  sequence o f  economic explanation, 

leading as i t  d id , from motives to acts, o r  from a p r io r i  in tu it io n s  

about motives to conclusions concerned with "hypothetical" tendencies. 

Symes suggested, in  re fu ta tion  o f  the t ra d i t io n a l  form o f analysis,  

th a t  i t  was impossible to "get a t  the motives except through the 

phenomena," and th a t  i t  was thus a pure conjecture to associate any 

given motive with any given type o f  action . Symes, in fa c t ,  ap

proached the modern behav io ra lis t view o f social science and, in 

several passages from his w r it in g s , endorsed a complete abandonment 

o f the "m otive-ta lk"  o f  Nineteenth Century economic studies. In his 

essay on economic method, for instance, he stated that:

Motives are multitudinous, variable  and often  
inscru tab le . The individual looking w ithin  
his own heart  finds i t  d i f f i c u l t  to t e l l  the 
precise motive that influences him in a given 
course o f  action; and i f  i t  be d i f f i c u l t  in 
the case o f an individual where his own fe e l 
ings are alone concerned, the d i f f i c u l t y  is 
immensely increased in the case o f  an aggre
gation o f  individuals ex is t in g  under condi
tions d i f fe r e n t  from his own, or o f  mankind 
at la rg e . I t  is c lear therefore th a t i f  we 
have f i r s t  to determine the p a r t ic u la r  mo
tives th a t  may have produced the phenomena, 
the in qu iry  w i l l  become complicated i f  not an 
interminable one.31

Thus, not only would a psychology o f ind iv idual action be most com-
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plex, and perhaps in d e f in i te ly  d i f f i c u l t ,  but a social science 

which, o f  necessity, would t r e a t  o f  the actions and interactions o f  

many individuals  would be faced with the compounding o f  th is  d i f f i 

culty to the point o f  im possib il ity .  Although Symes' in tersub jec tive  

approach to the study of social phenomena would eventually  become 

popular during the Twentieth Century, he himself eventually  lapsed

back in to  an analysis of economic actions in terms o f motives and 

32in te n t io n a l i ty .  Perhaps l i t t l e  else could be expected, fo r  Symes' 

general methodological o rien tat ion  became increasingly  psychological 

(o r ,  perhaps b e tte r ,  psychologistic) as the years passed; and psy

chology, under the influence o f German and French l i t e r a r y  figures,  

was i t s e l f  becoming more and more of a "m enta lis tic  study."

The Problem of Induction

Symes' discussion of problems involved in the concept of unde

fined "disturbing causes" and in the use of a model involving moti

vational causation was closely linked to his views regarding the

proper uses o f  "inductive" and "deductive" techniques in economic

investigations. Having examined the Classical economist's obsession 

with the motives "causing" certa in  human actions and his " a r t i f i c i a l "  

separation o f  "economic" from "non-economic" motives, Symes launched 

a fronta l attack on the heart o f  Classical methodology:

So untenable . . .  is the hypothesis (o f  wealth 
maximization) . . .  that the very w r ite rs  who 
have adopted i t  continually  ignore i t .  They 
s ta r t  with a philosophic abstraction o f  hu
manity, but they put i t  aside and accept the
concrete man as soon as th e ir  premises are
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stated . . .

The hypothesis in question is  not of i t s e l f  suf
f i c i e n t  to explain the phenomena without the aid  
o f  other hypotheses. Indeed . . .  ( i t )  . . .  in 
volves a whole series of hypotheses. Those who 
adopt i t  assume not only to have accurately de
termined the human motive which is  a t  work, but 
i t s  precise force and d ire c t io n  . . .

The deductive method (according to M i l l )  pre
v a i ls  in geometry, there accordingly he thinks 
he finds the analogy he is in  search o f .  Geom
e t r y ,  he says, assumes an a rb i t ra ry  d e f in i t io n  
o f  a l in e .  A l in e  i t  defines to be th a t  which 
has length without breadth; whereas, he says, we 
a l l  know that a l in e  has breadth, more or less 
. . .  The d e f in it io n  is  not s t r i c t l y  c o rre c t ,  but 
s u f f ic ie n t ly  so fo r  a l l  p ra c t ic a l  purposes, and 
is  therefore ju s t i f i a b le .  In  the same way, he 
m aintains, i t  is ju s t i f i a b le  in economic science 
to assume the exclusive influence of . . .  (ce r
ta in )  . . .  motives. But there is re a l ly  no anal
ogy between the two cases. In  the one we have 
simply the d e f in it io n  o f  a term, and i t  is quite  
immaterial whether the d e f in i t io n  be s t r i c t l y  
accurate or not . . .  In the o ther case i t  is not 
the d e f in it io n  o f  a term which is  assumed, but 
an hypothesis which m a te r ia l ly  a ffec ts  the whole
in q u iry .  33

For Symes, the extreme abstraction involved in  the a p r io r is t ic  

model o f  an economic man constituted an inappropriate form fo r  econ

omic in q u iry .  I t  was both less f r u i t f u l  than o ther more "inductive"  

techniques in  producing specialized (o r  "applied") economic hypo

theses, and i t  resulted in the construction of an a ly t ic  systems

supportable only through the in troduction  o f  n o n -in tu it iv e  a u x i l ia ry  

34hypotheses. Symes fu rther  maintained that "deductive" procedures 

such as those involved in the speculative contemplation o f  the prob

able responses of an "economic man" provided no means fo r  determin

ing the "completeness" of hypotheses ( M i l l ' s  own concern in
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formulating the "rules o f  in duction"),  and th a t  these procedures

ignored the fa c t  th a t  " . . .  in  P o l i t ic a l  Economy the e ffe c ts  ( th a t

i s ,  the observable behavior o f  ind iv iduals) are more accessible  

35than the causes."

Although Symes proposed as an a lte rn a t iv e  to the "deductive" 

method o f Orthodox economics his own special form o f  " induction,"  

the meaning he attached to th a t  term changed as the years passed.

In  his Westminister Review a r t ic le  o f  1871 Symes had w r i t te n  that  

" a l l  economic phenomena are w ith in  the reach o f  ordinary observa-
or

t io n ,"  but by 1876 he was including w ith in  "ordinary observation"

not only "the external facts of human a c t iv i ty "  but also "the in -

37
ternal facts o f  human consciousness." In his l a t e r  w r it in g s , Symes 

adopted a position concerning methodological procedures which was 

much l ik e  Cairnes1, i . e . ,  one expressive o f  the b e l ie f  th a t  econo

mists, and other social s c ie n t is ts ,  had a va ilab le  to them a special 

source o f information in  introspection and the examination o f  other  

people--that they were, in th is  respect, more fortunate  than the 

physical s c ie n t is t ,  who d e a lt  with mute phenomena. Symes gradually  

reworked his views concerning other aspects o f  economic method to 

conform to his changed characterization  o f economics as a purely 

"mental science." Yet certa in  inconsistencies remained between his  

new view o f  the "m enta lis t ic"  character o f  economics and his per

s is te n t  desire to re ta in  induction and the study o f  in s t i tu t io n a l  

constraints as an important part o f  the science.

Because o f  the prominence o f  the concept o f  "induction" in 

Symes' methodological views, i t  is  important to  be as c le a r  as
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possible regarding the meaning o f  the term. I t  is certa in , f i r s t  o f  

a l l ,  th a t  Symes did not mean to oppose induction to deduction in the  

same manner as had the Baconians. His main concern was th a t  econom

ics become more empirical and less dependent upon contrived and over

s im p li f ie d  models o f  human behavior. He thus advocated deduction, 

in  the sense o f  in fe re n t ia l  reasoning, "once the facts have been 

c o rre c t ly  ascertained" through the use o f  " induction," and he sum

marized his position concerning th is  question by stating that "De-

38duction properly begins where induction ends." Symes' attempt to 

replace deductive by inductive techniques, in a t  least the formative  

stages o f  economic investigations, was, however, foredoomed to f a i l 

ure. I t  ran afoul o f  Kuhn's Law: th a t  s c ien tis ts  w il l  never re je c t

a p re va il in g  methodology, "paradigm" or research program unless pre-

39sented with a c le a r -c u t  and productive a l te rn a t iv e .  Since Symes 

remained somewhat vague about the character of those techniques to 

be applied in "inductive in ves tig a tio n s ,"  and since he was remiss 

in not i l lu s t r a t in g  the a b i l i t y  o f th is  program to y ie ld  new and 

" in te res tin g "  types o f economic questions, his crusade in behalf o f  

induction became as f u t i l e  as a Quixotic quest.

Economic "Experimentation"

Symes' abuse o f methodological terminology was further i l l u s 

tra ted  by the manner in which he used and, obviously, misinterpreted  

the term "experimentation." While incensed at J. S. M i l l 's  denial 

o f  a ro le  fo r  the experimental method in economics, Symes himself  

was no more aware of the standard usage o f th is  term than were l a t e r
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Neoclassicals. His view o f  what constituted an economic experiment 

was s ta ted , in  p art ,  in the fo llowing passage:

Experiments enough are already made to his (the 
p o l i t ic a l  economist's) hand, and a l l  th a t  is  re 
q u is ite  is that he should c o l le c t  and apply them 
. . .  in d ire c t  experiments o f  the very greatest 
value occur frequently , with every change o f  the 
business cycle o r  in le g is la t io n .  And . . .  we 
can extend these in any d irec tio n  we th ink proper.

This view o f  informal and uncontrolled "experimentation" is 

examined fu r th e r  in the conclusions to th is  d is s e r ta t io n ,  but i t  

might be mentioned a t th is  point th a t  the view ignores problems 

a r is in g  from the quality  o r  accuracy o f observations as well as 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  involved in separating out unique events from uniform 

casual sequences in those s ituations  in which conditions are unre

peatable and where the underlying d is t r ib u t io n  o f  possible a lte rn a 

tives  is  unknown.

The A n t i -P o s i t iv is t  Base o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy

While the broad strokes o f Symes' methodological writings re- 

semble those o f  C l i f fe -L e s l ie  (to  whom he acknowledges a debt in 

his Outlines o f  an Industr ia l jc ie n c e ) , ^  his position on the re la 

tionship between morals, public po licy  and economic speculations was 

more extreme than anything imagined by Leslie  or any other early  

B r it is h  H is to r ic is ts . Regarding th is  topic his crit ic ism s were 

both re levant and devastating to the welfare position often implied, 

but seldom openly defended, by Orthodox w rite rs :

Demand and supply is not essentia lly  ju s t ,  for
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i t  recognizes no moral d is t in c t io n s . I t  is not 
universally  and invariab ly  benefic ien t,  fo r i t  
ignores the difference between wants and desires

There is nothing jus t or benefic ien t in one man 
outbidding another for the possession o f  an a r 
t i c l e ,  o r  in one underselling another in order 
to secure a purchaser or a market. In e ith e r  
case the successful competitor a tta in s  his end 
a t the expense o f his r i v a l ;  and in neither  
case is i t  intended that others than himself 
should derive any benefit whatever from the 
transact!on .4?

Like many of Symes' other cr it ic ism s o f Orthodox methodology, 

his statements concerning the e th ica l judgments im p l ic i t  in  conven

tio n a l economic analysis apply with much the same force today as they 

did in  the time of the Classical economists. In both the welfare  

analysis o f  Classical economics and the more modern Paretian wel

fare te s t ,  there exis ts  a presumption, im p l ic i t ,  but s t i l l  present, 

that the explanation o f  how competitive markets would organize ex 

change and production in any area o f  human endeavor is s u f f ic ie n t  

ju s t i f i c a t io n  for preferring  the ir  adoption over competing non- 

market forms o f organization. The re a l iz a t io n  tha t the e th ica l  

question is separate from (although p a r t ia l ly  dependent upon) the 

positive  analysis o f economics does not, o f  course, prejudge any 

case against market decision-making. Yet many modern defenders o f  

a free-market system have sought to obscure, so fa r  as possible, the 

fundamental valuative character o f  th e i r  social and p o l i t ic a l  pre

ferences. The many attempts which have been made to "derive" an 

ideological position from a positive theory o f  social action may be 

no more than a consequence o f  the superf ic ia l impression made by the
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positive-normative distinction upon the modem consciousness. In 

economics, however, the attempts to intermingle ideology and science 

have a long and "respectable" history dating from the "absolutist" 

views of the orthodox Classical s.

The fac t that co llec tiv is t economists have been burdened with 

the same h istorical baggage as the advocates o f market-systerns, e .g ., 

through the Classical and Hegelian roots of Marxist methodology, is 

but scant comfort to the honest social scientist. What we have seen 

h is to ric a lly , and what we see yet too frequently today, is a battle  

between two ideological movements, each claiming the honorific t i t le  

of "sc ien tific" for its  program of social reconstruction, and 

neither interested in pursuing bona fide empirical research into 

social questions.

The issue involved in the separate "approval" or "disapproval" 

of a d istributional mechanism, apart from the approval or disapprov

al o f the existing property distribution ( i . e . ,  the recognition, by 

Symes, o f the fact that "market control" or "state control" might 

themselves be goods or bads in an individual's u t i l i t y  function^) was 

an advance in welfare theory not repeated until the recent writings 

of Mishan and Boulding. In both economics and p o litica l philosophy 

alternative social systems have been, and s t i l l  generally are, 

judged on the basis of the existing distribution of property in 

those societies under their control. That the mechanism through 

which property may be gained or lost is an additional consideration 

requiring further valuative judgments was an issue overlooked in the 

new welfare theory of Samuel son and Bator and only recently in tro -
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duced in to  p o l i t ic a l  philosophy by Robert Nozick o f  Chicago.

Symes1 Own Views Concerning Public Policy

Even though Symes c o rre c t ly  c r i t ic iz e d  the Classicals fo r  allow

ing the merger o f  pos it ive  and normative elements in th e ir  economic 

discussions, his re a l iz a t io n  o f  th e ir  e rro r  did not exempt him from 

the same mistake.44 In many o f his economic w rit ings  Symes displayed  

a moral fe rver quite  unmatched by other B r it ish  H is to r ic is ts ,  and too 

often he allowed his e th ica l s e n s ib i l i t ie s  to run amuck. In addition  

to in tertw in ing  policy  arguments with discussions o f economic metho

dology and theory, Symes frequently  seemed unable to distinguish  

conditions o f  monopoly and fraud from the more normal workings of

unregulated markets. La Nauze has excused Symes' rather b la ta n t

45display o f  the medieval s p i r i t  as "crude empiricism," in te rp re t in g  

Symes' comments as an empirical generalization about the actual  

workings of markets in the A ustra lia  o f  his day ra ther  than a theory 

o f  market operations. La Nauze's speculations in th is  regard, while  

in te re s t in g ,  f a i l  to come to grips with Symes' v ir tu a l  id e n t i f i c a 

tion o f d is interested market exchanges and immoral acts. According 

to Symes' perspective on economic transactions, any exchange not 

based on charity  and a ltru ism , that i s ,  any exchange not based on a 

due consideration fo r  the personal a ttr ib u tes  and s itu a t io n  o f  the 

other party , is necessarily dishonorable and contrary to " a scrupu

lous sense o f duty ."46 More modern economists would no doubt find  

such moralizing to be out of place in a serious work on economic 

methodology, to say nothing o f  the view which they would take of
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such an e th ica l stance. Yet the introduction o f  th is  normative 

element into Symes1 w rit ings  was not an abridgement of his personal 

standards fo r  social inqu iry . I t  was, ra ther, the necessary con

sequence o f  his b e l ie f  in the in s e p a ra b il i ty  of the positive and 

e th ica l dimensions o f  human acts.

Symes, i t  should also be noted, was fu rther  infatuated with a

47Golden Age in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the p r e -c a p i ta l is t ic  order, a view 

which, although popular in la te  V ictorian l i t e ra tu r e  o f  the Romantic 

School, has no correspondence to the  known h is to r ica l  fac ts . In the 

happy days before the r ise  of the monied class, Symes fantasied  

"the strong arm of the law" prohib ited fraud of even the most 

t r i f l i n g  v a r ie ty .  The goods th a t  were produced were of only the 

highest q u a lity  (whatever that may mean) fo r  the worker's pride  

in  his product (and the system o f guilds) would allow nothing in 

f e r io r  to come to market. Just p r ices , ju s t  wages and a f a i r  d is -

48tr ib u t io n  o f  the revenues from sales necessarily prevailed under

the p re -c a p i ta l is t ic  order. The social and p o l i t ic a l  order was

supported on the firm  base of the sturdy yeoman farmer class, and

social peace as well as ordered prosperity  prevailed within the 

49nation.

The central problem o f Nineteenth Century economic l i f e ,  

"excessive competition," arose with the increasing dominance o f

market forms o f  economic organization and the accompanying incen-

50
tives  to "greed" and "shoddy workmanship." The enclosure move

ments o f the Seventeenth Century completed the destruction o f the 

Old Order by estab lish ing  a "monied monopoly" in land and under-
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51mining the social dominance of small proprietors.

I t  is hardly surpris ing th a t even th a t  staunch defender o f  

socialism and c o l le c t iv is t  ideology, V. I .  Lenin, was repelled by 

the odor o f moldy medievalism which arose from the "Progressive 

Movement" in A u s tra l ia .  With Symes acting as the primary force 

behind th is  movement, any other in te l le c tu a l  perspective would 

have soon been elim inated.

Subjectivism, Holism and Methodological Individualism

While i t  is frequently  e n te r ta in in g ,  though seldom very en

l ig h ten in g , to pick apart a man's p o l i t ic a l  b e l ie fs ,  one can some

times discover in such b e l ie fs ,  the re f le c t io n  of a more general,  

and more in te res t in g , perspective on society and social in v e s t i 

gations. The integrated character o f  some men's p o l i t ic a l  and 

social views is  well represented in the case of Symes. I t  is the 

purpose o f the following pages to i l lu s t r a t e  the ties  between 

Symes' general social philosophy and his p o l i t ic a l  and policy views.

We have already examined in some de ta il  how Symes' ch arac te r i

zation o f  economics as a psychological study drove him to a posi

tion o f extreme subjectivism as regards the determinants o f econ

omic acts ( v i z . , the position  o f  motivational causation, already  

endorsed by Orthodox economists). There is one respect, however, 

in which Symes continued to deviate from a pure s u b jec tiv is t  

stance, even in his la t e r  w r it in g s .  To f u l l y  appreciate both the 

signif icance o f  th is  deviation and the ra ther perverse social views 

which were engendered by i t ,  some review o f the h is tory  of social
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thought on both the Continent and in B r i ta in  is ,  however, required.

Since at le a s t  the time o f Locke, B r i t is h  philosophy was domin

ated by a form o f subjective-psychologistic-empiricism which had as 

i ts  p o l i t ic a l  and social counterpart the doctrine o f  l im ited  in d iv i 

dualism and as i t s  methodological c o ro l la ry  in the social sciences 

the doctrine o f  "methodological in d iv idua lism ."  The p o l i t ic a l  p h i l 

osophy o f B r i t is h  l ib e ra ls ,  simply s ta ted , was based upon the notion 

that ind iv iduals  were the product o f  t h e i r  experiences and that 

th e ir  experiences were "subjective" or "mental" in character. Since 

every person's experiences were unique and "private" (or, a t  le a s t ,  

personal) and depended upon the d i f fe r e n t  associative connections 

established by the d if fe re n t  sequence o f occurrences in each l i f e 

time, everyone's tastes and values would be, to some degree, d i f f e r 

ent from any other person's tastes and values. I t  therefore seemed 

best to Locke and his successors to leave each individual in charge 

of his own decisions and acts so f a r  as possible, thus maximizing 

the "social good" by allowing each ind iv idual to maximize his own 

peculiar notion o f  his individual good.

Society, in  the Lockian view, was merely an association of  

f re e ly  acting individuals  bound together by " a r t ic ic ia l "  or con

tractua l t ie s .  The "rights o f  society" could be no more than an 

expression of the terms on which in d iv id u a ls  had chosen to associ

ate with each o ther. Expressed d i f f e r e n t ly ,  there was no "society" 

as a separate e n t i t y  which could be invested with rights  superior  

to or d i f fe re n t  from the r ights  possessed by i ts  individual mem-
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Symes1 own perspective on society and the optimal social 

structure  was quite  d i f fe r e n t  from the Lockian-sub jectiv is t view. 

From the standpoint o f  German Holism, which he had f i r s t  absorbed 

during his student days at Heidelberg, Symes declared that "soci

ety" had rights and desires qu ite  as much as any in d iv id u a l ,  and

th a t  i t  was the function o f  the State to achieve Social Ends ra ther  

53than private  ends. Although quite  popular on the Continent, and 

expressed with considerable c la r i t y  in writings such as Hegel's  

Philosophy o f  R ight, the H o l is t ic  view of social re la t io n s  had 

made no s ig n if ic a n t  inroads in to  England. I t  was no more than 

hinted a t  by J. S. M i l l  in his doctrine of "social oppression" and 

"social freedom" as presented in  his On Liberty (1859 ),  and i t  was 

not u n t i l  the appearance o f  w rit ings  l ik e  Thomas H i l l  Green's Pro

legomena to Morals (1883) th a t  the English consciousness tru e ly  be

came aware o f  th is  ra th e r  pecu lia r  perspective on social organiza

tion .

In A u s tra l ia ,  however, Symes writings served as the cata lys is  

for an ear ly  in troduction  of "social concern" and "social thinking"  

( i . e . ,  fo r  a d is t in c t iv e ly  "socia l"  perspective on matters o f  pub

l i c  p o licy ) .  Through his organ, The Age, Symes championed crusades 

for national protectionism on the basis that such p o lic ies  would 

hasten the process o f  national economic development, and he cam

paigned for agrarian reform as a means o f restructuring  the b a l

ance o f social and p o l i t i c a l  power w ith in  Australian society . The 

modern prophets o f  doom and despair who bemoan the fa te  o f  the 

"lonely crowd" and the social rootlessness of an in d u s tr ia l ly
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oriented  society were "anticipated" in ludicrous d e ta il  in  Symes' 

w rit in g s .

The methodological analogy to "social policy  making," i . e . ,  

methodological holism, was also re fe rred  to in Symes1 w r it in g s .  Yet 

despite his e x p l ic i t  re jection  of any in d iv id u a l is t ic  stance, Symes 

never succeeded in freeing his social speculations from the form o f  

micro, o r in d iv id u a l is t ic ,  in ves tig a tio n s . Although the u n it  o f  

analysis from the viewpoint o f  methodological holism is  properly  

the e n t i re  national economy o r ,  a t le a s t ,  broad "sectors" o f  the 

economy, Symes' was usually much more concerned with questions of  

property re la t io n s  and the e th ica l and behavioral dimensions of  

these re la t io n s .  While his po licy  stances generally concerned 

"National Issues," his ever-pervasive e th ica l viewpoint on a l l  so

c ia l  questions continua lly  enmeshed him in the micro aspects o f  

"social problems." Rather than the broad sweep o f h is tory  and the 

trends o f  social development, Symes u lt im a te ly  chose to analyze 

problems o f a lte rn a t iv e  property structures and the "justness" of 

exchanges.

Morals, Property Structures and Economic Theory

Symes argued that the creation and d is tr ib u t io n  o f  economic 

goods necessarily involved the sanction of some (ex is ting  or de

s ired ) system fo r  the enforcement o f  contracts and fo r  the estab

lishment and protection of property r ig h ts .  As we have already  

seen, however, the selection o f  any given property system was a 

moral decision, and economics was thus, in Symes' view, unredeem-
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ably e th ica l in character. As he himself traced the l in e  of th is  

deduction:

. . .  when we come to t re a t  o f  wealth from the 
standpoint o f  society , we are brought face to 
face with the question o f  adjustment or d is 
t r ib u t io n ,  a question which is  quite foreign  
to the premises o f the deductionist, but is 
inseparable from the consideration of . . .  
s o c ie ty .54

The d iv is ion  o f  labor necessitates exchange, 
but there could be no exchange . . .  i f  the 
state  did not enforce contracts, or i f  i t  
permitted agreements to be broken with im
punity. This shows the inseparable connec
tion th a t exists  between In d u str ia l and 
Social Science.55

(In d u s tr ia l  science) is subordinate to Social 
Science as the l a t t e r  is  subordinate to 
Ethics. Social Science is the key-stone of 
the arch o f which Ethics is the foundation.
I t  is the Social Sentiment th a t gives ex
pression and force to the Ethical Sentiment 
tha t we owe the ideas o f  property and con
t r a c t .  There could be no contract w ithout
exchange, and there could be no property un
less society sanctioned appropriation.5o

Although Symes' e x p l ic i t  recognition o f  the valuative  base of 

property re la t io n s ,  and thus o f  markets themselves, was a major ad

vance over the methodological views o f  Classical abso lu tis ts , his 

argument was not without i t s  defects. That economic analysis rests 

upon the p r io r  assumption o f  some p a r t ic u la r  property rights system 

does not mean that the e n t ire  study is  irredeemably normative. I t  

is  only necessary to conditionall.y "accept" some property structure  

fo r  the duration o f  any given analysis and for the purposes o f  the

analysis alone. I f  the consequences o f any given property structure

should prove, on net, to be undesirable, then there is nothing which
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would prevent the analysis o f  o ther, a l te rn a t iv e ,  s tructures. The 

net benefits resu lt ing  from any given property system are , however, 

recognizable only as a re s u lt  o f  some such economic analysis, and 

the benefits are only "desirable" in re la t io n  to the benefits pos

s ib le  under any o f  the co n ste lla t io n  o f  other a lte rn a t iv e  systems. 

This conditional approach to a welfare  comparison o f  a l te rn a t iv e

property structures is ,  in fa c t ,  the standard approach o f  many 

57modern th e o r is ts ,  and the d e ta iled  consideration o f  the behavioral

consequences o f  a lte rn a t iv e  property systems has proved to be a pow-

58erfu l  tool in predicting consequences o f  any given system.

Symes1 Place in the H is tory  o f  Economic Thought

In the l ig h t  of the foregoing considerations, i t  may seem odd 

tha t Symes was so completely neglected by his contemporaries and is  

s t i l l  neglected by historians o f  economic thought, but there i s ,  in  

fa c t ,  some ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  the a tt i tu d es  o f  both these groups. 

While Symes demonstrated well-developed a n a ly t ic  a b i l i t i e s  in his 

attacks against many o f the C lass ica ls ' methodological positions, he 

was frequently inconsistent in the positions he himself advocated, 

espec ia lly  between his e a r l i e r  and l a t e r  periods. Neither was he 

as anxious as Jones, L e s lie ,  or even J. S. M i l l ,  to i l lu s t r a t e  his 

various doctrines by reference to empirical evidence; and under the 

circumstances, words, without co llabora ting  factual studies, were 

extremely cheap to come by and ra ther expensive to " s e l l . "  F in a l ly ,  

Symes undoubtedly offended many B r it is h  His to r i  c ists  and some la te  

Classicals by espousing unpopular, and often i l l -c o n s id e re d ,  p o l i t i -
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cal views in a rather inflammatory language. L e s lie ,  who had 

w ritten  admiringly of B r i t is h  free -trad e  policies, and who saw the  

cause o f  many economic woes in the custom house, was surely quite  

upset by Symes1 arguments in favor o f economic protection. Further,  

Symes' advocacy o f land reforms (mainly in  the nature o f d iv id ing  

up large holdings for the b e n e f it  o f  a ressurected yeoman class) 

could have hardly been appealing to the English economists who had 

noted many virtues and few defects in the system o f primogeniture.

The more modern prejudice against the serious consideration of  

methodological issues, espec ia lly  in the context o f  an history o f  

economic thought, has already been re ferred  to. I t  seems highly  

unlike ly  that any major v ir tu e  apart from his methodological views 

can be discovered in Symes1 w rit in g s .
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Footnotes to Chapter V

1. This biographical summary o f  Symes' e a r ly  l i f e  and la t e r  
career is  based upon the material in J . A. La Nauze, P o l i t ic a l  
Economy in A u s tra l ia  (London: Cambridge University  Press, 1949),
pp. 98-100 (h e re a f te r  re ferred  to as A u s tra l ia ) , and the material 
in S i r  Sidney Lee ( e d . ) ,  Dictionary o f  National Biography, Supple
ment 2, 1901-1911, Vol. 1 (London: Oxford University  Press, 1917),
pp. 465-466.

2. A bibliography o f  Symes' most important works in contained 
in  A u s tr a l ia , op. c i t . , p. 135.

3. David Symes, Outlines o f  an In d u str ia l Science (London:
Henry S. King and Co., 1876), h e rea fter  re ferred  to as O utlines .

4. David Symes, "The Land Question in England," Westminister 
Review, Vol. 94 (October, 1870), pp. 233-262 and "On the Method o f  
P o l i t ic a l  Economy," Westminister Review, N .S ., Vol. 40 (Ju ly ,  1871), 
pp. 206-218, h e rea fte r  re ferred  to as "On the Method."

5. " P o s it iv is t"  here re fers  to the purported value-free  char
acter o f  c lassica l economics and not to the doctrines o f  Auguste 
Comte.

I t  should also be added th a t German thought during the 
period o f  Symes1 studies in th a t country was deeply m o ra lis t ic ,  a l 
though the moralismwas o f a non-Christian v a r ie ty .  The leading 
advocate o f  a German re in te rp re ta t io n  o f social and economic po lic ies  
in  B r i ta in  was T. H. Green, who is re fe rred  to a t  several points in. 
the chapter on Marshall.

6 . The ra th e r  odd character o f  Austra lian  socialism, as a mix
ture o f  democratic and feudal elements, was noted by V. I .  Lenin in 
his "Philosophic and P o l i t ic a l  Notebooks," Collected Works o f  V. I_. 
Lenin, 5th e d i t io n ,  Vol. 33 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, T 967 ),
p. 533. A ra ther extensive and quite  sympathetic appraisal o f  the 
policy impact o f  Symes1 thought on Austra lian society is to be 
found in Ambrose P r a t t ,  David Symes, The Father o f  Protection in 
A ustra lia  (London: Word, Locke and Co., 1908)7

7. J. K. Ingram, A History of P o l i t ic a l  Economy (New York: 
Macmillan, 1888), p. 222.

8. Austral ia , , op. c i t . , p. I l l

9. I b i d . , pp.. 111-112.

10. I b i d . , P- 113fn.

11. I b id . , P- 113.
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12. T. W. Hutchison, A Review o f  Economic Doctrines, 1870- 
1929 (London: Clarendon Press, 19537, P- ^ •

13. A lfred  M arshall,  Principles o f  Economics, 8th ed it ion  
(New York: Macmillan, 1948), p. 783.

14. A u s tra l ia , op. c i t . , p. 107.

15. La Nauze1s confusion o f  the pursuits o f German and B rit ish  
his toric ism  is evident in  A u s tra l ia , pp. 101-102, 107-108. Symes' 
attack upon the im p l ic i t l y  normative character o f  c lassica l p o l i t i 
cal economy is discussed by La Nauze on pp. 108-109, 115 of Austra
l i a .

16. For a summary statement of Cairnes' views regarding "valued 
m atter,"  see his Character and Logical Method o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 
enlarged ed it io n  (London: Macmillan, 1875), pp. 32,38. For his 
a t t r ib u t io n  o f  th is  doctrine to M ill  despite c erta in  inconsistencies  
which he believed he had discovered in M i l l 's  p o s it io n , see Ib id . , 
p. 30.

17. Outlines, p. 11.

18. The meaningful ness o f any ultimate d is t in c t io n  between 
"mind" and "matter" was challenged many years ago by G ilb e rt  Ryle 
in  his Concept o f  Mind (New York: Hutchison's U n ivers ity  L ibrary ,
1949). I f  th is  d is t in c t io n  is u lt im ate ly  i r r e le v a n t ,  then the 
choice o f  a c r i te r io n  by which to distinguish goods is merely the 
choice between two o r  more physically  describable procedures.

19. The th eo re tica l  consequences o f  "Veblen" o r  "snob goods" 
are considered by Harvey Leibenstein in his "Bandwagon, Snob and 
Veblen Effects in the Theory o f  Consumer Demand," reprinted in 
Readings in Microeconomics, 2nd e d it io n , edited by W illiam  B re it  
and Harold H.chman (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971).

20. O utlines , pp. 119-128.

21. Ib id . , p. 3.

22. Ib id . ,  p. 18.

23. "On the Method," p. 209.

24. O utlines , p. 25.

25. The d is t in c t io n  between the generic and space-time speci
f i c i t y  o f  s c ie n t i f ic  theories is  treated in G. C. Archibald's  
"Comment" to a round-table discussion on methodology chaired by 
F r i t z  Machlup, American Economic Review, Vol. 54 (May, 1963), p. 228.
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26. The idea tha t s c ie n t i f ic  theories are unaffected by factual  
occurrences, but are retained o r  rejected on the basis o f  s o c io lo g i
cal factors w ith in  the various s c ie n t i f ic  d is c ip l in es ,  is  examined 
in a corment by Imre Lakatos contained in Imre Lakatos and Alan Mus- 
grave (e d s .) ,  C r it ic ism  and the Growth o f  Knowledge (New York: Cam
bridge University  Press, 1970), pp. 97-100. This view was o r ig in 
a l ly  popularized in the w rit ings  of Thomas Kuhn, espec ia lly  his The 
Structure o f S c ie n t i f ic  Revolutions, 2nd enlarged ed it ion  (Chicago: 
Univers ity  o f  Chicago Press, 1970), p. 77, mainly with reference to 
the "hard sciences" o f  physics, chemistry and astronomy. There is 
much more decisive evidence, however, to bear out Kuhn's speculation  
as a proper description o f  methods in  the h is to r ies  o f the social 
sciences.

27. This quote appears in a more lengthy version in O u tlin es , 
pp. 25-26; also see O u tlin es , p. 101 and "On the Method," p. 211.

28. "On the Method," p. 210.

29. Ib id . , pp. 210-211. In the same passage Symes' also recog
nized th a t  the "same motive" could cause any given ind iv idual to 
act d i f fe r e n t ly  a t  d i f fe r e n t  times during his l i f e .  (According to 
changes in his information endowment? The exact reason is not 
s ta te d . )

30. O ut!ines, pp. 25-26, 101-103.

31. The quote is  from "On the Method," p. 206. In the same 
piece Symes l inked together the a p r io r is t ic  and in trospective  
approaches to p o l i t ic a l  economy as follows:

The P o l i t ic a l  Economist observes phenomena with  
a foregone conclusion as to th e ir  cause. His
method is ,  in  fa c t ,  the method o f the savage.
The phenomena o f  nature . . .  s tr ike  the savage 
with awe and wonder; but he can only look w ith in  
himself fo r  an explanation of these phenomena 
. . .  Like the P o l i t ic a l  Economist he works within  
the vicious c irc le  o f  his own fee lin g s , and he 
cannot comprehend . . .  how he can discover the 
laws which regulate the phenomena which he sees 
around him. The savage would reduce the divine  
mind to the dimensions of the human; the P o l i t i 
cal Economist would reduce the human mind to the 
dimensions o f  the id e a l .

"On the Method," p. 218.

32. Symes would la t e r  hold that introspection and questioning
o f  others concerning th e i r  motives fo r  the commission o f  various
acts were leg it im ate  procedures fo r  the p o l i t ic a l  economist (Out-
1ines , pp. 29-30 ).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

178

33. "On the Method," pp. 207, 209, 212.

34. Ib id . ,  pp. 209-210.

35. Ib id . ,  p. 212.

36. Ib id . ,  p. 313.

37. Outlines, pp. 29-30.

38. Ib id . ,  p. 30.

39. For Kuhn's view o f the ro le  played by "competing theories
in the sociological process o f "paradigm replacement," see his The 
Structure o f  S c ie n t i f ic  Revolutions, 2nd enlarged ed it ion  (Chicago: 
University o f  Chicago Press, 1970), p. 77.

40. The quote is  from Outlines, pp. 27-30. A more lengthy and 
d eta iled  rendering o f  Symes* view o f  experimentation occurs in his 
e a r l ie r  paper on methodology:

Mr. M i l l ,  I am aware, maintains tha t experimen
ta tion  is  inapplicable to economic science. I t  

, is quite  true that the economist cannot t re a t  
society as the chemist would t r e a t  m atter, nor 
is i t  necessary that he should do so, as the 
experiments required are made to his hand . . .
The changes brought about in seasons o f  plenty 
and o f  s c a rc ity ,  in periods o f  p rosperity  and 
o f ad ve rs ity ,  o f  a c t iv i ty  and o f  stagnation in 
trade, a f f e c t  production, p r ices , wages, and 
currency in  a variety  o f  ways, and are v i r t u a l ly ,  
though not in te n t io n a lly ,  experiments o f  a most 
important character. But we have d ire c t  as well 
as in d ire c t  experiments in p o l i t ic a l  economy.
What are a l l  changes in  Customs and Excise du
t ie s ,  and in the mode o f  ta x a t io n , but so many 
experiments, more or less successful.

"On the Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy," p. 213.

41. Symes, in f a c t ,  acknowledged that: " I  have to thank my 
fr ien d  T. E. C l i f f e  Les lie  fo r his kindness in  reading over the 
proof sheets and fo r  some valuable suggestions which he has made 
to me, although th is  must not be understood as implying that our 
views are p e rfec t ly  in accord on a l l  po in ts ."  (A u s tra l ia , p. 110)

42. The quotes are from O u tlin es , pp. 38-39 and 56-57, 
respectively.

43. "On the Method," p. 209.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

179

44. I  am not, o f course, asserting that the mixture o f positive 
and normative elements in Symes' writings was an error from his own 
perspective. As is noted in the text o f this chapter, Symes' view 
concerning the unity of moral and positive social issues was but the 
necessary consequence of his views on the character of social in
quiry and the analysis of human action. He, in fact, stated this 
position exp lic itly  in his Outlines o f an Industrial Science: " . . .
I shall probably be told that P o litica l Economy has nothing to do 
with Morals . . .  But this position is altogether untenable. (An act) 
is s t i l l  the same act whether regarded in its  economic or moral as
pects." (Outlines, p. 54)

That Symes criticism  of the Classicals for introducing nor
mative statements into th e ir  analytic works "through the backdoor" 
or via an appeal to the "absolute" (deterministic?) character of 
economic theories in no way contradicts his own practices or his 
b e lie f in the va lid ity  o f these practices. I t  is  always legitimate  
to c r itic ize  another philosopher from the standpoint of his own 
professed beliefs, and the practice o f covertly importing normative 
elements into purportedly positive theories would, in any case, be 
highly objectionable.

45. Australia, p. 114.

46. Outlines, pp. 40-46, 56, 60, 65-66.

47. Ib id . ,  pp. 78-90 and "The Land Question in England," op.
c i t . , pp. 234-237.

48. Outlines, pp. 65-66, 78-90.

49. "The Land Question in England," ojd .  c i t . ,  pp. 238-240, 253.

50. Outlines, p. 58.

51. "The Land Question in England," p. 237.

52. An enlightened and liv e ly  discussion of the roles played by
the concepts of Natural Law and of Moral Relativism in B ritish  social 
and po litica l philosophy is to be found in Alfred F. Chalk's "Natural 
Law and the Rise o f Economic Individualism," Journal of P o litica l 
Economy, Vol. 59 (August, 1951), pp. 332-347.

53. Outlines, pp. 188-189.

54. Ib id ., pp,. 160-161.

55. Ib id ., P- 164.

56. Ib id ., P- 175.

57. For an approach to Welfare Economics which involves the
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conditional acceptance of a particular property-structure for the 
purpose o f “working out" its  analytic consequences, see Vivian 
Walsh, An Introduction to Contemporary Microeconomics (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1970).

58. For excellent examples of the use of an analytic frame
work b u ilt around behavioral differences e lic ite d  by alternative  
property structures, see: E1rik G. Furubotn and Svetozar Pejovich, 
"Property Rights and the Behavior of the Firm in a Socialist State," 
Zeitsch rift fur Nationalgkonomie, 30 (1970), pp. 431-454; E1r1k G. 
furubotn and“§vetozar Rejovkh, "Property Rights, Economic Decen
tra liza tio n  and the Evolution of the Yugoslav Firm," Journal of 
Law and Economics, 16 (October, 1973), pp. 275-302; S. N. G.
CReung, ‘‘The Structure of a Contract and the Theory of a Non- 
Exclusive Resource," Journal of Law and Economics, 13 (A p ril, 1970), 
pp. 49-70; and S. N. G. Cheung, ‘"Transactions Costs, Risk, Aversion 
and the Choice o f Contractual Arrangements," Journal of Law and 
Economics, 13 (A p ril, 1969), pp. 22-42. A collection of s ig n ifi
cant artic les in the more broadly defined f ie ld  o f "property- 
rights economics" is to be found in E irik  G. Furubotn and Svetozar 
Pejovich, The Economics of Property Rights (New York: Ballinger
Publishing, 1974).
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CHAPTER VI

WALTER BAGEHOT, POPULARIZER OF HISTORICAL ECONOMICS

"Walter Bagehot (1826-1877), banker, economist, p o l i t ic a l  

th in ker  and commentator, c r i t i c  and man of l e t t e r s ,  was V ictorian  

England's most v e rs a t i le  genius," such was the appraisal o f  Norman 

St. John-Stevas in his d e f in i t iv e  study of Bagehot's l i f e  and works. 

Yet both St. John-Stevas, who ed ited  the c r i t ic a l  ed it io n  of  

Bagehot's Collected Works, and those o f  Bagehot's friends and 

associates who memorialized his passing with lengthy eulogies did 

a l l  w ith in t h e i r  power to discount his in te res t in the "dry science" 

o f  economics and disassociate him from the "hard" and "unfeeling"  

a tt i tu d e s  o f  V ic to rian  p o l i t ic a l  economists. Robert G r i f f in ,  for  

many years Bagehot's associate in business, prefaced his essay on 

"Bagehot as an Economist" with the remark that: " . . .  I can only

echo what has been said in protest against the common idea of 

Bagehot as being p r im ar i ly  an economist, instead o f  his being p r i 

m arily  a man o f  le t te r s  o f strong genius and imagination, who hap

pened, amoungst other th ings, and subordinate to other things . . .  

to take up [s ic ]  with 'P o l i t i c a l  Economy'."^ S ir  Robert G i f f in ,  

for many years Bagehot's c losest fr ie n d  (and not to be confused 

with Robert G r i f f i n ) ,  commented in a s im ila r  vein that: "So fa r

from becoming absorbed in economic science as he grew o ld e r ,  though 

his la t e r  w rit ings  tend to be almost a l l  economic, Bagehot to the 

la s t  gave me the impression o f only passing through one mental 

stage, which, being passed through he would leave p o l i t ic a l  economy
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2
behind." The final blow to Bagehot's fame as a "true" economist 

was, however, delivered by the hand o f  John Maynard Keynes, who 

wrote in the Economic Journal of September, 1915, that while " . . .  

some of his (Bagehot's) contributions to the subject (of economics) 

are generally acknowledged to be of the highest degree of excellence
3

i t  would be ju s t  to say that he was not an economist at a l l . "

Such evaluations o f Bagehot's interests in and qualifications  

for economic studies seem d i f f i c u l t  to ju s t i f y ,  however, when faced 

with the evidence of his extensive writings on various economic 

issues and ins titu tions , his active partic ipation in the Po litica l  

Economy Club o f London,^ and the fact that "He was working on his 

Economic Studies (which he had hoped to revise into a comprehensive 

tre a tise  on economic methodology) . . .  when he contracted the c h il l
5

which was to lead to his death."

The appraisals of Keynes' and Bagehot's contemporaries have 

had, however, a decisive negative impact on the treatment accorded 

his works by la te r  historians of economic thought. Not one of the 

major references to the history of B r it ish  economics devotes more 

than a few paragraphs to Bagehot's writings,^ and the overall assess

ment of his work is remarkably uniform between the various texts.

He is usually quoted on the h istorica l and spatial re la t iv i ty  of 

Classical economics and mentioned as the author of Lombard S tree t ,

"a classic study of the English money market,"^ and Physics and
g

P o l i t ic s , "Darwin applied to the p o l it ic a l  development of nations." 

His meta-economic contributions remained unnoticed by a ll  except 

Schumpeter, however, and the dominant opinion was clearly that
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nothing o f  importance remained to be said o f  his work. Although 

Bagehot a ttra c ted  continued in te res t in l i t e r a r y  c i r c le s ,  nothing 

concerning him appeared in an economic journal since Keynes' a r t i c l e  

o f  1915, a lapse of over s ix ty  years.

While the neglect o f Bagehot by present day historians of 

economics is  both mysterious and in  many ways inexcusable, the a t t i 

tudes o f Keynes and o f  Bagehot's contemporaries can be more eas ily  

explained as e i th e r  warped expressions o f  friendship  or enthusiasm 

over the "new economics" o f  the Marshallian era. At the time o f  

Bagehot's death in 1877, the reputation o f  economics, even in B r i 

ta in ,  had reached i t s  lowest ebb. P o l i t ic a l  economy had become 

id e n t i f ie d  in the public mind with the h is to r ic a l  pessimism of the 

Malthusian theory o f population and a b e l ie f  in  the approaching 

stationary  s ta te ,  as opposed to the more popular V ictorian  creed o f  

unlimited and in e v ita b le  Progress. The subject was also widely re

garded as an in te l le c tu a l iz e d  apologia fo r  the "discredited" and 

"outdated" po lic ies  o f  la issez- f a i r e . The moralists attacked i t  as 

a new ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  greed, the s o c ia l is ts  believed that i t  was 

a device used by reactionaries to retard needed p o l i t ic a l  and econ

omic reforms, and the h is to r ica l  and evolutionary economists la id  

bare and sought to undermine i ts  "u n s c ie n t if ic "  methodology. In an 

in te l le c tu a l  climate o f  th is  s o r t ,  one would only re fe r  to his worst 

enemy as "prim arily  an economist," and Bagehot's memorialists, mind

ful o f  social r e a l i t i e s ,  were careful to disassociate his memory 

from the stigma which would inev itab ly  re s u lt  from a due emphasis on 

his in terests  in th is  lowly and somewhat degrading study.
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By the time o f Keyne's a r t ic le  in  the 1915 Economic Journal 

public and academic opinions toward economics had changed, but the 

new conditions were no more favorable fo r  an accurate reappraisal 

o f  Bagehot's contributions to meta-economic research than had been 

the conditions o f  the previous century. Marshall's  reformulation  

o f  Orthodox theory into a w ell-de fined  "engine of analysis ," sup

ported by fo lksy generalizations and i l lu s t r a t io n s ,  had gained the 

eye o f the B r i t is h  public. I t  would not, in fa c t ,  be an exaggera

tion to c r e d i t  Marshall with being decisive in reestablishing econ

omics as a recognized and "popular" f i e ld  o f  s c ie n t i f ic  inquiry.

The new Marshallian orthodoxy required, however, tha t future re

search in to  economic questions be based upon the theoretical system 

and methodological rules la id  down in  the P r in c ip le s , centering upon 

such p a r t ia l  equilibr ium  constructs as the evaluation of consumer's 

surplus and re ly in g  upon casual observation and informal s ta t is t ic a l  

studies to determine "the facts ."  Students were encouraged to be

come more and more systematic in presenting th e i r  ideas within and in 

terms o f the Marshallian framework, to search out new "examples" to 

" i l lu s t r a te "  the usefulness and a p p l ic a b i l i ty  o f  th is  framework and 

to publish works expressing th e ir  results  in as luc id  and non

technical a s ty le  as possible. Methodological investigations were, 

however, taboo in  this new orthodoxy, having been judged by Marshall 

as both superfluous to the main objectives o f  economics as a science 

and as often destructive o f  the un ity  o f  the d is c ip l in e .  Keynes'

The Scope and Method o f P o l it ic a l  Economy was the prescribed antidote  

fo r  anyone in fected  by the virus o f  methodological dissent, fo r  i t
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was generally  believed that Keynes had c a re fu l ly  dissected and 

demonstrated the absurdities o f  the various non-Orthodox views.

Bagehot's speculations regarding the functioning o f a market 

economy and the proper methodology fo r  economic science were out 

o f step with the newly created Neoclassical orthodoxy in numerous 

respects. Instead o f the s ta t ic  equilibrium  models of economic be

havior favored by a l l  Marshallians except Marshall h im self, Bagehot's 

views were more suggestive of the "process" analysis  la t e r  systema

t ized  by the Austrian School. His concern in "The Postulates of 

English P o l i t ic a l  Economy" (the only section o f  the Economic Studies 

f u l l y  completed and published at the time of his death) focused upon 

methodological controversies concerning the a p p l ic a b i l i t y  o f  the 

Classical system to in s t i tu t io n s  and cultures outside the bounds of  

Nineteenth Century B r i ta in ,  and was thus ob jectionab le , i f  not 

o ffen s ive , to the Marshallians who believed, in s tead , in the basic 

h is to r ic a l  con tinu ity  o f economic theory from the time o f  Smith to 

the e ar ly  Twentieth Century. F in a l ly ,  Bagehot's economic w ritings  

were marred by being too often fragmentary, only suggestive o f the 

fu r th e r  paths to be taken by economic inquiry , ra th e r  than system

a t ic a l ly  developing a case fo r  a d is t in c t iv e ly  non-Orthodox methodol

ogy. Rather than a lo g ica l and w e ll-s tru c tu red  w r i t e r ,  Bagehot was 

a keen observer with a prophetic cast o f mind. S t.  John-Stevas has 

observed th a t  " . . .  Bagehot preferred to throw out his theories by 

way o f a llu s io n  and digression, glancing a t  ra th e r  than developing
Q

them. He enjoyed, as he himself t e l ls  us, ' to  play with his mind'."

The e f fe c t  o f  Bagehot's tendency toward loose speculation rather
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than organized development o f his p o s it io n , was fu r th e r  aggravated 

in the case o f  his Economic Studies, tha t work in  which he had 

" . . .  intended to estab lish  the aims and fro n t ie rs  o f  economics 

. . . , " ^  by the unfinished state of the manuscript a t  the time o f  

his death. His mature views on economic methodology were o r ig in a l ly  

ava ilab le  only in scattered and fragmentary comments in his published 

and unpublished papers, and a number o f  years passed before even the 

bulk o f  these papers were published under the t i t l e  o r ig in a l ly  in 

tended fo r  his completed t re a t ise .

Despite the fragmentary and disorganized s ta te  in which 

Bagehot's meta-economic w ritings were l e f t  fo r  his successors, they 

s t i l l  contained important insights in to  the problems o f economic 

methodology, some of which were not lo s t  on fu tu re  H is torica l econ

omists and others of which had a s ig n if ic a n t  impact on both the 

H is to r ic is ts  and th e i r  Orthodox brethren. Bagehot's contributions  

to methodological in q u iry  may be classed in to  two broad categories. 

F ir s t ,  he summarized the doctrines o f  Jones and o ther early  H is to r

ic a l  w riters  in  a s ty le  noted fo r  i t s  lu c id i ty  and i ts  appeal. The 

ra ther sudden revival o f  in te res t in  H is to r ica l economics during the 

1880's was in no small part the consequence o f  Bagehot's Economic 

Studies, even though th a t  volume was not nearly so polished or "com

pleted" as i t  would have been had Bagehot s u rv iv e d .^  Second, Bagehot 

added to the published discussions o f  e a r l i e r  H is to r ic a l  w riters  

( i . e . ,  Jones, Whewell and Leslie ) a number o f new and sometimes 

s ig n if ic a n t  methodological doctrines ( i . e . ,  the pragmatic re d e f in i 

t ion  o f  the l im i t s  o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy to serve the purposes of
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empirical research and p o licy  form ulation).

His analysis o f  Orthodox doctrines and Orthodox w r ite rs  was much 

more constrained than th a t  o f  Jones, Whewell or L e s l ie ,  and was thus 

more conducive to f r u i t f u l  c o n c il ia t io n  between the two Schools. (As 

represented by the fa c t  th a t  even Marshall found m e r it  in the Economic 

Stud ies .)  His extensive practica l experience with the complexity of  

actual markets also led to a b e tte r  appreciation fo r  the l im its  of 

economic inquiry  and fo r  the f l e x i b i l i t y  required o f  any p o te n t ia l ly  

successful theory o f  socia l behavior. He was thus less doctr ina ire  

than e i th e r  the extreme Orthodox economists ( i . e . ,  Cairnes) or the 

utopian H is to r ic is ts  ( i . e . ,  L es lie )  and was more w i l l in g  to express an 

idea as a speculation to be discussed and debated, ra th e r  than as a 

point o f  dogma to be preached and defended against the h e re t ic a l .

Although the most common and least in te res tin g  o f  Bagehot's 

economic ideas were obviously the resu lt  o f a summary reading of  

Smith, Ricardo and M i l l ,  his rrore orig ina l and important concepts 

may have been a psychological der iva tive  of his extensive and i n t i 

mate fa m i l ia r i t y  with the f in an c ia l  in s t itu t io n s  o f  his day. His 

empirical o r ie n ta t io n ,  although not as developed and systematic as 

might id e a l ly  be desired, was vastly  superior to the "casual em piri

cism" o f Marshall's  weekend s tro l ls  through local fa c to r ie s  or 

Cairnes' o u tr ig h t re je c t io n  o f the theore tica l relevance of economic 

re la tions  observable in  the world.

C r i t i c i s m s  o f  Classical  Economics

Like many o ther  c r i t i c s  of' the Orthodox p o s i t i o n ,  Bagehot was
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concerned with the declin ing in te re s t  in and the widespread doubts 

being expressed about P o l i t ic a l  Economy in the England o f his day:

. . .  the position o f  our p o l i t ic a l  economy is  
not a ltogether sa t is fa c to ry :  i t  l ie s  rather
dead in the public mind; not only does i t  not 
excite  the same in te re s t  as formerly, but 
there is  not exactly  the same confidence in 
i t .  Younger men do not study i t ,  or do not 
feel tha t i t  comes home to them . .  J 2

Bagehot believed th a t the declin ing popularity  of p o l i t ic a l  

economy was the resu lt  o f a v a r ie ty  of factors , many o f which were 

closely  associated with the centra l flaws in  the Orthodox stance 

on methodological issues. He provided a deta iled  analysis of each 

o f these factors of in te res t both for i ts  own sake, as a h is t o r i 

cal in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the causes fo r  the declining reputation of 

p o l i t ic a l  economy during the V ic to rian  period, and for the l ig h t  

th a t i t  casts upon Bagehot1s own positive  suggestions fo r  the 

reform of the methodological techniques used in economic in v e s t i 

gations.

One o f the primary reasons fo r  the growing unpopularity o f  

p o l i t ic a l  economy in the la t e r  Nineteenth Century, a.cording to 

Bagehot, was i t s  past association with the doctrines o f  free  trade  

and la is s e z - f a i r e . Although these policies had o r ig in a l ly  been f a 

vored by the m ajority  of B r i t is h  in te l le c tu a ls ,  they had engendered 

a reaction among the large class o f  professional state administrators  

and the growing number of those social reformers who were anxious

13to use the State in order to promote th e ir  own p a r t ic u la r  causes. 

Bagehot noted that while programs involving state action had often
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immediately observable "results" which could be toted before the 

democratic m a jo r it ies ,  the po lic ies  o f la is s e z - fa i re  had only long

term and in d ire c t  consequences. The case fo r  increasing state  

in tervention  was thus d irec t and s u p e r f ic ia l ly  p lausib le , while the 

case fo r  la is s ez - fa ire  rested upon long chains o f abstract reasoning 

not e as i ly  understood by those untrained in the subtle ties  of economic 

th in k in g .^  By throwing th e i r  lo t  in with l ib e r ta r ia n  p o l i t ic a l  and 

economic notions, p o l i t ic a l  economists had jumped aboard a sinking 

ship. By overstepping the bounds o f  positive  theory they had under

mined popular support fo r  th e i r  constructive and much needed research 

in  the area of pure social science. While Bagehot himself fu l ly  

recognized the existence o f a positive core w ith in  Classical P o l it ic a l  

Economy, many other w riters  were ne ither so discerning nor so to le r 

ant of the study. In th e ir  crusades fo r  social betterment even many 

o f the l a t e r  B rit ish  H is to r ica l economists were w i l l in g  to discard 

the s ig n if ic a n t  positive  insights o f  the Classicals along with th e ir  

p o l i t ic a l  creed.

A second reason c ited by Bagehot fo r  the growing d issa tis fac tio n  

with p o l i t ic a l  economy was the popular b e l ie f  th a t i ts  subject matter 

was the proper concern of every adult human being. Since i t  was a 

science which dealt with "human things," p o l i t ic a l  economy inevitab ly  

excited "a great curiousity  among the multitude o f  l i t t l e  c u l t iv a 

t io n ,"  who proceeded to pass judgement upon i ts  researches without 

the s l ig h te s t  b i t  o f  tra in ing  in i t s  methods. Those who read the 

works o f p o l i t ic a l  economists were often confused by " . . .  reading 

words which were constantly used in common l i f e  . . .  about things
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resembling . . .  those o f  th a t l i f e  . . . "  but with " . . .  reasonings and

. . .  conclusions . . .  [which d id ]  . . .  not seem to apply to real l i f e  

15a t  a l l . "  "Uncultured moralists" often compounded public confusion 

over the s ign if icance o f economics by emphasizing the moral aspects 

o f  social re la tions  while excluding the p o s s ib i l i ty  of a purely pos

i t i v e  science o f  human a c t io n .^  Through such in d ire c t  paths to an 

"understanding" o f  the substance and s ign if icance o f  the subject, the 

man in the s tre e t  would too often a rr ive  a t one o f  two equally  mis

leading conclusions: e i th e r  he would come to believe th a t  the sup

posed science was confused and useless in dealing with the practica l  

problems o f  the real world, o r ,  a l t e r n a t iv e ly ,  i f  he had a m ora lis tic  

bent, he would view i t  as a new fa i th  which sought to ju s t i f y  avarice  

and ev il  doings.

The c u lt iva to rs  o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy were not themselves blame

less fo r  the declin ing reputation o f th e i r  science, however, and 

Bagehot was not wont to l e t  them o f f  e a s i ly .  They had too often  

used the conclusions, the technical language, and the au thority  o f  

the d isc ip line  as a tool in the promotion of th e i r  own ideological  

views and had thus le n t  credence to the view of economics as a study 

o f social e t h i c s . ^  Bagehot urged economists to p u b lic ly  acknow

ledge that th e ir  science was merely an incomplete and hypothetical 

analysis of social conditions, purely pos it ive  and without any d i 

rect consequences fo r  the u lt im ate ly  valuative  questions o f  social 

decision-making. He also recognized, however, the continual temp

tations fo r  this type of p o l i t ic a l  chicanery and the frequent oppor

tu n it ies  open to those p o l i t ic a l  economists who were unscrupulous
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enough to engage in  social myth-making. A t leas t one o f  his comments 

regarding the ease and consequences o f  such inappropriate and i l l -  

conceived practices is  c lassic  in  both i t s  content and i t s  warning 

fo r  a l l  p ra c t it io n ers  o f  a social science:

. . .  so much are the practica l impulses o f  man 
stronger than his theore tica l tas tes , th a t the 
c u lt iva to rs  o f  an abstract science are always 
in  great danger o f  fo rg e tt in g  i t s  abstract na
tu re ;  they rush and act on i t  a t  once. In the 
abstract physical sciences there is an e ffec tua l  
p e n a lty , - -a  person who acted on abstract dynam
ics would soon break his head; but in  mental and 
physical [s ic ]  sciences, unhappily, there are no 
ins tan t tests o f  f a i l u r e , — whatever happens, a 
man can always argue that he was r ig h t . IS

A fourth and f in a l  reason offered by Bagehot fo r  the declining  

popularity  o f  economics was the growing "abstractness" and "dryness" 

o f the subject. By th is  he meant not only tha t the theories of po

l i t i c a l  economy were becoming more complex, so th a t  they were u l t i 

mately i n t e l l i g i b l e  only to sp ec ia lis ts  in the f i e l d ,  but also that

the p rac t it io n ers  o f  the science were less and less w i l l in g  to o f fe r

19i l l u s t r a t i v e  examples of th e i r  th eo re tica l points.

Bagehot in te rpre ted  the reluctance o f Orthodox p o l i t ic a l  econo

mists to "v e r i fy "  or i l lu s t r a t e  th e ir  theories as evidence that these 

theorists  re a l ized  th e i r  theories were not so "absolute" or universal 

as they had t r a d i t io n a l ly  claimed. In Bagehot's view, the Classical 

theorists  feared to search for "v e r i f ic a t io n s "  o f  th e ir  speculations 

in the new knowledge of other cultures because they were well aware 

th a t the analyses and conclusions o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy applied only 

to those in d u s tr ia l  forms o f society closely resembling Nineteenth
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Century B r i t a i n . ^

I t  should be noted th a t  Bagehot's b e lie fs  regarding the use of  

in te rc u ltu ra l  data to f a l s i f y  the Classical System was not necessarily  

an expression o f  "cu ltu ra l re la t iv is m ."  To claim th a t  a theory is  

applicable to one society but not to another because the h is to r ies  

or rac ia l c h a rac te r is t ics  o f  the peoples o f the two cultures are 

"d if fe re n t"  is  not the same as the claim that the a p p l ic a b i l i ty  o f  

a theory depends on the conditions which currently  prevail in  d i f f e r -  

ent s o c ie t ie s . The former claim is a metaphysical assertion o f a 

supposed connection between certa in  "obvious" d ifferences which e x is t  

in  the populations or h is to r ie s  o f two societies  or cu ltu res , and the 

asserted (but untested) s ign if icance of these differences fo r  the 

applications o f d i f fe re n t  social theories. ( In  th is  sense the claim  

is s im ila r  to the question, "Does History matter?". And the appro

p r ia te  response is ,  o f course, " 'M atter ' fo r  what purpose? What is  

the real question being posed?") The l a t t e r  argument i s ,  however, 

concerned with tes t conditions or the " in s t i tu t io n a l"  scope o f  a 

theory; i t  constitutes an equally  va lid  and important consideration  

whether the theory being tested is a physical theory or a social 

theory. Although we might id e a l ly  desire theories which are "univer

sal" or "absolute" in the sense that they require less and less se

vere re s tr ic t io n s  on the domain o f  th e ir  a p p l ic a b i l i ty ,  such theories  

are usually a rr ived  at only as the re su lt  o f a prolonged process of  

s c ie n t i f ic  controversy and experimentation. They do not a r ise  

"instantaneously" through a recognition a p r io r i  o f  "important" 

features d istinguish ing  individuals  or socie ties .
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One o f  the central goals o f  Bagehot's economic writings was to 

trace the true l im its  o f economic inquiry  and defend the theory, thus 

q u a l i f ie d ,  against those too voracious c r i t ic s  who attempted to re 

duce i t  back to moral philosophy. Bagehot's analysis o f probable 

causes fo r  the depressed reputation of p o l i t ic a l  economy in V ic to r 

ian England are important as a neglected and o r ig in a l  in te rp re ta t io n  

o f the development o f the d isc ip line  in Nineteenth Century B r i ta in .  

Yet more important s t i l l  were his spec if ic  c r it ic is m s  of Classical 

methodology and his more positive reconmendations fo r  reform in the 

goals and procedures o f  the subject. The remainder of th is  chapter 

is therefore  devoted to a deta iled analysis o f Bagehot's contribu

tions to these l a t t e r  areas. We hope that the following w i l l  prove 

s u f f ic ie n t  both to i l lu s t r a t e  Bagehot's unrecognized virtues as an 

economic methodologist and to provide an in troduction to the summary 

c r i t ic is m  o f  Classical Orthodoxy which is presented in the concluding 

chapter o f  th is  d isserta tion .

The Nature and Subject Matter of Economic Science

Bagehot, much l ik e  Cairnes, was adamant in his b e l ie f  th a t  po

l i t i c a l  economy was a purely positive study, w ithout the s lig h tes t  

in term ix ture  o f  normative elements. What was cause and e f fe c t  in 

social phenomena was properly i t s  concern. What was good or bad,

r ig h t  o r wrong, could only be dea lt  with by the "higher" and "more

21d i f f i c u l t "  study o f  e th ics . The guide to s ta te  management which 

Adam Smith had hoped to provide the world was banished from the 

leg it im ate  concerns of the subject along with Ricardo's science of
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the proper re la t io n  o f  classes in a developing economy and M i l l 's  

concern with the (normative) rules o f  income d is tr ib u t io n  and the 

evolution of society toward an ultimate coopertarian utopia.

Although Bagehot himself had qu ite  d e f in i te  views about p o l i 

t ic s  and the evolution of so c ie t ies , he was unwilling to resort to 

p o l i t ic a l  economy as a ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  his views. For him there 

was no "a r t  of p o l i t ic a l  economy," no "pract ica l"  or "applied" sub

je c t  concerned with social po licy , which stood beside and sometimes 

united with the science. Bagehot may have even wished to l im i t  

economics to a study o f the behavior o f  men without regard for th e i r  

motives (as had Symes at an early  stage in his in te l le c tu a l  evolu

t io n ) ,  but the evidence for or against th is  in te rp re ta t io n  o f his

thought is  i t s e l f  so contradictory th a t i t  is impossible to draw

22any d e f in i te  conclusions regarding his "true" position.

The Scope o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy

Bagehot's proffered d e lim ita tion  o f  the term " p o l i t ic a l  economy 

set the tone for his discussion of the a p p l ic a b i l i ty  and l im its  o f  

economic theory. He defined economics as "the science dealing with  

business a c t iv i t y , "  thus confining i t  to a much narrower sphere than 

the Orthodox concern with "wealth maximization" or Neoclassical in 

vestigations in to  a l l  those things having to do with the "maximiza

tion o f  u t i l i t y . "  Economics, in Bagehot's view, was not even so 

broad as the study o f  business a c t iv i ty  as a whole but consisted

only o f  those sp ec if ic  aspects o f business behavior d i re c t ly  concern

23ed with cost minimization and p r o f i t  maximization.
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In so fa r  as nations are occupied in "buying 
and s e l l in g ,"  in so fa r  w i l l  p o l i t ic a l  econ
omy, the exclusive theory o f  men buying and 
s e l l in g ,  come out r ig h t  and be true o f  them

As fa r  as people are what we now always c a l l  
"men o f  business," money, the thing they look 
for and the thing they want, is  th e ir  sole 
object; and in  tha t sense o f  the phrase, po
l i t i c a l  economy may be f a i r l y  called  the s c i 
ence o f business.24

I t  is somewhat notable that A lfred  Marshall would l a t e r  adopt a sim

i l a r  but not id e n t ica l  d e f in it io n  of economics as the study of a l l  

human actions which could be re la ted  to "the measuring s t ic k  of  

money."

Evolution and the Scope of Economic Inquiry

Bagehot's re s t r ic t io n  o f  economic inquiry  to those types of  

behavior tha t were associated with advanced in d u str ia l forms o f so

c ia l organization led  him to also impose certa in  l im its  on the spa

t i a l  and temporal scope of economic theory. Economics was by no 

means as u n iversa lly  applicable as the Classical economists had 

believed, at le a s t  not in the same sense which they had attached to 

the term "u n iversa l."  Although i t  was not l im ited  to an explanation  

o f  business and commercial phenomena which were uniquely B r i t is h ,

" i t  is  only true o f  . . .  states of society in which commerce has

large ly  developed, and has taken the form of development, o r some-

25thing near the form, which i t  has taken in  England." In fu rther  

elucidating  his position  regarding the proper scope o f p o l i t ic a l  

economy, Bagehot considered the issue o f social evolution and l e f t
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open the door fo r  the expanded a p p l ic a b i l i ty  o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy 

to societies  beyond the bounds o f Western nations:

There is nothing capric ious, we should ob
serve, in  th is  conception of p o l i t ic a l  econ
omy; nor, though i t  o r ig inated  in England, 
is  there anything s p ec ia lly  English in i t .
I t  is  the theory o f  commerce, as commerce 
tends more and more to be when cap ita l in 
creases and competition grows . . .  as the 
world goes on, s im i la r  ch arac te r is t ics  are 
being evolved in one society a f t e r  another.
A s im ila r  money market, a s im ila r  competing 
trade based on large c a p i ta l ,  gradually tends 
to arise  in  a l l  countries. As "men o f the 
world" are the same everywhere, so the great 
conmerce is  the same everywhere. Local pe
c u l ia r i t i e s  and ancient modifying circum
stances f a l l  away in both cases; and i t  is  
o f  th is  one and uniform commerce, which 
grows d a i ly ,  and which w i l l  grow, according 
to every p ro b a b il i ty ,  more and more, th a t  
English p o l i t ic a l  economy aspires to be the 
e xp lan a tio n .26 (emphasis added)

Bagehot's age o f  "the Great Commerce" was remarkably s im ila r  to 

the Comtian concept o f  the "pos it ive  stage o f society" in which the 

customs, prejudices and re lig ions  pecu lia r  to each region o f  the 

world were to be superseded by " s c ie n t i f ic  a tt i tu d e s "  (including a 

s c ie n t i f ic  re l ig io n )  and by s c ie n t i f i c a l l y  designed social i n s t i t u 

t ions . Comte did not, however, id e n t i fy  his ideal society with a 

steady progression toward a competitive free-market cap ita lism  as 

did Bagehot. Instead he was ra ther  enamored with the g lo r ies  of 

neo-mercantilism or, perhaps more accurate ly , neo-feudalism.

Although Comte's influence on B r it is h  social theoris ts  is not 

to be discounted (indeed, much o f  B r i t is h  social thought in the 1870' 

might be f r u i t f u l l y  re-examined as a debate between Comtists and
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an ti-C o m tis ts ) , i t  seems somewhat more reasonable to in te rp re t  

Bagehot's outlook in the l ig h t  o f  the p o l i t ic a l  and evolutionary  

theory contained in  his Physics and P o l i t ic s . While his discussion 

in the Physics and P o l it ic s  was h is to r ic a l  (o r  h is to r ic is t )  in the 

sense o f  attempting to discover a law o f social development, i t  was 

decidedly not Comtian.

In Physics and P o l i t ic s  Bagehot re in terp re ted  and expanded the

Social Darwinism o f  w riters  such as Herbert Spencer into a doctrine

which purported to describe the world-wide economic and p o l i t ic a l

evolution o f  s o c ie t ie s .  In Bagehot's view, B r i t is h  po lic ies  of

la is s e z - fa i r e  and in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  resulted in  a superior form o f

social o rgan iza t ion , one which would eventually  be emulated by the

rest o f  the world o r  would absorb other cultures through conquest 

27and trade. The question Bagehot considered in  his Physics and 

P o lit ic s  was not how each society would separately  evolve or whether 

they each would evolve along s im i la r  paths i f  l e f t  to th e ir  own de

vices. The question was ra ther the more p ra c t ica l  one o f "survival 

of the f i t t e s t "  on a scale o f  national cultures and social organi

zation. I t  was only because the "business form" of social organiza

tion  was the most capable o f  providing an environment calculated to 

entice  other peoples to adopt i t s  methods, and because the level of 

productive a c t iv i t i e s  resu lt ing  from i t  could b e tte r  support the 

troops o f  conquering armies, th a t  p o l i t ic a l  economy would gradually  

become applicable to the remainder o f the world. As long as the 

t ra d i t io n  and status-bound in s t i tu t io n s  o f p r e -c a p i ta l is t ic  society  

were dominant in a country, there was no hope fo r  a rational analysis
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28o f  the country's economic system. "Equilibrium" in such pre

c a p i t a l i s t ^  soc ie ties  was s t r i c t l y  a function o f the balance o f  

power between the various social castes. Supply and demand was re 

placed by the resu lts  o f  force and weakness.

The Unity o f  Science

For Bagehot, s c ie n t i f i c  laws were a rr ive d  at in the same basic

way in both physical and social sciences, and economic laws were of

the same s ta ture  (a t  least p o te n t ia l ly )  as the laws o f physics. He,

however, agreed with the m ajority  o f  economists in his day and our

own in c la s s ify in g  economics as a non-experimental science and in

emphasizing the complexity o f social phenomena as against the re la t iv e

29s im p lic ity  o f  physical phenomena. Although the doctrines o f social

complexity and o f  the in a c c e s s ib il i ty  of controlled experimentation

are key to the construction of any h is t o r ic is t  methodology ( in

30Popper's sense o f  the term ), the tw is t  which Bagehot gave to his 

statement of these doctrines exemplified the best of what Popper 

l a t e r  lab e lled  the " c r i t i c a l  s p i r i t . "  I t  was thus th a t Bagehot de

c is iv e ly  separated himself from those who wished to use h is to r ic a l  

crit ic ism s of Classical economics as props fo r  a new anti-economic 

i deology.

The special l i a b i l i t i e s  under which social sc ien tis ts  supposedly 

labored, instead o f  becoming an excuse fo r  the abandonment o f in te r -  

subjective procedures in social in q u iry ,  became, for Bagehot, a goad 

to magnified e f f o r t s .  Bagehot viewed the in a c c e s s ib i l i ty  of con

t ro l le d  social s itua tions  and the reputed complexity o f  the phenomena
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as a ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  a more vigorous and thorough pursuit o f  social

knowledge through a comprehensive and exacting app lica tion  of the

31methods of the physical sciences. The only basic d ifference be

tween economics and physics was th a t  more was to be expected and de

manded o f  the economic s c ie n t is t .  Since his problem was more d i f f i 

c u lt  and he was deprived o f  a major tool fo r  i t s  so lu tion , the social 

s c ie n t is t  could be expected to struggle more vigorously against the 

mysteries o f  socie ty , not to take refuge in the mythologies o f essen

t i a l  ism or d ia le c t ic s .

Bagehot and the Baconian Method

Although advocating the u n ity  o f  s c ie n t i f ic  method whether ap

p lied  to social or physical problems (a position known as "natura l

ism"), Bagehot remained la rg e ly  free  from confusions in the metho

dology o f  the physical sciences which haunted discussions in the 

philosophy o f  science from the time o f Francis Bacon to the mid- 

Twentieth Century. Many a n t i -n a tu r a l is ts ,  including some notable 

authors w r it in g  w ith in  the la s t  twenty years, have opposed "scien

tism" (the " i l le g i t im a te "  extension o f the rules and techniques o f  

physical investigations to social inquiry) because they believed that  

the methods described by Francis Bacon in the Sixteenth Century 

(observation and induction, w ithout the actual formulation of hypo

thesis) were accurate descriptions o f  the procedures o f  the physi-
32c is t .  Conversely, many n a tu ra l is ts  favored an adoption of the 

methods o f  physics because they wished to reduce social investiga

tions to the co lle c t io n  o f  h is to r ic a l  facts and e lim inate  universal
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theories from the f i e ld  of social in v e s t ig a t io n . Among the many 

ju s t i f ic a t io n s  stated fo r  th is  perverse form o f  naturalism were 

h is to r ic a l -c u l tu ra l  re la tiv ism  (considered on pp. 192-193 o f  the 

present chapter) ,  rac ia l re la tiv ism  and the b e l ie f  that the s ta te 

ment of universal social theories runs counter to the philosophic  

doctrine o f "freedom of the w i l l . "

Bagehot re jec ted  the Baconian view o f  science, la b e l l in g  i t  as 

the "a ll-case method" or the method o f  examining a l l  "the facts

33which a complete h is to r ica l  and s t a t is t ic a l  inquiry  would develop." 

Instead of b l in d ly  accepting the au thority  o f  Bacon, he attacked the 

r e la t i v i s t ic  s t ra in  in the H is to r ica l t r a d i t io n ,  noting th a t  i t  en

dorsed "exactly  that (procedure) which Lord Bacon himself fo llowed,

34and owing to the mistaken nature of which he discovered nothing."  

Against Bacon's view, Bagehot quoted the judgement of W. S. Jevons, 

who had ju s t published his monumental study o f s c ie n t i f ic  method. 

According to Jevon's judgement o f  Bacon's methodological recommenda

tions, " I t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to imagine a less l i k e ly  way of a r r iv in g  at

35great d iscoveries."

Bagehot's more substantive c r it ic ism s o f Baconianism were both 

t e l l in g  and demonstrate an appreciation fo r  the issues fa r  advanced 

beyond his contemporaries. He argued, on the one hand, th a t  the tech

niques o f  the "a l l-ca s e  method" were p ra c t ic a l ly  useless in the d is 

covery o f new s c ie n t i f ic  hypotheses; th a t  such hypotheses, whether in 

p o l i t ic a l  economy or in physics, were the product of what Popper has 

since called "the creative imagination." Hypotheses, according to 

Bagehot, are not drawn out o f  the facts but are tools in organizing
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the facts .

On the o ther  hand, Bagehot disputed the c a p a b i l i t ie s  o f  the 

Baconians fo r  carrying out th e i r  own proposed program o f  h is to r ica l  

research. Against a program designed to determine "a ll  the fa c ts ,"  

Bagehot noted that many of the facts o f commercial l i f e  were pur

posely kept secret by men o f  business, th a t  they were, in any case, 

in  a constant state o f  f lu x  and, f i n a l l y ,  th a t  i t  was physica lly  im

possible to know everything (a l l  "the fa c ts " )  about any set o f  human 

36events. In  a p r im it ive  form Bagehot also an tic ipa ted  a part of  

Popper's re fu ta t io n  o f  h is toric ism . He sta ted  th a t  i f  we can only 

know that which has already happened and must be content to formulate  

hypotheses only with regard to known fa c ts ,  then i t  is lo g ic a l ly  im

possible to say anthing about the fu tu re .  That is ,  the goal o f  s c i -

37ence as a p red ic t ive  tool must be abandoned.

The Failures o f Orthodox Methodology

Although the a ll -ca se  method was a fa lse  path fo r  sc ien tis ts  to 

pursue, Bagehot believed that they were no b e tte r  o f f  following the 

"single-case method." The "single-case method," as advocated by 

Cairnes and o ther Orthodox economists, was simply to take one obser

vation , or one's own in tu it io n s  and general impressions, as the only 

empirical input into a theory. Elaborate theore tica l structures were 

then constructed on the basis o f  th is  casual empiricism without re-
*50

gard for or recourse to any fu rther  " v e r i f ic a t io n ."

Even though l i t t l e  d irec t discussion o f  the consequences o f  the 

one-case method is offered in Bagehot's w r i t in g s ,  i t  is  easy to
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connect his comments on the l im ited  a p p l ic a b i l i ty  o f  Classical po

l i t i c a l  economy w ith  his antipathy toward the s ingle-case method. 

Classical economics was l im ited  in i t s  p red ic t ive  and descriptive  

powers to the types o f  phenomena prevalent only in  B r ita in  because 

the theorists  who constructed the Classical System had re lied  too 

exc lus ive ly  on a single-case method. Had they broadened th e ir  i n i 

t i a l  observations to include data from non-B rit ish  sources, they 

might have been successful in constructing a more general system, 

applicable to both business and non-business s o c ie t ie s .  At the 

very le a s t ,  they would have e a r l i e r  recognized the l im its  o f the 

th e o re tica l  system they had constructed.

The Empirical Content and H is to r ic a l  

Development o f  the Sciences

Bagehot's own description o f  the process o f  s c ie n t i f ic  inquiry  

hinges upon the degree o f  "abstraction" represented in the hypotheses 

o f  any p a r t ic u la r  science. The decision o f  central importance to the 

success o f any s c ie n t i f i c  endeavor was the decision over the degree 

o f  d e ta il  which must be embodied in an hypothesis in  order to y ie ld  

"correct" pred ic tions . Since a l l  possible aspects o f  any phenomena 

could not possibly be accounted fo r  in any formulation simple enough 

to  be d e a lt  with by the human mind, i t  was necessary to decide both 

on the degree o f  complexity or s im p lic ity  in  any given study and on 

the p a r t ic u la r  variables which would be included in  or excluded from 

the s tu d y .^

According to Bagehot, the hypotheses f i r s t  formulated in any
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area o f  s c ie n t i f ic  inqu iry  would necessarily be h ighly  s im p lis t ic

( th a t  i s ,  devoid of d e ta iled  content),  and th e ir  p red ic t ive  power

would be correspondingly crude. As a f i e ld  developed, however, the

central explanatory hypotheses which formed the core o f  the subject

could be made increasingly  complex with an accompanying improvement

40in the accuracy o f  t h e i r  predictions. In economics in p a r t ic u la r ,

the s im p lis t ic  theories o f  David Ricardo and James M ill  required

m odification fo r  changes which had occurred in the in s t i tu t io n a l

structures and fo r  app lica tion  to those non-Brit ish  cases which did

not conform to the model o f  purely economic (o r  business-type) be- 

41havior.

In summary, then, i t  was Bagehot's view that the main tools o f  

s c ie n t i f ic  inquiry  were abstraction— the is o la t io n  o f  the more im

portant aspects o f  any class o f  phenomena— and deduction from a set 

of premises, established with due regard fo r  properly formed general 

iza t ions  with the aim o f  a rr iv in g  a t testable hypotheses. Bagehot 

likened the pursuits o f  the s c ie n t is t  to the investigations o f a 

detective  seeking clues to the solution o f  a crime. Both s c ie n t is t  

and detective  had to decide which aspects o f  the case were important 

to i t s  eventual explanation and which could remain unexamined, both 

would subsequently draw conclusions on the basis o f  the p a r t ic u la r

clues they had chosen and both would then tes t the tru th  o f  th e i r  de
. . .  42

ductions against other phenomena occurring in the world.

Specialized Problems of Economic Research 

Even though the methods o f  abstract reasoning were s im ila r  in
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both the physical and social sciences, Bagehot foresaw sociological

and l in g u is t ic  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in th e i r  application to social phenomena

which were not present, to the same extent, in  the investigation  o f

physical phenomena. Many individuals  untrained in the techniques o f

abstract science could eas ily  set themselves up as experts in a study

dealing with "human things," and such untrained minds would in e v ita b ly

object th a t the model of an "economic man," used in p o l i t ic a l  economy,

was an incomplete, and therefore i l le g i t im a t e ,  representation o f  the

43ch arac te r is t ics  and motives of human beings. The use o f ordinary  

terms in technical senses (as already mentioned on p. 190 of the pre

sent chapter) also resulted in frequent confusions among amateurs 

and the unprofessional c r i t ic s  of the Classical system.

Economics as a social science, in t im a te ly  involved with the 

everyday a c t iv i t i e s  o f  large bodies o f  men, was also a t  a disadvan

tage in the existence o f separate groups of professional observers 

and professional theoris ts . Although businessmen would frequently  

have the best grasp o f the subtlety  and v a r ie ty  o f  "the fac ts ,"  

they d is trusted  the abstract theoriz ing and meddlesomeness of pro

fessional in te l le c tu a ls .  What theories they needed they believed  

they could e a s i ly  concoct fo r  themselves, and they often had l i t t l e  

comprehension o f  the crudity o f  th e ir  own theoretica l constructs. 

Professional economists, on the other hand, had access to a multitude  

of well-developed speculations about the economic system but pos

sessed few facts  useful in the correction or corroboration o f  th e i r  

theories. Both groups viewed the o ther 's  knowledge as i n f e r io r ,  in 

type, to th e i r  own; and both found the o ther 's  speculations to be
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44less than perfect answers to the questions they held in common.

In the physical sciences there were also men who were p r im a r i ly  

theorists and men whose main pursuits involved the app lica tion  and 

tes t in g  o f theories formulated by others, but a th eo r is t  was always 

anxious to demonstrate the tes tab le  consequences o f his theories and 

would sometimes perform or d ire c t  the preliminary experiments him

s e l f .  The applied s c ie n t is ts  would always be eager to e i t h e r  suggest 

ways in which an old theory might be reformulated, in order to avoid 

the problems which resulted in  i t s  f a ls i f i c a t io n ,  or to formulate 

new hypotheses explaining the anomalous te s t  resu lts . In the phys

ica l studies the d iv is ion  of labor between those prim arily  fa m i l ia r  

with the facts and those p r im a r i ly  involved with theory formulation  

unambiguously aided in the development o f  the science as a whole, 

while  in the social sciences i t  probably served as an impediment to 

rapid or s ig n if ic a n t  advances in the development o f a body o f  w e l l -  

tested theories.

The problem of organizing research in economics today is  some

what d i f fe re n t ,  although i t s  s ign if icance has not changed from the 

time o f  the Nineteenth Century. While businessmen have become more 

convinced o f the usefulness o f  economic theories , professional 

economists have themselves divided into two h o s t i le ,  or, at le a s t ,  

in d i f fe r e n t ,  camps. Those who consider themselves as theorists  

only infrequently formulate t h e i r  theories with regard fo r  th e i r  

t e s t a b i l i t y ,  while those whose main concerns are with the tes ting  

o f  theories have perennia lly  ignored the qu a lif ica tio n s  on te s t  

conditions which are b u i l t  in to  the hypotheses they are tes tin g .
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We have too frequently been l e f t  with econ-metaphysics on the one 

hand and with non sequitur arguments a r is in g  from conclusions lo g i

c a l ly  untied to tes t results  on the other. L eo n tie f  has recently  

objected th a t the theore tica l superstructure o f  economics is grow

ing a t  a rate  unmatched by the empirical base against which i t  must 

45be tested. He might have as well noted that the " t ie  rules"  

connecting economic theory to the observable world have never been 

standardized or c la r i f ie d .

The Religion o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy

Although Bagehot always defended p o l i t ic a l  economy as a l e g i t i 

mate s c ie n t i f ic  pursuit (a position not p a r t ic u la r ly  popular in his 

own day), he was careful to note those c h ara c te r is t ics  of the enter

prise  which rendered i t s  procedures less than p erfec t and which were 

l i a b le  to abuse by the many economists who perceived themselves in 

the role o f  priests defending the fa i th  ra ther  than sc ien tis ts  pur

suing knowledge. Most o f  these imperfections which allowed for  

dogmatic th inking have already been mentioned in d i f fe re n t  contexts, 

but we repeat them here in a more systematic form as a summary s ta te 

ment o f  what went wrong in  Classical methodology.

According to Bagehot, the accuracy o f  economic predictions was 

closely  re la ted  to the degree to which the empirical specifications,  

stip u la ted  in the empirical in te rp re ta t io n  of the formal theory, 

accurately re f lec ted  or corresponded to re la t io n s  o r  in s t i tu t io n a l  

structures which ac tu a lly  existed in the world. The predictions o f  

p o l i t ic a l  economy could only be predictions o f tendencies, however,
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since "perturbing causes" analogous to "tensions" or " fr ic t io n s "  in

physics would always cause a deviation o f  some magnitude between the

46observed and predicted values o f  the dependent variables.

Because a l l  human behavior was not motivated by p r o f i t  maxi

mization, the empirical specifications o f  the in terpreted  Classical 

theory were seldom true o f  the world (although they would become 

more true , both extens ive ly  and in te n s iv e ly ,  as in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  

and market re la tionsh ips  invaded more areas o f  human behavior and 

extended geographically over a l l  the nations o f  the globe ) . ^

When Classical theory was used to p red ic t events outside of the 

narrow spatia l and temporal confines o f Nineteenth Century B r i ta in ,  

i t  would usually  f a i l ,  and th is  fa i lu re  would provoke perverse re 

actions both on the part o f  economists and on the part of the general 

public . Economists o f  the Orthodox v a r ie ty  had always claimed that  

th e i r  theories were true o f man and society  w ithout re s t r ic t io n ,  and 

they would frequently  seek ju s t i f ic a t io n s  fo r  any fa i lu r e  o f these 

theories in "d isturbing causes" or in the in t u i t i v e  and a p r io r is t ic  

nature o f economic inqu iry  ( i . e . ,  " i f  i t  seems r ig h t ,  i t  c a n 't  be 

wrong"). The pub lic , on the other hand, would eventually  conclude 

th a t  e i th e r  the predictions o f  economics were grossly in  e r r o r ,  and 

thus tha t the subject i t s e l f  was without foundation, or that a sub

j e c t  tha t constantly  resorted to an unlim ited co lle c t io n  o f  "d is tu rb 

ing causes" in order to explain away i ts  fa i lu re s  was o f no great 

practica l importance and possessed no meaningful lessons fo r  e i th e r  

the pursuit o f  business or the formulation o f  public policy .

Neither economists nor the public tended to view the " fa i lu re s "
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of the Classical theory as a re s u lt  of the misapplication o f  the
48

theory to phenomena which i t  was never intended to exp la in .

Economists would be led to defend i t  in ways in  which i t  should not 

be defended and the public to condemn i t  fo r  things fo r  which only 

i t s  p rac t it io n ers  were to blame. While the common man o f the V ic to r

ian period thus came to be lieve  th a t  economics was "u n re a l is t ic ,"  

economists themselves soon a rr ived  a t the conclusion that "realism" 

(o r a regard for any kind o f  in tersub jec tive  observation procedures) 

was superfluous to the main pursuits of th e i r  studies. The formation 

o f a fa i th  in economics ( o f  a self-contained and s e lf-co n s is ten t sys

tem of ju s t i f ic a t io n s  operating without empirical te s t in g )  was thus 

complete.

The A r t i f i c i a l  Boundaries of Economic Inquiry

A f in a l  meta-economic problem considered in Bagehot's writings  

was the question of the proper re la tionship  between economics and 

the other branches of social science. This issue had been a point 

o f b i t t e r  contention between economists before Bagehot's day and re

mained as an unsettled issue fo r  many years a f te r  his death. Yet his 

own solution to the problem was both perceptive and i s ,  in  fa c t ,  not 

fa r  d i f fe r e n t  from the position arr ived  a t  today:

. . . t h e  boundaries o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy are a rb i 
t ra ry ,  and might be fixed here or there; but th is  
is  already implied when i t  is said that p o l i t ic a l  
economy is an abstrac t science. All abstractions  
are a rb it ra ry :  they are more or less convenient
f ic t io n s  made by the mind for i ts  own purposes.
An abstract idea means a fact or set of facts mi
nus something thrown away. The fa c t  or set of
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facts were made by nature; but how much you w i l l  
throw aside o f  them and how much you w i l l  keep 
fo r consideration you s e t t le  fo r  yourse lf .  There 
may be any number o f p o l i t ic a l  economies, accord
ing as the subject is  divided o f f  in one way or  
in another, and in  th is  way a ll  may be useful i f  
they do not in te r fe re  with one another, o r attempt 
to ru le  fu r th e r  than they are proved.49

To suggest th a t  the various f ie ld s  of social in q u iry  were not 

separated by natural d iv is io n s , divisions in some way necessitated by 

the character o f  t h e i r  respective subject-phenomena, o r  th a t "ab

s trac tio n "  ( f o r  those who believed in such things) was not a rigorous 

process much l ik e  "the rules o f  thought" was, in  Bagehot's age, the 

purest form o f  in te l le c tu a l  heresy. The advanced character o f  his 

own view was, however, a reasonable coro llary  o f  his concern fo r  and 

l i f e lo n g  involvement with the in tr ic a c ie s  o f business a c t iv i t y  (o f  

which economics was to serve as an explanation). Just as a l i t t l e  

knowledge of a subject sometimes leads the arrogant to claim exper

t i s e ,  so much knowledge, mixed with a more se tt led  na tu re ,  leads to 

increased hum ility  and an appreciation for the complexity o f  the 

world and for the necessity o f  maintaining f le x ib le  opinions about i t .

While Comte, Cairnes and th e i r  followers were locked in endless 

squabbles about the "natura l" boundaries o f th is  or th a t  branch o f  

social science, Bagehot suggested th a t  the boundaries o f  economic 

inqu iry  depended in any one instance upon the question proffered fo r  

inves tig a tio n . The boundaries o f  any science were thus appropriate  

or inappropriate only so f a r  as they aided or impeded the progress 

toward desired knowledge.

Economists in the Twentieth Century have c e r ta in ly  taken a more
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f le x ib le  view o f  the l im its  o f  economic inquiry than did the Ortho

dox w rite rs  o f  Bagehot's time, but they have s t i l l  been d e f ic ie n t  

in  a r t i f i c i a l l y  re s tr ic t in g  the type o f variables to be included 

w ith in  the scope of th e i r  in ves tig a tio n s . Like Bagehot in his more 

in f le x ib le  moods, they have wanted to re s t r ic t  economic investiga tions  

to "economic var iab les ,"  leaving matters of social in te rac tio n  and 

p o l i t ic a l  behavior to other d is c ip l in e s .  A less conventional and 

more comprehensive view of economic studies has grown up in  the l a s t  

decade, however, in the writings o f  George S t ig le r ,  Gary Becker and 

the economists o f the V irg in ia  School; and as a re su lt  o f  th e ir  

seminal research into new areas o f  economic in q u iry ,  we may yet see

Bagehot's vision of multitudinous p o l i t ic a l  economies become a r e a l 

i t y .

Concluding Remarks

Despite the many fau lts  th a t  Bagehot discovered in  the general 

sub-structure o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy and the many objections he raised  

to i t s  methods and claims o f  absolute tru th , he was never to lose 

s ig h t o f  the importance of the study or of the v ita l  ro le  i t  had to 

play in the development of social re lations:

I t  w i l l  be asked, Why do you frame such a s c i 
ence, i f  from i ts  nature i t  is so d i f f i c u l t  to
frame i t?  The answer i s ,  that i t  is  necessary
to frame i t ,  or we must go without important 
knowledge. The facts  o f  commerce, espec ia lly  
o f the great conmerce, are very complex; some 
of the most important are not on the surface, 
some of those most l i k e l y  to confuse are on the 
surface: i f  you attempt to solve such problems
without some apparatus or method, you are as
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sure to f a i l  as i f  you try  to take a modern 
m il i ta ry  fo r t re s s —a Metz or a B e l fo r t— by 
common assault; you must have guns to a ttack  
the one, and the method to a ttack  the o th e r .50

While the bulk o f  Bagehot's economic and meta-economic comments were 

c le a r ly  drawn from contemporary and h is to r ic a l  sources, his treatment 

of these concepts was often o r ig in a l and always e n te r ta in in g . Yet 

Bagehot was fa r  from being completely u n o r ig in a l.  He considered 

many meta-economic doctrines which were new to his time and provided 

an analysis o f these concepts superior to any others offered until  

well a f te r  the time o f  Marshall. Bagehot's comments on the lim ited  

scope o f the Classical system, the re la t io n sh ip  between the "practical  

man" and the economic th e o r is t  and on the proper boundaries of econ

omics v is -a -v is  the other social sciences each estab lish  his claim to 

a reputation much superior to th a t  which he presently enjoys.

Schumpeter once stated th a t ,  "His (Bagehot's) vigorous pen re

peatedly touched methodological subjects," although, "Without

51questioning the v a l id i ty  o f  Ricardian procedures." The foregoing 

pages have shown, to the contrary, th a t Bagehot more than dabbled 

in  methodological issues and th a t one o f  his central concerns in  

economics was to reform the t ra d i t io n a l  methods o f  the Classical s.

I t  is  unfortunate tha t many o f  the Orthodox economists did not read 

him more seriously or with greater care , and that many la t e r  H is to r

ic a l  economists absorbed only his negative doctrines while neglecting  

his points o f positive  reconstruction.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

212

Footnotes to Chapter VI

1. Forrest Morgan ( e d . ) ,  The Works o f  W alter Bagehot, Vol. I 
(Hartford: Traveler 's  Insurance Company, 1891), p. x iv .

2. J. Shield Nicholson, "Review o f  Mrs. Russell Barrington's  
L ife  o f  Walter Bagehot," Economic Journal, Vol. 24 (December, 1914), 
pp. 545-546.

3. J. M. Keynes, "Review," Economic Journal, Vol. 25 (Septem
ber, 1915), pp. 369-375.

4. T. W. Hutchison, A Review o f Economic Doctrines, 1870-1929 
(Oxford: Oxford University  Press, T953), pp. 1 , 367.

5. Norman S t. John-Stevas, Walter Bagehot (London: Longmans, 
Green and Co., 1963), p. 8.

6 . R. B. Ekelund, J r .  and R. F. Hebert, A H istory  of Economic 
Theory and Method (New York: McGraw-Hill, 197F), pp. i 98-201; L. H.
Haney, History o f Economic Thought, 4th e d it io n  (New York: Macmillan,
1949), pp. 527-529. Bagehot is  not even mentioned in  Eric R o ll 's  
History of Economic Thought, 3rd e d it io n  (Englewood C l i f f s :  Prentice
H a l l ,  1974) or in Jacob Oser's and W illiam  B lan ch fie ld 's  The Evolution  
of Economic Thought (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Johanovich, 1975).

See also J. A. Schumpeter, A H istory  o f  Economic Analysis  
(New York: Oxford University  Press, 1954), ppT- '183, 445, 824 and
1111. Note the reference to Schumpeter's eva luation  o f  Bagehot which 
appears on p. o f  th is  chapter.

An exce lle n t discussion o f  Bagehot's technical economics 
and some mention o f  his methodological views are found in T. W. 
Hutchison, A Review o f Economic Doctrines, 1870-1929 (Oxford: C la r 
endon Press, 1953), pp. 67, 367-368.

7. S t. John-Stevas, 0£ . c i t . , p. 14.

8 . Ib id . , p. 17.

9. Ib id . , p. 20.

10. Ib id . , p. 8.

11. Bagehot is  in many respects the most b r i l l i a n t  and c e r ta in ly  
the most a d ro it  author considered in th is  d is s e r ta t io n .  His works 
are rigorously logical and are, in tone, much l i k e  more modern trac ts  
in philosophy o f science. Yet his w r it in g  s ty le  is  th a t  o f  the 
jo u rn a l is t  commenting on well known or e as i ly  fathomable issues, ihe 
e f fe c t  is i l lu s io n a ry .  Page a f te r  page o f  his works were f i l l e d  with 
what is  seemingly empty t r i v i a .  Then, in a few short paragraphs, 
important meta-economic issues were concisely sunmarized and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

213

analysized. The polished prose flows ever onward, and the care
less reader may e a s i ly  overlook the diamonds among the pebbles.

12. Walter Bagehot, Economic Studies (Stanford: Academic Re
p r in ts ,  1963), p. 5.

13. Bagehot's analysis o f  the reasons fo r  the declin ing popular
i t y  o f  economics was p a rt ly  based on an economic and social analysis  
of the in te res ts  o f p o l i t ic ia n s  and o f  m e lio r is t ic  social reformers. 
His views on th is  topic  are worth quoting even today since the truth  
of his opinions is  observable everywhere around us. The "solutions"  
which our public o f f ic ia ls  o f f e r  fo r  our economic woes and the 
e l i t i s t  a t t i tu d e s  o f  our leading reformers correspond a l l  too well
to Bagehot's pred ictions.

And th a t  English p o l i t ic a l  economy is more op
posed to the action o f government in  a l l  ways 
than most such theories brings i t  no accession 
of p o p u la r ity .  A l l  governments l ik e  to in t e r 
f e r e ,— i t  e levates th e ir  position to  make out 
that they can cure the e v i ls  o f  mankind: and
a ll  zealots  wish they should in te r fe r e ,  fo r  
such zealots  th ink they can and may convert 
the ru le rs  and manipulate the s tate  c o n tr o l , - -  
i t  is a d is t in c t  object to convert a d e f in i te  
man, and i f  he w i l l  not be convinced there  is 
always a hope o f  his successor; but most ze a l
ots d is l ik e  to appeal to the mass o f  mankind.

Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 6.

14. As Bagehot so te rs e ly  stated the matter in  one instance: 
"English Free Trade is almost everywhere unpopular. Experience 
shows th a t no b e l i e f  is  so d i f f i c u l t  to create and no one so easy 
to d is turb ."  ( Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 2 6 .)

15. For Bagehot's view on the special d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  the 
humane sciences, see Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 86.

16. Bagehot's comments regarding "uncultured moralists" are 
probably more applicable to  the V ictorian  Christians than to more 
sophisticated methodological c r i t ic s  of economics l ik e  Symes. The 
complete quote, in context, appears in Economic S tud ies , op. c i t . ,
p. 86.

17. As Gunnar Myrdal has documented in his P o l i t ic a l  Element 
in  the Development o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy (New YorF: Simon and
Schuster, 1969), pp. 1 -9 ,  many w rite rs  both before and a f te r  
Bagehot had condemned the use of economics as a tool fo r  p o l i t ic a l  
persuasion; but few o f these economists adhered to th e i r  own pro
h ib it io n s :

. . .  the c u lt iv a to rs  of the abstract science
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i t s e l f  (even those who f u l l y  understood i ts  
pecu lia r  nature) did not always in practice  
remember the remoteness to practice o f  tha t  
nature. On the contrary, they rushed forth  
into the world with hasty recommendations 
to ins tan t action; whereas the very j u s t i 
f ic a t io n  o f  th e i r  reasonings, and the very 
ground o f  th e i r  axioms, was the necessity 
o f beginning the in ves tig a tio n  o f the sub
je c t  in a simple theory, and fa r  away from
the complexities o f  practice  and action.

Economic Studies, op. c i t . ,  pp. 86-87.

18. Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 87. The second occurrence 
of the word "physical'r in the quote is  obviously a s l ip  o f  the pen.

19. I b i d . , p. 20. While the increasing "dryness" o f p o l i t ic a l  
economy was a p lausib le  explanation fo r  the loss in status which 
economics had suffered in the public  mind, th is  point was strongly
discordant with Bagehot's expressed desire to reinforce the scien
t i f i c  character o f  the study. A d is c ip l in e ,  i t  would seem, must a t  
some point in i ts  development abandon the in te re s t  and appeal o f  
storybook i l lu s t r a t io n s ,  understandable by a l l ,  fo r  the more serious 
pursuits o f  organized knowledge. I f  the goal o f such an abandonment 
is to increase the s c ie n t i f ic  in te g r i ty  o f  the study ra ther than to 
render i t  simply more obscure, then i t  should be hailed as a triumph 
ra ther than denigrated as a defeat.

20. A f te r  connecting the hesitancy o f English economists in  
matters o f  v e r i f ic a t io n  with t h e i r  fe e lin g  that "the most obvious 
phenomena o f  many nations did not look much l ik e  th e ir  abstractions,"  
Bagehot expressed his own b e l ie f  tha t "in  the societies with which 
the science is r e a l ly  concerned, an almost in f in i t e  harvest of v e r i 
f ic a t io n  was close a t  hand, ready to be gathered in ."  I t  was due
to the neglect o f  these rich  sources o f  potentia l data th a t  "much 
confidence in the science has been lo s t ,  and i t  is  thought 'to  be
l ik e  the s ta rs ,  which give no good l ig h t  because they are so h ig h ' ."
(See Economic Studies, op. c i t . ,  pp. 2 0 -21 .)

21. Bagehot provided an exceedingly c lear  statement o f the 
positive  nature o f  economic studies in which he distinguished c le a r ly  
between the pursuits o f  the economist and the "higher" pursuits o f  
the e th ica l th e o r is t :

. . .  our p o l i t ic a l  economy does not profess to 
prove th is  growing world to be a good world, 
fa r  less to be the best. Abroad, the necessi
ty  o f  contesting socialism has made some w r i
ters use the conclusions brought out by our
English science fo r  th a t  ob ject; but the aim
o f  th a t  science is  fa r  more h u m b le ,- - i t  says,
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"These and these forces produce these and 
these e f fe c ts ,"  and there i t  stops. I t  does 
not profess to give a moral judgment on 
e ith e r ;  i t  leaves i t  fo r  a higher science, 
and one y e t  more d i f f i c u l t ,  to pronounce 
what ought and what ought not be be.

Economic S tudies, op. c i t . , p. 23.

22. Ib id . ,  p. 156.

23. In defin ing  economics as the science o f  business and of  
the p r o f i t  making a c t iv i t ie s  o f  men, Bagehot was careful to note 
that these assumptions were not intended as fu l l  descriptions of  
the world, but only as a spec if ication  o f the conditions under 
which economic analysis applied:

The science o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy, as we have i t  
in  England, may be defined as the science o f  
business, such as business is  in large productive 
and trading comnunities . . .  Dealing w ith  matters 
o f  "business," i t  assumes th a t  man is  actuated 
only by motives o f  business: i t  assumes th a t
every man who makes anything makes i t  fo r  money, 
th a t  he always makes that which brings him in  
most a t  le a s t  cost, and th a t he w i l l  make i t  in 
the way th a t  w i l l  produce most and spend le a s t;  
i t  assumes th a t  every man who buys, buys with his  
whole heart ,  and that he who s e l ls ,  s e l ls  with his 
whole heart ,  each wanting to gain a l l  possible 
advantage. Of course we know that th is  is not so, 
th a t men are not l ik e  th is ,  but we assume i t  fo r  
s im p l ic i ty 's  sake as a hypothesis; and th is  de
ceives many exce llen t people, fo r  from d e f ic ie n t  
education they have very in d is t in c t  ideas what 
an abstract science is .

Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p . 7.

24. I b i d . , pp. 88, 90.

25. I b i d . , p. 8.

26. I b i d . , p. 23.

27. W alter Bagehot, Physics and P o l i t ic s  (Boston: Beacon Press,
1956, pp. 37, 55.

28. Bagehot was most in s is ten t about l im it in g  the a p p l ic a b i l i ty  
of economics to the conditions o f  an advanced in d u str ia l state with  
predominant features o f freemarket cap ita lism  and in excluding a l l  
forms of " t ra d i t io n a l"  societies:
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. . .  no in te l le c tu a l  attempt can be more ab
surd than the attempt to apply the conclu
sions o f our p o l i t ic a l  economy to the lives  
o f  nations a t  a non-commercial stage o f  th e i r  
existence. A great m i l i ta ry  nation based on 
s lavery , l ik e  the Romans; a nation bound by 
f ixed  customs, l ik e  so many O rienta l nations; 
t r ib es  in a s ta te  o f  barbarism,— are not 
guided p r in c ip a l ly  by the commercial s p i r i t .

Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 90.

29. That Bagehot's view was p r im arily  "n a tu ra l is t ic "  despite
c e r ta in  d ifferences which he saw between physical and social s c i 
ence is  c le a r ly  i l lu s t r a te d  by the fo llowing:

I do not claim fo r  the conclusions o f  English 
p o l i t i c a l  economy the same c e r ta in ty  as fo r  
the laws o f motion; but I say th a t  the method 
by which they have been obtained is  the same, 
and that the d iffe rence  in the success of the 
two investigations la rg e ly  comes from t h i s , — 
th a t the laws o f  wealth are the laws of a most 
complex phenomenon which you can but passively 
observe, and on which you cannot t r y  experiments 
fo r  science' sake, and that the laws o f motion
re la te  to a matter on which you can experiment,
and which is  comparatively simple in i t s e l f .

Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p . 16.

30. The reader in terested  in the a n t i - s c ie n t i f ic  perspective  
which Popper has lab e lled  "h istoricism " should re fe r  to the Append 
on Terms to the f i r s t  chapter o f  th is  d isserta tion  and to Karl 
Popper's The Poverty o f  H istoric ism  (New York: Harper and Row,
1959). An abbreviated presentation of many o f Popper's key doc
t r in e s  is  found in Bryan Magee's Karl Popper (New York: Viking
Press, Modern Masters Series, 1973), pp. 1 -49.

31. Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p . 84.

32. For Hayek's e a r ly  view o f "scientism" and the method o f
the social sciences, see F. A. Hayek, The Counter-Revolution o f  
Science: Studies in the Abuse o f  Reason (New York: The Free
Press, 195FT Hayek subsequently recanted his e a r l i e r  a n t i 
n a tu r a l is t  views in Studies in  Philosophy, P o l it ic s  and Economics 
(Chicago: University  o f  Chicago Press, 1967), pp. v i i i ,  4 -5 .

33. Bagehot's comments concerning the "a l l  case method" are
found in Economic Studies, op. c i t . ,  pp. 13-14, 85. Although too
lengthy to quote here, these comments contain an exce llen t charac
te r iz a t io n  o f  the a ll -ca s e  approach to humane studies, including  
quotes from contemporary English and German sources.
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34. Economic S tudies, op. c i t . , p . 14.

35. Bagehot's quotes from Jevons' Princip les  of Science on the 
subject o f  Bacon's method are so devastating th a t they deserve to be 
presented in f u l l :

. . .  the method which Mr. Cohen suggests was 
t r ie d  in the physical sciences and fa i le d  
. . .  the method which he suggests is  exactly  
th a t which Lord Bacon h im self fo llowed, and 
owing to the mistaken nature of which he 
discovered nothing. The in ves tig a tio n  into  
the nature o f heat in  the "Novum Organum" is  
exactly  such a c o llec tio n  o f facts  as Mr.
Cohen suggests; but nothing comes of i t .  As 
Mr. Jevons well says, Lord Bacon's "notion 
of s c ie n t i f ic  method was th a t  o f  a kind of  
s c ie n t i f ic  bookkeeping: facts were to be
ind iscr im in ate ly  gathered from every source, 
and posted in a kind o f  ledger, from which 
would emerge in  time a c le a r  balance of t ru th .
I t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to imagine a less l ik e ly  way 
o f a rr iv in g  a t  great d iscoveries ."

Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 14.

36. Although Bagehot's c r it ic is m s  o f the a ll -ca se  method cover 
many pages, we w i l l  quote only one short passage in order to obtain  
a f la v o r  o f  his s ty le  o f argumentation:

. . .  the "All-case" method— is  impossible. The 
facts o f  i t  are one thing to-day and another 
to-morrow; nor at one moment does any one know 
them completely. Those who best know many o f  
them w i l l  not t e l l  them or h in t  them; gradually  
and in the course o f  years they separately come 
to l i g h t ,  and by the time they do so, fo r  the 
most p a rt ,  another crop o f  unknown ones has 
accumulated. I f  we w a it  to reason t i l l  the 
"facts" are complete, we shall w a it  t i l l  the 
human race has expired . . .  In real l i f e  scarce
ly  any one knows more than a small part o f  what 
his neighbor is  doing, and he scarcely makes 
public any o f  that l i t t l e ,  or  o f  what he does 
himself. A complete record o f  coirmercial fa c ts ,  
or even o f one kind o f  such fa c ts ,  is  the com- 
p le tes t of dreams; you might as well hope fo r  
an e n t ire  record o f human conversation.

Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 16-17.

The in te res ted  reader should also re fe r  to Economic Studies, pp.
85, 108 and 152.
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37. Ib id . , pp. 14, 15-17.

38. Ib id . , pp. 17, 173.

39. Ib id . , pp. 84, 85.

40. "The maxim o f science is  simply that of common-sense--
simple cases f i r s t ;  begin with seeing how the main force acts when
there is as l i t t l e  as possible to impede i t ,  and when you thoroughly 
comprehend th a t ,  add to i t  in  succession the separate e ffec ts  o f  each 
o f the incumbering and in te r fe r in g  agencies." (Economic Studies,
pp. 8 3 -84 .)  See also pp. 85 and 173.

In response to the c losely  re la ted  question posed by Symes: 
"Why postulate a hypothesis with exceptions?," Bagehot provided a 
most reasonable answer:

I t  may be asked, What is the use o f laying
down such a ru le ,  i f  you admit and discuss
exceptions to i t?  Why invent a hypotheti
cal hedge, when you know th a t  i t  does not 
include a l l  you want, and th a t  therefore  
you w i l l  be unable to keep w ith in  i t?  The 
answer is  th a t  the nearest way to the whole 
tru th  is  by pursuing the clue which the 
p a r t ia l  t ru th  f i r s t  gave.

Economic S tudies, 0£. c i t . , p. 95.

Such an answer, o f  course, implies an abandonment of the  
a p r io r is t ic  examination o f  mental contents fo r  the discovery o f  
new economic re la t io n s .  I t  is u n l ik e ly ,  however, that this im p l i 
cation would have much disturbed Bagehot since he was already a 
convinced em p ir ic is t .

41. Economic S tudies , op. c i t . , p. 173.

42. "The discovery o f a law o f  nature is  very l i k e  the d is 
covery o f  a murder: in the one case you arrest a suspected per
son and in  the other you is o la te  a suspected cause." ( Economic 
Studies, 0£. c i t . , p. 1 7 .)

43. I b i d . , pp. 7, 86.

44. Bagehot never doubted that the businessmen of his day
possessed a wonderful knowledge o f the deta ils  o f  the market 
a c t iv i ty  th a t surrounded them, at le a s t  those businessmen who did 
not go down in  the waters o f  tu rbu lent competition: "Men o f  bus i
ness have a s o l id  judgment, a wonderful guessing power o f what is 
going to happen, each in  his own tra d e , but they have never prac
ticed  themselves in reasoning out t h e i r  judgments and in  supporting
th e ir  guesses by argument." ( Economic Studies, op. c i t . ,  p. 9 . )

Yet he deplored the lack o f  communication and mutual
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respect between businessmen and economists and considered i t  as one 
o f the main barr ie rs  to the advancement o f  the science:

Men o f  business can no more put in to  words 
much o f what guides th e ir  l i f e  than they 
could t e l l  another person how to speak 
t h e i r  language. And so the "theory o f  bus
iness" leads a l i f e  o f  obstruction , because 
theoris ts  do not see the business and the 
men o f  business w i l l  not reason out the 
theories: fa r  from wondering th a t  such a
science is  not completely p e r fe c t ,  we should 
ra th e r wonder tha t i t  ex is ts  a t  a l l .

Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 10.

. . .  p o l i t ic a l  econom y-effectual p o l i t ic a l  
economy, p o l i t ic a l  economy which in  complex 
problems succeeds— is a very d i f f i c u l t  thing; 
something a ltogether more abstruse and d i f 
f i c u l t ,  as well as more conclusive, than that  
which many o f  those who rush in  upon i t  have 
a notion o f .  I t  is  an abstrac t science which 
labors under a special hardship: those who
are conversant with i t s  abstractions are us
u a lly  without a true contact w ith  i t s  facts;  
those who are in contact w ith i t s  facts have 
usually l i t t l e  sympathy with and l i t t l e  cog
nizance o f  i t s  abstractions.

Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p . 9.

45. Wassily Leontie f,  "Theoretical Assumptions and Unobserved 
Facts," American Economic Review, Vol. 61 (March, 1971), p. 1.

46. Bagehot's doctrine o f  the resu lts  o f  an imperfect f i t  o f  
the theory to p reva il ing  social conditions is  found in  several parts  
o f  his economic w rit ings  included among which is  the following  
passage: "All th is  is  as true o f p o l i t i c a l  economy as o f any physical
science; i t s  deductions may be in c o n tro v e r t ib le ,  and i t s  results pre
c ise ly  t ru e ,  whenever i t s  assumptions are true ; but these results w i l l  
be very imperfect guides wherever those assumptions are impaired by 
contrad ictory  m atter."  ( Economic S tudies , op. c i t . , pp. 87-88.)

As we have seen, Bagehot was frequently  c r i t ic a l  of the 
C lassicals  fo r  the way in which they had employed the concept o f  
"d is turb ing  causes" as a defense fo r  the "universal a p p l ic a b i l i ty "  
and "absolute tru th" o f t h e i r  theories . Unfortunately, however, 
Bagehot apparently saw no fundamental defects in the re la ted  t r e a t 
ment o f  economics as "a science o f tendencies." We quote the key 
passage from his w rit ings:

I t  is on account o f  i t s  a b s trac t character that  
p o l i t ic a l  economy is often and ju s t ly  described
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as a science of "tendencies" only; that is ,  
the object of i t  is , to work out and ascer
tain the result of certain great forces, as 
i f  these alone operated, and as i f  nothing 
else had any effect in the matter. But as 
in matter o f fact many other forces have an 
effec t, the computed results of the larger 
isolated forces w ill never exactly happen: 
they w ill only, as i t  is said, tend more 
or less to happen; that is ,  they happen 
more and more nearly in proportion as the 
resisting and perturbing causes in each case 
happen to be less and less.
Economic Studies, op. c i t . , p. 85.

I t  is a non sequitur to imagine that the less-than-universal 
applicability  of a theory implies that the theory can only predict 
tendencies, but this was apparently the fallacy into which Bagehot 
had fallen.

47. Bagehot's recognition that the Classical theory nowhere 
f i t s  the actual existing conditions is spelled out in the passages
on pages 88, 90 and 7 of the Economic Studies.

48. The effects of advancing too comprehensive claims for the 
predictive power of economic theory are traced out in two lengthy 
quotes from Bagehot's writings:

I t  has often been put forward, not as a theory 
o f the principal causes affecting wealth in 
certain societies, but as a theory of the 
principal, sometimes even of a l l ,  the causes 
affecting wealth in every society; and this has 
occasioned many and strong doubts about i t .
. . .  the greatest confusion arises i f  you try  to
f i t  on uneconomical societies the theories only 
true of, and only proved as to, economical ones.
In my judgment we need, not that the authority 
o f our po litica l economy should be impugned, but 
that i t  should be minimized; that we should 
realize d is tinc tly  where i t  is established, and 
where not; that its  sovereignty should be up
held, but its  frontiers marked: and until this
is done, I am sure that there w ill remain the 
same doubt and hesitation in many minds about 
the science that there is now.
I f  economists had d is tin c tly  set before themselves 
that they were dealing only with the causes of 
wealth in a single set of societies, they might 
have effective ly  pointed their doctrines with
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facts from those societies; but so long as the 
vision of universal theory vaguely floated be
fore them, they shrank from particular i l lu s 
trations. Real societies are p lain ly so many 
and so unlike that an instance from one kind 
does not show that the same thing exists in 
other societies,—i t  rather raises in the mind 
a presumption that i t  does not exist there; and 
therefore speculators aiming at an all-embra
cing doctrine refrain from te llin g  cases, be
cause those cases are apt to work in unexpected 
ways, and to raise up the image not only o f the 
societies in which the tenet illu s tra te d  is true, 
but also of the opposite group in which i t  is 
false.
Economic Studies, op. c i t . , pp. 19,20.

49. Ib id . ,  p. 21.

50. Ib id . , p. 12.

51. Joseph Schumpeter, A History of Economic Analysis (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1954;, p. 824.
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CHAPTER V II

JOHN KELLS INGRAM:

THE TRANSITION IN BRITISH HISTORICISM

Perhaps the best known, though least understood, o f the B ritish

Historicists was J. K. Ingram. Ingram was the author of the f i r s t

systematic history of economic thought to be published in the English

language,^ he was a Professor of Literature at T rin ity  College, an

ardent believer in his own Irish  heritage, and a follower of the
2

"Positive Philosophy" o f Auguste Comte. Ingram's History of P o lit

ical Economy, which f i r s t  appeared as an a rtic le  in the Ninth Edition 

of the Encyclopedia Britannica (1887), has been cited as an authority 

by v irtu a lly  every subsequent account of the f ie ld , while Ingram him

se lf has gained the d istinction o f being one of the few "non-orthodox

writers to regularly a tta in  at least passing notice in a ll the major
3

histories of economic thought.

Despite the widespread acknowledgement of Ingram's work, how

ever, the assessments of his views have regularly followed a uniform 

and quite superficial pattern. His History is frequently the only 

o f his economic writings mentioned by past historians, and his views 

are e ither considered as the paradigm of the Historical School in 

B rita in , which they decidedly were not, or as a pale reflection of 

German Historicism, which they also were not. Of the many sources 

dealing with his perspective on economic investigation, only Ekelund, 

who attempted to place him within the in tellectual milieu of his
5

time, and Scott, who discussed more fu lly  his meta-economic
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doctrines, can be considered as having tru ly  contributed to our 

understanding of and appreciation for Ingram's purposes and pro

cedures.

Ingram's Approach to the History of Economics

Since Ingram is primarily known for his work in the history of

economic thought, i t  seems appropriate to investigate his views re

garding the procedures to be followed in that type o f study and the 

nature of the lessons to be gained from i t .  I t  is c lear, f i r s t  of 

a l l ,  that Ingram would today be classed as a "re lativ ist."®  He held 

that economists are both led to the questions which they w ill pose by 

the press of social events and that, in addition, the answers which 

they w ill proffer for these questions w ill be largely dependent upon 

the prevailing modes of in te llectual thought, the stage of develop

ment reached by th e ir respective societies and the ir own particular 

psychologies and past histories.

In Ingram's view, the history of social science could not be 

represented as a gradual advance toward a more and more correct body 

of social theory (in  terms of the explanatory scope and freedom from 

individual pecularities o f its  component hypotheses). Rather, the 

history of any study should be understood as the development of a 

series of justifica tions  for the existing social situation, and, 

id ea lly , a prim itive anticipation of the subsequent social state.

"Theory" is thus a reflection of the age in which i t  is created, and

i t  is only at a very advanced stage of social development that one 

may hope to arrive at something approaching a truly "scientific"
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7
study of society.

Since a social base adequate to support the s c ien tific  study of 

social phenomena did not come into existence until the end of the 

Nineteenth Century, Ingram concluded that i t  was a conceptual mistake 

to condemn past theories for speculations which were la te r  seen as 

inappropriate to subsequent developments o f society. Rather, past 

theories are properly viewed as the historical precipitate of ea rlie r  

social stages: as, "elements in an ordered series, to be studied

mainly with respect to their f i l ia t io n s , th e ir opportuneness and
o

th e ir  influences . . . "  (The "opportuneness" o f a theory depended 

upon whether i t  accurately reflected and ju s tif ie d  the " s p ir it  of 

[ i ts ]  age," while setting the stage for the passing of that age to 

the next.) Even those theories held dear by himself and his contem

poraries were, fo r Ingram, conditional upon and applicable to only 

the conditions and the stage o f social, economic and moral develop

ment attained, or nearly attained, by the B ritish nation during his 

life tim e.^

While i t  is a ll too easy to applaud Ingram's seemingly s e lf-  

c rit ic a l methodology in an age obsessed with "absolute truth" and 

"absolute certainty," i t  should be recognized that his epistemologi- 

cal relativism ( i . e . ,  his seeming refusal to engage in a p rio ris tic  

speculations about "a ll possible cases") approached the conception 

which Popper la te r  described as historicism ( v iz . ,  a concern with 

purportedly fundamental and irreversib le  changes in social structures 

and in the character o f "cultural influences" which occur in the 

course of a society's "evolution"). We w ill see in following
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sections o f th is  chapter th a t these " r e la t iv is t ic "  doctrines in  

Ingram's philosophy were by no means iso lated abberations, but 

were, instead, components of a complex o f  views which Karl Popper 

has described as "historicism ."

I t  is ,  however, important to distinguish th is  h is to r ic is t  form 

of re la tiv ism  from the quite d if fe re n t  practices described in the 

chapter on Cairnes. So fa r  as any "re la tiv ism " requires the replace

ment o f  social theoriz ing by theorizing about the sociology (or  

social psychology) o f  social theory ( ie s )  or so fa r  as i t  rejects  

theories which are uni versa! in form ( in  logical construction) along 

with theories which claim to be universal in ap p lica t io n , then to 

that e x ten t , and to that extent alone, is i t  f a i r l y  characterized as 

" h is to r ic is t ."  The other typos of " r e la t iv is t "  doctrines have, how

ever, no necessary connection with these h is to r ic is t  views. I t  was 

an unfortunate tw ist oi in te l le c tu a l  h istory  th a t  these d i f fe re n t  

senses of the term became associated with each other in the writings  

of Nineteenth Century economists and social th eo ris ts .

The Epistemology and Hethodology o f Social Knowledge

In his consideration o f  questions surrounding the construction  

o f "a theory o f society ," Ingram repeatedly voiced extensive o b je c t

ions to the dominant position held to by the English economists o f  

his day. Yet he was also among the f i r s t  to sharply condemn Pro

fessor Bonamy Price of Oxford for suggesting that social theoriz ing ,  

and most p a r t ic u la r ly  economic theoriz ing , was fraudulent, that 

p o li t ic ia n s  and c it izens were b e tte r  advised to follow the d ictates
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o f "common sense" than to re ly  upon the speculations and pronounce

ments of economists:

That economic phenomena are capable o f  s c i 
e n t i f i c  treatment is  a proposition which I 
do not intend to spend time in  demonstra
t in g  . . .  Nor do I intend to waste words in 
showing th a t ,  i f  there be a science o f  so
c ie ty ,  no other branch of investigation  can 
compete with i t  in importance or in d ig n i ty . 10

A more fa ta l  suggestion (than that o f  P ro f-  
fessor Price) could not, in my judgment, be 
made . . .  the prevalent methods o f economic 
research and exposition are open to grave 
c r it ic is m  but how con this be remedied by 
throwing ourselves on the undisciplined  
and random insp ira tions of so-called common 
sense? . . .  What security  can there be in  
th is  as in other branches o f inquiry against 
endless aberrations and confusions, but sys
tematic observation and analysis of the 
phenomena, resu lt ing  in a body o f ascertained  
and realized  t ru th ,  and what is this but 
sc ience? !1

Like L e s l ie ,  and other more sophisticated H is to r ica l  economists, 

Ingram declared himself unopposed to the use o f  deduction in economic 

investigations provided only that i t d i d  not lead w i l l y - n i l l y  into ap r io r

is t i c  and metaphysical speculations about general human motives ("the  

desire fo r  w ea lth " ) ,  did not obscure those pecu lia r  features of d i f 

fe rent soci» ties  which might play an important ro le  in the analysis 

of economic problems which arose in these so c ie t ies ,  and did not com

p le te ly  displace the complementary methods of "h is to r ica l research" 

and "induction" in those case;, where these methods would prove more 

f r u i t f u l . ^

Ingram’ s views concerning the character and function o f  a theory 

or "law" seem both conventional and unexceptional in the context of
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his age, although he did commit the then-common error warned against
1 3by Bagehot, Whewell and a host of more modern writers ( v iz . , the 

confusion of sc ien tific  laws and empirical generalizations): "Sci

ence is simply the ascertainment and co-ordination o f laws; a law

is the statement of a general fact; we explain a specific fact by
14showing that i t  is a case of a more general fact."  I t  is over the 

question of the proper object of social inquiry that Ingram departed 

most sharply from the la te r  Classicals and from most Western econo

mists o f the present day.

In accord with Comte, Ingram distinguished "sta tic  theories"

which deal "with laws o f coexistence" from those "theories of social
15dynamics" which dealt "with laws of succession." This distinction  

was repeatedly related to a "justification" by way of analogy between 

the biological and social sciences: "As in biology we have, alongside

of the theory of the constitution and actions of an organism, the 

further theory of its  development in time; so in Sociology we have, 

besides the doctrine of the constitution and actions o f society, the 

doctrine of the constitution and actions of society, the doctrine o f 

its  evolution from a prim itive to a higher cond ition."^  Although 

this rather flimsy analogy may seem, superfic ia lly , as nothing more 

than an ad hO£ imposition in support of a highly suspect extension 

of social inquiry, we shall see below (pages 233 and 236) that the 

parallel between the developmental history o f an organism and the 

laws of social dynamics was actually an integral part of Ingram's 

systematic and well-structured views concerning the methodology 

appropriate to sociology. I t  is not clear that Ingram's analogy
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between "the c o n s t itu t io n  and action o f  society" and the "constitu 

tion and action o f  an organism" can be f i t t e d  so well in his more 

general perspective. Yet i t  can be sa fe ly  asserted th a t  Ingram, 

l ik e  previous H is to r ic a l  economists, was in s is te n t  upon the impor

tance o f  including in s t i tu t io n a l  and customary constraints as v a r i 

ables o f  s ign if icance  fo r  use in and app lica tion  to "real world" 

cases

I t  is somewhat iron ic  that while Ingram's prescriptions for  

the reform of s t a t ic  theory are both d e f in i te  and emphatic, his 

own e f fo r ts  in th is  area were l im ited  to his b r ie f  but impressive
I O

History o f Slavery and Serfdom (also f i r s t  published in the Ninth

Edition o f the Encyclopedia B ritann ica , and la t e r  revised in to  a

book) and his even more b r ie f ,  and much less impressive, "Govern-

19ment Valuation o f  I re la n d ."  I f  Ingram was not h im self a "pure 

th e o r is t ,"  then he was, almost exc lu s ive ly ,  a h is to r ian  of thoughts 

rather than events.

In Ingram's consideration of "dynamics" or dynamic laws o f so

c ia l change we meet with what Popper has id e n t i f ie d  as the core of 

philosophic h is to r ic is in -- th e  b e l ie f  in laws determining the path of 

social change o r  developnent (the b e l ie f  in "a science o f h istory")  

and the assumption of a unique type o f "understanding" which arises 

from the study o f  "h is to r ica l science." For example: " I t  is now

universally  acknowledged that societies are subject to a process of

development, which is i t s e l f  not a r b i t r a r y ,  but regular; and that no

20social fac t can be re a l ly  understood apart from i ts  h is to ry ."  And 

also:
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. . .  the method of Sociology must be not only 
inductive , but h is to r ic a l ;  and by the l a t t e r  
name i t  may best be characterized. By this  
is  meant, not merely th a t  i t  finds the mater
ia ls  fo r  i t s  studies in  the general f i e ld  of 
human h is to ry : we mean fu r th e r  th a t  i t  in 
s t i tu te s  a comparison o f  the successive states 
o f  society in order to discover the laws of 
social f i l i a t i o n —a process s im ila r  in prin 
c ip le  to the biological comparison o f  organ
isms o f  d i f fe re n t  degrees o f  development. 21

While Comte's "dynamical element" o f social investigation  was 

frequently re ferred  to in Ingram's w r i t in g s ,  i t  is  apparent th a t he 

never developed th is  aspect o f  his thought to any great ex ten t. The 

role o f  "dynamics" was that o f  a crutch used to support his more 

central concern with the essential u n ity  o f  a l l  social science. I t  

in no way served as an underlying s tructure  fo r  Ingram's speculations  

as i t  did fo r  w r ite rs  such as Hegel, Marx or many of the Continental 

philosophers.

As jus t in d ica te d , Ingram's most pervasive and fundamental 

c r it ic is m  o f  la te  Classical economists was concerned with th e ir  

" a r t i f i c i a l "  separation o f the "study o f  wealth" from a l l  other 

factors a ffe c t in g  social l i f e .  The close t i e  which was established  

in his mind between "dynamics and a necessary unity" o f  social i n 

vestigation is i l lu s t r a te d  in  his remarks to Section F o f  the Royal 

S ta t is t ic a l  Society:

. . .  nothing is p la iner than that in the course 
o f  the [ s ic ]  human evolution the several social 
elements did follow separate and independent 
processes of growth. The present economic s ta te ,  
fo r example, o f  the nations o f  Western Europe, 
as a group, or of any individual one amounqst 
them, is the resu lt  o f  a great v a r ie ty  of con
d it io n s ,  many of them not in th e ir  own nature
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economical a t  a l l .  S c ie n t i f ic ,  moral, re l ig io u s ,  
p o l i t i c a l  ideas and in s t i tu t io n s  have a l l  concur
red in determining i t .  But i f  they worked in th is
manner in  the past, i t  follows th a t they are work
ing so in  the present. I t  is  therefore  impossible 
r a t io n a l ly  to conceive or exp la in  the in d u str ia l  
economy o f society without taking in to  account the 
other co -exis ting  social fa c to rs . 22

This same association o f "dynamics" and the unity o f  social s c i 

ence occurs repeatedly in Ingram's w r it in g s ,  and lengthy passages are 

devoted to th is  topic in his History o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, his Work 

and the Workmen and his History of Slavery and Serfdom. Yet despite 

such adamant declarations as, "This question as to the re la t io n  o f  

economic studies to  the general body o f  human knowledge, is  re a l ly

the most radical and v i ta l  that can be raised respecting them, and

on i t  more than on any other depends, in my opinion, the future o f  

23these s tud ies ,"  Ingram was u lt im ate ly  w i l l in g  to soften his posi

tion regarding the requirement fo r a un itary  Science of Society. In 

his address to the R. S. S., he distinguished between those research 

programs which were u l t l mately un if ied  and those which required each

social s c ie n t is t  to become a Renaissance man, f u l ly  q u a lif ie d  in a

24variety o f  s tud ies. While abandoning the l a t e r  path to those few

25of superior i n t e l l e c t  ( i . e . ,  Conite), Ingram endorsed the notion 

that " . . .  a separate class o f savants be appropriated to each (o f  

the sub-divisions of sociology)." In order to avoid excessive 

s p e c ia liza t io n ,  i t  was necessary, however, that the research carried  

out by each o f  the separate classes of workers be only "temporarily  

and prov is iona lly"  iso la ted  from the general course of social know

ledge. One o f  the central tasks o f the Science o f  Society remained
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as the continuing synthesis o f  the knowledge gained in the sub-fie lds

26of e th ics , government and p o l i t ic a l  economy.

Biological analogies were again resorted to by Ingram in his

attempt to ju s t i f y  a un if ied  social science. For, as we are reminded,

"the study of society . . .  is  in so many respects kindred to biology,"

and the job o f  the so c io lo g is t ,  i t  appears, is c losely  analogous to

27tha t of the medical d o c to r . '

Ingram's Empiricism

Another de r iva tive  o f Ingram's attachment to the un ified  science 

o f Sociology was his h o s t i l i t y  to many of those an ti-em p ir ica l  a t t i 

tudes popular among the la te  Classical w r i te rs .  J . S. M ill  and 0. E. 

Cairnes, i t  w i l l  be re ca lled , had ju s t i f i e d  a resort to the concepts 

o f  "tendencies" and "abstract cases" ( i . e . ,  tha t o f  a purely "economic 

man") by maintaining th a t social phenomena were o f  an especia lly  com

plex character. Because o f  the d ifference between social and physi

cal phenomena, i t  was necessary to mentally is o la te  each possible 

motivation from a l l  others and deal exclusively  with i ts  e f fe c ts .

While Ingram assented to the complexity o f  the process of social 

development (something quite  d i f fe re n t  from the s ta t ic  phenomena

which Classicals l ik e  Cairries had considered) and to the necessity

28fo r  some degree o f  s p ec ia liza t io n  in i ts  examination, he was com

pe lled  to attack "the a p r io r is t ic  or deductive view" in order to 

maintain his own position concerning the essential unity of social 

sciences. Although Ingram c r i t ic iz e d  the "deductive view" both for 

i t s  "abstract character" and for i t s  "too extravagant" claims to
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universal app licab ility , the concentration in his arguments seem to
29center upon the former o f these points. Ingram's fundamental 

concern seemed to be the Classical s' method of reasoning from an 

empirically false premise. Both the hypothetical construct of an 

"economic man" and any argument which relied upon the generalized 

concepts of "man" or "man's nature" were, for him, both unscientific  

and "pernicious."3®

Ingram suggested as the optimal replacement for the a priorism 

of orthodox economics a careful historical study of the actual de

velopment of both social institutions and social mores within each 
31existing society. Here again, however, we are faced with the two- 

edged character o f these suggestions: on the one hand they imply

the quite reasonable view that d iffering  legal codes and differing  

social customs may well exercise a quite considerable impact on the 

success or fa ilu re  o f particular economic policies, while on the 

other hand they assert nothing less than one of the basic H is to ri

c is t contentions that "the main agency in the social movement . . .

[ is ]  the accumulated influence o f anterior on subsequent generations 
32of mankind," or to put the same point d iffe ren tly , that there is 

really  no such thing as two events of the same type. Thus, there 

is no such thing as an ahistorical science of society. A certain  

uneasiness must necessarily accompany any interpretation of Ingram's 

writings which does not attempt to account for his purely h is to ri-  

cist-evo lutionist views along with his more constructive empirical 

and historical arguments. Yet the rationalization o f these two 

elements of his thought is not so d if f ic u lt  i f  considered in the
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lig h t of the moralistic social theory of his day and his own pre

disposition toward the construction o f an objective social ethics.

Ingram as an Ethical Theorist

We have so fa r concentrated on what might be characterized as 

Ingram's views on the epistemological character (the "scope and 

method") of social theory. Yet this aspect of Sociology was, to 

him, only a necessary propaedeutic for the achievement of ultimate 

results aimed at by "the Science of Society," i . e . ,  the development 

of an objective social-ethics. In order to fu lly  appreciate Ingram's 

perspective on the aims of social science, one must f i r s t  turn, how

ever, to the general outlines o f the Comtian system upon which he 

b u ilt . Comte, according to Ingram, portrayed Sociology (the master 

science of society) as possessing the following features:

(1) i t  is essentially one science, in which a ll 
the elements of a social state are studied in 
th e ir relations and mutual actions; (2) i t  in 
cludes a dynamical as well as a statical theory 
of society; (3) i t  thus eliminates the absolute, 
substituting for an imagined f ix ity  the con
ception of ordered change; (4) its  principal 
method, though others are not excluded, is that 
of historical comparison; (5) i t  is pervaded by 
moral ideas, by notions o f social duty, as op
posed to the individual rights which were de
rived as corollaries from the jus naturae; and 
(6) in its  s p ir it  and practical consequences i t  
tends to [s ic] the realisation of a ll the great 
ends which compose "the popular cause"; yet (7) 
i t  aims at this through peaceful means, replacing 
revolution by evolution.34

This blending of normative and positive (in  the sense of W ertfre i) 

elements is perhaps the most strik ing feature of this summary
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statement o f Comte's views. I t  was perhaps the basic intermixture 

of the "is" and the "ought," combined with the Victorian b e lie f in 

a progressive development of social morals, that served as the 

foundation for Ingram's confusion of history and historicism. The 

connection may be constructed as follows: i f  one tru ly  believes

that the moral constitution of a nation is a major, i f  not the most 

important, factor in its  growth and development, and i f  one also be

lieves in a necessary dynamics of moral Progress, resulting from 

equally determinate changes in social form and economic organization, 

then one is inexorably led (as were Marx, Hegel and a host o f lesser 

figures) to the notion o f a value-laden and value-determining 

"science." This entire complex of in terre la ted , i f  not in fe ren tia lly  

connected, concepts also implies that i t  is desirable for a social 

scientist to concentrate his attention not upon the individual (no 

matter how important) but upon the underlying "movements" and con

vulsions of "social development." In Ingram's words, "The ensemble 

must preponderate [s ic ] over the individual; and the constructors of

theories must be regarded as organs of a common in te llectual and
35social movement." Ingram's own writings in the history of economic 

thought are, to some extent, re flective  of precisely that perspec

tive  in that they consider the individual peculiarities  of the 

"great" economists as essentially unimportant to the path of the 

d isc ip lin ed  development.

In Ingram's view, the essential character o f an author's econ

omic writings was a derivative of the age in which he wrote. Thus 

the Greeks and Romans had engaged in l i t t l e  economic theorizing

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

235

beyond what was required to explain the operation o f t h e i r  immediate
O f

households, the medievals' economic pronouncements were o r ig in a l ly

derived from theological considerations and only slowly evolved

37toward a metaphysical or "natural law" perspective, and the Mer

c a n t i l is ts  explo ited th is  same metaphysical perspective on the Natural

38Order to j u s t i f y  the equally  metaphysical notion o f "the Nation."  

During an ear ly  phase in th e i r  development the Classicals preserved 

the idea o f  "the Natural" as a source o f external appeal against the

all-powerfu l s ta te  authority  which the M ercantil is ts  had helped to

39create . At a la t e r  period, however, a f t e r  th e ir  a l l i e s  in the 

manufacturing and r e ta i l in g  industries had gained the upper hand, 

they were anxious to claim th a t  the New Order of conditional la is s ez -  

f a i r e  was based on mental c e r ta in t ie s  and unchanging a p r io r is t ic  

"laws of p o l i t ic a l  economy" ra ther than upon the anarchical " in v is i 

ble h an d ."^  I t  was in the la te  Classical period, however, that 

Ingram found the roots o f a "mature s c ie n t i f ic  view," fo r  i t  was 

during th is  period tha t English and Continental Society became en

gaged in the f in a l  transformation from the Age of in s t r u c t i v e )  

C rit ic is m , necessary to c lear away the t ra d it io n a l  forms of the 

Middle Ages, to a Positive Age- of "rational and s c ie n t i f ic "  recon- 

struction .

From Ingram's perspective i t  would be mistaken to say tha t the 

Greeks, Romans, M ercantil is ts  or early  Classicals had erred in e i th e r  

th e ir  goals or th e ir  methods. Rather, they had each f u l f i l l e d  th e i r  

necessary roles in the sequence o f  social development. Due to th e ir  

e f fo r ts  society  could now progress beyond the s t i f l i n g  customary
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arrangements o f  the Middle Ages and beyond the Age o f  Negativism

( i . e . ,  the Enlightenment) to a newer, s c ie n t i f i c a l ly  planned and 

42run social order. I t  was the purpose o f  the Comtian Sociology

and o f  i ts  important branch, P o l i t ic a l  Economy, to p lo t the course

along which th is  Posit ive  society would develop and thus to hasten 

43i t s  re a l iz a t io n .

In economics the re f le c t io n  o f  the developing S c ie n t i f ic  

Society was the growth o f  an H is to r ica l S p i r i t ,  th a t i s ,  the re je c t 

ion o f  the metaphysical or a p r io r is t ic  concepts o f  a "human nature" 

or an "economic man" in favor o f  a study o f  in s t i tu t io n a l  structures  

and in s t i tu t io n a l  changes. Even though the i n i t i a l  reaction against 

the "excessively abstract" theoriz ing  o f the Classicals had taken 

the form o f  a resort to the pure " h is to r ic i ty "  o f  the facts o f econ

omic development ( i . e . ,  to a mere accounting of the " l i f e  history"  

o f  each "social o rgan ism "),^  Ingram himself was not a t  a l l  s a t is f ie d  

tha t a simple accounting of economic h is tory  was exhaustive o f  the 

contributions that economics could make to the study o f  social phen

omena. In the la t e r  editions o f  his H istory of P o l i t ic a l  Economy he 

summarized in highly sympathetic tones the state o f  economic inquiry  

in the la te  1880's:

The continued influence of the h is to r ic a l  school 
is evident in the large  output each year o f  h is 
t o r ic a l ,  s ta t is t ic a l  and descrip tive  works and 
in the large proportion of time and energy de
voted by economists to studies o f  th is  kind . . .
The economist who devotes most o f  his time to 
such studies, however, constantly uses theory 
and is  conscious o f  i t s  importance. His a t t i 
tude toward theore tica l studies is a t leas t t o l 
e ran t ,  sometimes encouraging. He is less apt to
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be an extrem ist than were the e a r l i e r  adherents 
o f the h is to r ica l  school.

Most economists o f  the present day cannot be 
c la s s if ie d  as adherents o f  any school. They 
recognize the importance o f  both h is to r ica l  
and theore tica l studies and th e ir  place in the 
development o f  the science, and many o f  them 
div ide th e ir  energies between the two. They 
also recognize the importance o f  both induction 
and deduction and o f the abstract and empirical 
methods. They are open-minded to new doctrines,  
but a t the same time c r i t i c a l .  They are syn
th e t ic  as well as a n a ly t ic .45

And in his address to the Royal S ta t is t ic a l  Society Ingram cautioned 

against any attempt to completely overturn the foundations upon which 

p o l i t ic a l  economy had h is to r ic a l ly  arisen:

I am fa r  from thinking that the results arrived  
a t  by the h ith e rto  dominant economic school ought 
to be thrown away as valueless. They have shed 
important p a r t ia l  l ig h ts  on human a f f a i r s ,  and 
afforded salutary  p a r t ia l  guidance in public  
action . The task incumbent on sociologists . . .  
is  to incorporate the truths already e l ic i t e d  
in to  a more s a t is fa c to ry  body o f doctrine, in 
which they w i l l  be brought in to  re la t io n  with the 
general theory of social ex is tence--to  recast the 
f i r s t  draughts of theory, which, however incom
p le te ,  in most, cases ind icate  real elements of 
the question considerod--and to u t i l i z e  the valu
able materials of a l l  kinds which th e i r  predeces
sors ha ve a < cumu1 a Led. 46

Ingram's conservative impulses, when considering the complete 

a b o lit io n  o f  economic theory, did not, however, carry over to his 

a ttitudes  concerning the social s ign if icance o f s c ie n t i f ic  in qu iry .  

The e x p l i c i t ly  M ertfre i l im ita t io n s  placed upon economic inv es tig a 

tions by v i r t u a l ly  a l l  o f  the Classical w riters  were, for him, no 

more than the necessary accouterment o f  th e ir  "abstract" and ex

cessively general node of th eo r iz in g . In his "The Present Position
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and Prospects o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy," fo r  instance, he stated o f  

Senior's w rit ings  that:

. . .  when Senior is led to make some observations 
o f the utmost importance and in te re s t ,  on the 
very doubtful advantage to a labouring family o f  
the employment o f  the mother and the children in 
non-domestic work, he thinks i t  necessary to a- 
pologize fo r  having introduced such remarks, as 
not, perhaps, s t r i c t l y  w ith in  the province o f  
p o l i t ic a l  economy. And when he finds himself 
s im i la r ly  induced to observe on the ev i ls  o f  se
vere and incessant labour, and the benefits o f  a 
certa in  degree o f  le isu re --su b jec ts  so momentous 
to working men, and c losely connected with th e ir  
material as well as moral condition--he pauses 
and corrects h im self, admitting th a t  he should 
not only be ju s t i f i e d  in om itting , but perhaps 
was bound to omit, a l l  considerations which have 
no influence on wealth. This is the very pedan
try  o f purism; and the purism is not merely exag
gerated, i t  is r e a l ly  a ltogether out of p lace .4 '

And in summarizing his position in commentary on Cairnes' Logical 

Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, he stated th a t;

. . .  th is  systematic in d iffe ren tism  amounts to an 
e n tire  paralysis o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy as a social 
power capable o f  producing or confirming in the 
mass o f the community ju s t  convictions on the most 
important of a l l  subjects. How, i t  may be well 
asked, are s u f f ic ie n t ly  fixed and convergent opin
ions on such matters to be generated in the public  
mind? How are the scattered l ig h ts ,  supplied by 
the several p a r t ia l  and one-sided studies 01 human 
a f fa i r s ,  to be combined, so as to convey social 
truth to the understanding, and impress i t s  prac
t ic a l  consequences on men's consciences?

For Ingram, then, social theory and p o l i t ic a l  economy were tools 

not only fo r  the discovery of iru th  but also for i ts  promulgation or,  

more accurate ly , i ts  propaqandism. This a tt i tu d e  toward the function 

o f social science may be, as Popper has contended, the psychological
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49derivative of the notion of a Scientific  History, but regardless 

of the truth of that contention, i t  does seem to be true that a be

l i e f  in a normative social science leads its  practitioners to a 

position o f po litica l activism. In a general sense, Ingram had 

already attained to the role of p o litica l prophet at the time o f his 

address to the Royal S tatis tica l Society. For he stated on that 

occasion that:

I  believe that the most effective weapons against 
. . .  economic errors w ill often be found in reasons 
not based on material interests, but derived from 
a consideration of the higher ends of society, and 
the ideal of the collective l i f e  of the race. And, 
a fo r t io r i , when we have to deal with the larger 
economic subjects, now rapidly increasing in ur
gency, which are more immediately in contact with 
moral conceptions, these questions of the ultimate 
ends of the social union cannot be le f t  out of
s ig h t .50

I t  was not, however, until 1880 that Ingram took his f ir s t  decisive

step away from ac tiv itie s  which were primarily academic and toward

those which were wholly p o lit ic a l. In his speech to the Trade Union 

Congress of that year, lie pro< ce ded from an exceedingly b r ie f in tro 

duction concerned with matter', of economic methodology to a ju s t i 

fication for normative social theory as the necessary consequence of 

any investigations into social matters. Although the passage summar 

izing this transition from the Wertfrei investigations o f the social 

scientist to the concerns of the social reformer is somewhat lengthy 

i t  is worthy of quotation:

Every particular social problem is only a case of 
this general one, how to subordinate a ll social
forces to the highest permanent well-being of the
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e n tire  community. Now, the more we study this  
great question, the more we shall find  that no 
material expedients— however useful in th e i r  
proper p la c e --w i l l  su ff ice  fo r  i t s  solution.
That solution must be e s s e n t ia l ly  moral. The 
end in view can be a tta ined only by means o f a 
generally accepted code o f social duties, con
tinuously applied and brought to  bear on prac
t ic e  by the systematic s o lic itu d e  of society.
The essential basis o f  th is  action is the es
tablishment o f  stable  in te l le c tu a l  convictions 
respecting the conditions o f  healthy social  
1i f e — in other words, a s c ie n t i f ic  Sociology.
Duties, in fa c t ,  are social functions free ly  
performed, and, they cannot be fixed with the 
degree o f definiteness necessary for practica l  
d is c ip l in e ,  without a study of the functions as 
they arise  out o f the natural constitu tion  and 
h is to r ica l development o f  the social body. The 
ideas appropriate to each function must thus be 
elaborated, in order to determine the corres
ponding duties. This is  the high practica l des
tin a tio n  which l ie s  before Sociology, and which 
gives i t  an importance and in te re s t  transcending 
tha t o f  every other department o f  human know
ledge.

The remainder o f  the address contains an expression o f  those 

social a tt itudes  which Ingram associated with an advanced Positive  

Society. While these doctrines are o f  l i t t l e  in te re s t  from the 

standpoint o f  economic methodology or of economic theory, they do 

r e f le c t  the to t a l ly  u n ju s t if ied  and a rb it ra ry  manner in which h is -  

to r ic is t -e v o lu t io n is t  economists have claimed fo r  th e ir  own values 

the a u th o r ity  o f  a purported s c ie n t i f ic  analys is . In Ingram's case 

i t  is  also remarkable that those social goals and in s t itu t io n s  which 

he associated solely  with Comtian Sociology were p ra c t ic a l ly  in d is 

tinguishable from the goals and in s t i tu t io n s  conjured up in the

utopian w ritings of "orthodox" economists such as J. S. M i l l  and 

52
A lfred  Marshall. Entrepreneurs, he t e l l s  us, are worthy of respect
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not fo r  th e i r  organizational a b i l i t i e s  or th e i r  s k i l l s  in a n t ic ip a 

ting  s h i f t in g  consumer demands, but ra ther because they are properly

"social administrators" holding a position which is  " re a l ly  a public  

53o f f ic e ."  Labor unions are to be encouraged, not as bargaining

agents fo r  workers, but as agencies to promote th e i r  moral ascenden- 

54cy. And, o f  course, the hope o f  fu ture  Progress depends so le ly

upon the continued enlightenment and e levation  o f the labouring  

55class. I t  appears th a t  the u lt im ate  in s p ira t io n  o f  Ingram's social

56program was actua lly  the condescending and morally righteous statism  

of la te  V ictorian  social th e o r is ts ,  ra th e r  than any purportedly s c i 

e n t i f i c  analysis o f  "social dynamics."

Relativ ism, "Progress" and Social Determinism

A f in a l  aspect o f  Ingram's h is to r ic a l  methodology which has only 

im p l ic i t ly  been re ferred  to in the preceding pages was his seeming 

preoccupation with a series o f "social stages" through which any 

society must in e v ita b ly  advance. In his History o f Slavery and 

Serfdom, fo r  instance, he stated that slavery was "a necessary step 

in social progress." (A statement which was followed by a lengthy 

j u s t i f i c a t io n  for both slavery and national warfare as brutal but 

necessary elements in national developm ent.)^  In his History o f  

P o l i t ic a l  Economy th is  same theme is repeated, i f  somewhat more

subtly , with protection being ju s t i f i e d  as necessary to the e ar ly

58period o f  a country's development. Ingram's conviction in the 

necessity o f  such practices and in s t i tu t io n s  was so firm  that he was 

even w i l l in g  to proclaim th a t ,  " I f  the thought o f the period, instead
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o f  being compelled by contemporary circumstances, could have been

guided by socio logical prevision [ s i c ] ,  i t  must have entered with

zeal on the same path [o f Merchantile and P ro tection is t p o l ic ie s ]

59which i t  em p ir ica lly  selected."

The element o f  "re la tiv ism " in Ingram's thoughts was thus re

in fo rced , and i t  in  turn re inforced not only a re jection of un iver

s a l ly  formulated theories describing human behavior but also any 

universal code o f ethics or un iversa lly  "correct" p o l i t ic a l  p o l i 

c ies . The fe rvor which Ingram f e l t  fo r  the arising Posit ive  Soci

e ty  would, in his view, have been as ju s t f ia b ly  f e l t  by a Roman 

landlord bidding fo r  a new slave or a craftsman p e tit ion ing  fo r  

the pro tection  o f  his profession, provided only that the time was 

correct.

Conclusion— The Position and Importance 

of Ingram in the B r i t is h  H is to r ic is t  Tradition

As we have seen, Ingram shared with Jones, Bagehot and Leslie  

many o f  the same h o s t i l i t ie s  toward both Orthodox doctrines and i n 

d iv idua ls  and some o f  the same programs fo r  methodological reform 

o f  an "H is to r ic a l"  character. Yet in a very s ig n if ic a n t  sense his 

w rit in g s  form a watershed between the views of the e a r ly  B r i t is h  

H is to r ic a l  School and the e v o lu t io n a ry -h is to r ic is ts  and ear ly  Neo- 

c la s s ic a ls .  Like Marshall, he had a profound suspicion o f  lengthy  

mathematical investigations in to  social phenomena, although he was 

w i l l in g  to admit the use o f  mathematics as a teaching to o l . 60 From 

his Comtian convictions he derived a b e l ie f  in the importance of
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"social dynamics" and h is to r ica l science ( in  the Popperian sense o f  

" h is to r ic a l" ) .  From his English contemporaries he absorbed the doc

tr ines  o f  social organicism and the d is t in c t io n  between m i l i ta ry  and 

in d u s tr ia l  s o c ie t ie s . 61 Combining th is  already e c le c t ic  social fa i th  

with the German view of social p o l ic y ,  s t i l l  new to the England of  

the 1880's, Ingram was to an tic ipa te  many features o f  the reformed 

"orthodox" p o s it io n , a paradigm which would prove s t i f l i n g  to the 

future  progress o f  economic research but which served as f e r t i l e  

ground fo r  the social reform movements o f  the la te  Nineteenth and 

e ar ly  Twentieth Centuries.

Despite his extensive c r it ic ism s o f past Orthodox economists, 

Ingram was more than w i l l in g  to grasp the o l iv e  branch once i t  was 

extended. In one o f  his la s t  w rit in g s  we f in d  him describing the 

"great thaw" experienced in the economics o f  the 1880's and the r ise  

o f  "a more humane and genial s p i r i t  (which) has taken the place o f  

the dryness and hardness which once repelled  many o f  the best minds
C O

from the study o f  Economics." In the l a t e r  versions o f  his History  

o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, he was w i l l in g  to t r e a t  "orthodox" authors such 

as Marshall w ith  a healthy measure o f  respect, i f  not w ith fu l l  ac

ceptance, and to comment favorably upon the element o f  "open-minded

ness" which they had added to  economic studies.

From the theore tica l and policy  positions which Ingram u lt im ate 

ly  a rr ived  a t ,  i t  was but a small step to the complete d is in tegration  

o f B r i t is h  H is to r ic a l  economics in to  the diverging branches of econ

omic h is to ry  and evolutionary h is toric ism . Once that step was taken, 

in  the w r it in g s  o f  l a t e r  authors such as Ashley and Cunningham, the
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unique features which had distinguished the H is to r ica l t ra d it io n  in  

B rit ish  economics from both the German H is to r ica l School and from 

orthodox B r it is h  economics simply ceased to e x is t .  The Cunninghams, 

Harrisons and other like-minded h is to r ic is ts  eventually  formed the 

theore tica l component o f  the co llec tive -evo lu tion ism  which over

whelmed B r it is h  s o c ia l ,  e th ica l and p o l i t ic a l  theory in the la s t  

decades o f  the Nineteenth Century. The Ashleys and Toynbees, on the 

other hand, devoted themselves to "pure" h is to r ic a l  research, e i th e r  

of a l i te ra ry -d e s c r ip t iv e  or " s ta t is t ic a l"  form. "Theory" among the 

former group became id en tica l to a sophisticated form o f  social pro

phesy, while among the l a t t e r  group i t  was re fe rred  to only in demon

s tra t io n  o f i t s  inherent falseness.

That any coherent presentation of a social view re l ie s  upon some 

sort o f  "s ta t ic "  reasoning (upon a "social theory") was consis tently  

ignored by everyone except the Orthodox economists. I t  was thus upon 

the Orthodox methodological foundations that subsequent economic 

speculation grew and supported i t s e l f .  The consequences o f  th is  ra 

ther disappointing turn o f  in te l le c tu a l  h istory  are traced in some 

deta il in  the concluding chapter o f  this d isse rta t io n . The attempts 

both to re inforce the orthodox perspective through the introduction  

of new and more subtle arguments and to contract out of the dead

end in to  which i t  in e v ita b ly  led economic inqu iry  are also considered 

in this concluding chapter.
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Footnotes to Chapter VII

1. J. K. Ingram's A H istory  of P o l it ic a l  Economy was f i r s t  
published as an a r t i c l e ,  " P o l i t ic a l  Economy," in the Encyclopedia 
B rita n n ica , 9th e d i t io n ,  Vol. XIX (Edinburg: Adam and Charles 
Black, 1885), pp. 346-391. I t  l a t e r  appeared in book form in a 
number o f prin tings and editions o f  which the following were re
ferred to in  the preparation o f  th is  chapter: (New York: Mac
m illan , 1888); 2nd edition (New York: Macmillan, 1907); Second
Amplified Edition with an introduction by Richard T. Ely and an 
added chapter by W illiam  A. Scott (New York: Macmillan, 1915). The
Second Amplified E dition  is the source for a ll  following references  
unless otherwise specified .

2. There is no entry on Ingram's l i f e  in e ith e r  Pal grave1s 
Dictionary or the Dictionary of National Biography. Luckily , how
ever, Ely does provide us witTTa b r ie f1 but informative sketch o f  
his character and in te re s ts ,  o f  which the main passages are quoted 
below:

He was an able mathematician and a f in e  p h i l 
o lo g is t .  He wrote on Shakespeare and Tennyson, 
and was himself a poet of d is t in c t io n  . . .  Sev
eral of his associates a f te r  his death said 
tha t he was probably the most learned man in  
the world.

. . .  p o l i t ic a l  economy was one among his many 
in te l le c tu a l  in te re s ts .  Nor was p o l i t ic a l  
economy his main in te re s t .  His main in te re s t  
was re l ig io n .  The Religion of Humanity as 
founded by Auguste Comte and developed by the 
Posi t i v is t s .

H istory o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p . x iv .

Although Ely does inform us of the l i t t le -k n o w n  fa c t  th a t  
"Ingram was one o f  the founders o f the S ta t is t ic a l  and Social Inquiry  
Society o f  Ire land  . . . , "  the e f fe c t  o f  this information is somewhat 
diminished by the additional information that "As such he wished to
encourage the use o f  s ta t is t ic s  to promote social reform." (H istory
o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. x i i i . )  The bas ica lly  normative 
goals which motivated Ingram's economic and social investigations  
were also noted by Ely in his introduction to the History o f  P o l i t ic a l  
Economy:

. . .  the ch ie f  animating motive in Ingram's l i f e
was his enthusiasm o f humanity [s ic ] .  His pas
sion was the general welfare . . .  Ingram's a c t i 
v i ty  in a l l  the societies  with which he was con
nected shows th a t his desire to promote human 
welfare was with him the chief consideration,
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and th a t science with him did not embrace an 
end in i t s e l f  . . .

H istory  of P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. xv.

3. References to Ingram include the following: John Fred B e l l ,
A History o f  Economic Thought, 2nd e d it io n  (New York: The Ronald
Press Company, 1967), pp. 349-350; L. H. Haney, H istory o f  Economic 
Thought, 4th Enlarged Edition (New York: Macmillan, 19497"; Wesley
C la ir  M i tc h e l l ,  Types o f Economic Theory, Vol. I I ,  ed ited  and with  
introduction by Joseph Dorfman (New York: Augustus K e lley , 1971),
pp. 38-39; Eric  R o ll ,  A H istory  o f  Economic Thought, 3rd e d it io n  
(Englewood C l i f f s :  Prentice-Hall ,1954 ) ,  p. 311; and Henry W illiam
Spiegel, The Growth o f  Economic Thought (Englewood C l i f f s :  P ren t ice -
H a l l , 197177 PP. 401-403.

4. Robert B. Ekelund, J r .  and Robert F. Hebert, A H istory  of  
Economic Theory and Method (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1975), pp. 198- 
203.

5. W ill iam  A. Scott, The Development o f  Economics (New York:
D. Appleton-Century Company, 1933), pp. 514-517.

6 . The ambiguities surrounding the term "re la tiv ism " (and the 
corresponding term, "absolutism") have already been discussed at  
length in the chapter on Cairnes and w i l l  again be returned to in  
the conclusion to this d is s e r ta t io n .  The following quote from 
Ingram's H istory  is ,  however, s u f f ic ie n t  to establish his place w ith 
in the " r e la t iv is t "  camp under most d e fin it io n s  o f th a t  term:

The r ise  and the form o f economic doctrines have 
been large ly  conditioned by the practical s i tu a 
t io n ,  needs and tendencies o f  the corresponding 
epochs. With each important social change new 
economic questions have presented themselves; and 
the theories p reva il in g  in each period have owed 
much o f  th e ir  in fluence to the fa c t  tha t they 
seemed to o f fe r  solutions to the urgent problems 
o f  the age . . .  every th in k e r,  however in some re 
spects he may stand above or before his contem
poraries , is y e t  a ch ild  o f  his time, and cannot 
be iso la ted  from the social mechanism in which he 
l iv e s  and moves. He w i l l  necessarily be a ffec ted  
by the circumstances which surround him . . .

The movement o f  economic thought is  constantly  
and powerfully a ffec ted  by the prevalent mode o f  
th inking, and even the habitual tone o f sentiment 
on social subjects generally  . . .

H istory  of P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p . 3.

The noted author of a r e l a t i v i s t  h istory  o f  economic thought
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published during the 'F o rt ies  also recognized the r e l a t i v i s t  s tra in  
in Ingram's w r it in g s  and id e n t i f ie d  him as one o f the founders o f  
this approach to the subject:

. . .  the view prevails  th a t  the connection between 
r e a l i t y  and thought, economic l i f e  and economic 
theory must be comprehended as a process o f  action  
and re a c t io n . I t  was, above a l l ,  John Kells  
Ingram and Lewis Haney who developed th is  thesis  
. . .  (emphasis in o r ig in a l )

Werner S tark , The History o f  Economics, in i t s  
Relation to Social Development (London: Rout-
ledge and Kegan Paul, L td . ,  1944), p. 5.

7. The extrem ity  o f  Ingram's epistemological re la t iv is m , as
opposed to th a t  weaker form of re la t iv ism  involved in the in te rp re 
ta t io n  o f  the h is to ry  o f  social thought, is i l lu s t r a te d  by the f o l 
lowing:

I t  is  o f  highest importance to bear in mind these 
re la t io n s  o f economic research both to external 
circumstances and to o ther spheres o f contempor
ary thought because by keeping them in view we 
shall be led to form less absolute and thus ju s t -
e r  estimates of the successive phases o f  opinion.
Instead o f merely praising or blaming these ac
cording to the degree o f th e i r  accordance w ith a 
predetermined standard o f  doctrine, we shall view 
them as elements in an ordered series, to be
studied mainly with respect to th e ir  f i l i a t i o n s ,
th e i r  opportuneness, and th e i r  influences . . .

H is to ry  o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 0£ . c i t . , p . 4 .

8 . Ib id . , p. 4. See also J. K. Ingram, "The Present Position  
and Prospects o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy," contained in Essays in Economic 
Method, R. L. Smyth (e d . ) ,  with an introduction by T. W. Hutchison 
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963), p. 51 fo r  s im ila r  comments regarding
the economic w r it in g s  o f Adam Smith. In History o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 
op. c i t . , p. 106, Ingram c r i t ic iz e s  Smith's ''system" fo r  being

. . .  too absolute in i ts  character; i t  does not s u f f ic ie n t ly  recog
nize the fac t th a t  . . .  man, as a member of socie ty , is  a c h i ld  of 
c iv i l i z a t io n  and a product of h is to ry ,  and that account ought to be 
taken o f  the d i f f e r e n t  stages o f social development as implying a l 
tered economic conditions and c a l l in g  fo r  a lte red  economic action , or
even involv ing a modification o f the actor."  A r e la t i v i s t i c  c r it ique
of Montesquieu's Sociology also appears in the H istory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, 0£. c i t . ,  p. 90.

9. H istory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , pp. 4 -5 .  This his
to r ic a l ly  motivated a t t i tu d e  o f hum ility  toward the "absolute v a l id 
i ty "  o f  one's theories is in some sense a healthy antidote  to the
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professional diseases o f  in te l le c tu a l  arrogance and narrowminded 
opposition to theore tica l innovations. On the other hand, i f  one 
is  not w i l l in g  to fo rc e fu l ly  assert the tru th  o f  his speculations,  
he is  equally u n l ik e ly  to te s t  t h e i r  truth  in the manner and varie ty  
required by the enterprise  o f  c r i t ic a l  science.

10. "The Present Position and Prospects o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy," 
op. c i t . , p. 43 (h e re a f te r  re ferred  to as "Present P os it ion").

11. Ib id . , p. 44.

12. Ingram's b e l ie fs  concerning the role o f  deduction in "Socio
lo g ica l"  in q u ir ie s  are summarized in "Present Prospects," oja. ci t . , 
pp. 59-60. This basic position is  fu rther  c la r i f i e d ,  with warnings 
against "excessive deduction," in A History o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. 
c i t . , pp. 132, 207. Of these sources there is  a t leas t one passage 
which bears quotation , not only fo r  the l ig h t  i t  casts on Ingram's 
basic a tt itu d es  towards induction, but also fo r  his ra ther typical 
Nineteenth Century confusion of "deductivism" and a prioriism and his 
emphasis on the need to tes t the deductive consequences o f  a theory 
against observations:

Deduction has indisputably a real and not incon
s iderable  place in Sociology . . .  though economists 
o f the so -ca lled  orthodox school recognize no other  
method . . .  ( i t  is re a l ly )  . . .  ava ilab le  only in  
simple cases. Social phenomena are in general too 
complex and depend on too manifold conditions, to 
be capable o f  such a p r io r i  determination. In so 
fa r  as the method can be used, the v i t a l  condition  
o f i t s  leg it im a te  employment is the ascertainment 
o f the consilience of the results o f  deduction 
with those o f  observation; and yet such v e r i f i c a 
t ion  from fa c t  of the conclusions o f  theory, though 
essentia l to  the ad m is s ib il i ty  o f  th is  process of  
in q u iry ,  is  too often e n t i re ly  overlooked.

"Present Prospects," op. c i t . ,  p. 58.

13. See, fo r  instance, Chapter V of th is  d isse rta t io n  and 
Appendix B.

14. "Present Prospects," 0£ .  c i t . , p. 45. I t  is curious to note 
th a t  although Ingram apparently regarded a law as no more than a 
"generalized fac t"  ( v i z . , an empirical g e n e ra liza t io n ) ,  in his d is 
cussion of the re la t ionsh ip  between economics and s ta t is t ic s  he 
warned against considering facts apart from theories : "This search
(a f t e r  'the r e a l i t i e s  of the material l i f e  o f s o c ie ty ')  must, o f  
course, be regulated by general p r in c ip le s ,  and must not degenerate 
in to  a purposeless and fortu itous accumulation o f  facts . . . "
("Present Prospects," o£. c i t . ,  p. 71.)
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15. The d is t in c t io n  between dynamic and s ta t ic  laws is  presented 
quite c le a r ly  in "Present Prospects," og_. c i t . ,  p. 50, but i t  is also
referred to in  a prefatory  note which Ingram composed fo r  R. T. E ly 's
Introduction to the Study o f P o l it ic a l  Economy:

I t  has been shown that Economic science, l ik e  
Sociology . . .  must be—to employ the useful 
terminology o f  Comte—not s ta t ic a l  o n ly , but 
also dynamical. I t  must not assume one fixed  
s ta te  o f  society and suppose that i t  has to 
deal only with laws of coexistence, ignoring  
those o f  succession. I t  is  now un iversa lly
acknowledged that societies are subject to a
process o f  development, which is  i t s e l f  not 
a r b i t r a r y ,  but regular; and that no social 
fa c t  can be re a l ly  understood apart from i ts  
h is to ry .

W. A. S cott,  The Development of Economics, op. 
c i t . ,  p. 516.

16. "Present Prospects," 0£. c i t . , p. 50.

17. This is  a t  leas t one reasonable in te rp re ta t io n  o f  Ingram's 
continual expressions o f concern regarding the use o f  a p r io r is  t i c  
methods in explaining the "complex" phenomena o f  social action . See, 
fo r  instance, "Present Prospects," og_. c i t . , pp. 55, 58.

18. J. K. Ingram, A History o f Slavery and Serfdom (London:
Adam and Charles Black, 1895).

19. J. K. Ingram, "Government Valuation o f  I re la n d ,"  printed  
as a supplement to his "Work and the Workmen" (London: Longmans 
and Company, 1880).

20. The quoted passage is  found in the preface to E ly 's  
Introduction to P o l i t ic a l  Economy, reprinted in Scott's  The Develop
ment o f  Economics, op. c i t . , p. 516. This s im i la r ,  i f  not more ex
treme, passage is from Ingram's "Present Prospects," 0£ . c i t . ,  p. 60: 
"There is ,  indeed, no more important philosophical theoreirPEhan th is :  
tha t the nature o f  a social fac t o f  any degree o f  complexity cannot 
be understood apart from i ts  h is tory ."

21. "Present Prospects," 0£. c i t . , pp. 60-61. Ingram apparently 
believed that even Ricardo had seen the necessity fo r  H is to r ica l Laws 
( fo r  Laws o f Social Dynamics) in his analysis. Although th is  necess
i t y  was one " . . .  which from his own point o f  view i t  was impossible 
to supply." (A History o f  P o l it ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 121.)
With perhaps more ju s t i f ic a t io n ,  Ingram also claimed to have d is 
covered "dynamical elements" in Smith's w r it in g s ;  although he 
cautioned th a t  Smith had also been infected by "the Nature hypothesis"
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of an e a r l i e r  age. ( History of P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 0£ . c i t . , p. 91.)

22. "Present Prospects," 0£. c i t . ,  pp. 50-51.

23. Ib id . ,  p. 48.

24. I b i d . , p. 49.

25. Ingram's praise fo r  Comte's in te l le c tu a l  a b i l i t ie s  and ac
complishments was lav ish  to an extreme. See, fo r  instance, A History  
of P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . ,  pp. 159, 191, 192 and "Present Pros- 
pects," op. c i t . ,  p. 5T7

26. "Present Prospects," oj).. c i t . ,  p. 50.

27. Ib id . Ingram's argument by analogy between the practices
and reputations o f  medical doctors and the practices and reputations
o f social s c ie n t is ts  was hardly propitious. I t  is  somewhat amusing 
that one o f  the central points o f  th is  analogy was precisely that
no one would th ink o f  trus ting  himself to the care o f a medical doc
to r  specialized in  the care o f only one organ or bodily system and, 
thus, no one should t ru s t  those social s c ie n t is ts  (the Orthodox 
economists) who d e a lt  so le ly  with one class o f  human motivations.

28. "Present Prospects," 0£ . c i t . ,  pp. 43 ,59.

29. I b id . ,  pp. 56-58, 60-62, 66-68.

30. I b i d . , pp. 56, 58.

31. The " s ta t ic "  part o f  Ingram's proposed reform of orthodox 
methodology is summarized in the following excerpt from his address 
to Section F o f the B r it is h  S ta t is t ic a l  Society:

The phrase desire for wealth represents a coarse 
and crude genera lizat ion ; . . .  the several impulses 
comprised under the name assume a lte re d  forms and 
vary in th e i r  re la t iv e  strength, and so produce 
d i f fe r e n t  economic consequences, in  d i f fe re n t  
states o f  socie ty ; and therefore . . .  the abstract
ion embodied in the phrase is too vague and unreal 
for use in economic investigations o f a re a l ly  
s c ie n t i f ic  character . . .  A ll these economic mo
tors require  to be made the subjects o f  careful 
and extensive observation; and th e i r  several forms, 
instead o f  being rudely massed together under a 
common name, should be discriminated as they in 
fact e x is t .

"Present Prospects," 0£. c i t . , pp. 56-57.

32. Ib id . , p. 60.
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33. Ib id .

34. A H is tory  o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . ,  pp. 191-192.

35. I b i d . ,  pp. 4 -5 ;  "Present Prospects, " 0£ . c i t . , p . 70.

36. A H istory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . ,  pp. 9 ,  15, 21.

37. I b i d . ,  pp. 24-27.

38. I b i d . , pp. 40, 42.

39. I b i d . , p. 90.

40. The reference is ,  o f  course, to the ultra-Orthodox c la s s i -
cals such as J . E. Cairnes and N. W. Senior. See, fo r  instance, A 
History of P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , pp. 136-137.

41. The idea that the role o f  the ear ly  Classicals was to act 
as destroyers of the o lder Medieval and Mercantile po lic ies  ( i . e . ,  
that were p r im ar i ly  "negative" thinkers t ie d  to an age o f  c r it ic is m )  
was re ite ra te d  a t several points in Ingram's w r it in g s . See, fo r  
instance, his H istory o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 31, 62fn ,  
102, and his "Present Prospects," op. c i t . , p. 68 .

Of these various sources the follDwing passage from his 
History of P o l i t ic a l  Economy summarizes, perhaps most concisely , 
Ingram s a tt itu d es  toward the h is to r ic a l  ro le o f  the c lass ica ls  
and the continuation and extension o f  th e i r  influence in to  the la te  
Nineteenth Century:

The tendency o f  the orthodox xchool was undoubt
edly  to consecrate the s p i r i t  o f  indiv idualism ,  
and the s ta te  of non-government. But th is  ten 
dency, which may with ju s t ic e  be severely con
demned in economists o f the present time, was 
then excusable because in e v i ta b le .  And, w h ils t  
i t  now impedes the work o f  reconstruction which 
is  fo r  us the order o f the day, i t  then aided 
the process o f  social demolition, which was the 
necessary, though deplorable, condition o f  a new 
organization .

A H istory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 62.

42. The idea o f a " s c ie n t i f ic a l ly  constructed society" is but 
one variety o f  what Karl Popper has characterized as "utopian social 
engineering." See Karl R. Popper, The Poverty o f  H istoric ism  (Lon
don: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1957), p. 67. For a more recent
discussion o f  th is  and re la ted  issues, see Alan Donagan's "Popper's
Examination o f  H is toric ism ,"  in The Philosophy o f Karl Popper, Book 
I ,  P. A. Schilpp (e d .)  (La Salle : Open Court Publishing, 1974),
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pp. 905-924, espec ia lly  pp. 915-916. We re fe r  in the next footnote  
and in  the conclusion to th is  d is s e rta t io n  to the l in k  which regu
l a r l y  arises  between a b e l ie f  in h is to r ic a l  prophesy cum " s c ie n t i f ic  
planning" and p o l i t ic a l  activ ism . This l in k  is  qu ite  apparent in  
the h is to r ic is t -n o rm a tiv e  character o f  both Ingram's and Comte's 
Sociology. Of the modern e ra , Ingram stated:

Now, however, th a t synthesis (o f  the forces o f  
science and industry) is  becoming appreciable; 
and i t  is the e f f o r t  toward i t  and toward the 
practica l system to be founded on i t ,  th a t  gives 
i t s  pecu lia r  character to the period in which we 
l i v e .  And to th is  spontaneous nisus o f  society  
corresponds . . .  a new form o f  economic doctr ine ,  
in which i t  tends to be absorbed into  general 
sociology and subordinated to morals.

"Present Prospects," 0£ .  c i t . , p. 32.

And in his conclusion to the H is to ry  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, he pro
claimed:

I t  w i l l  be seen that our principal conclusion 
respecting economic action harmonises with tha t  
re la t in g  to the th eo re tic  study of economic 
phenomena. For, as we held th a t the l a t t e r  
could not be successfully pursued except as a 
duly subordinated branch o f  the wider science 
o f Sociology, so in p ra c t ic a l  a f fa i rs  we be
l ieve  that no p a r t ia l  synthesis is possible, 
but th a t an economic reorganization of society  
implies a universal renovation, in te l le c tu a l  
and moral no less than m a te r ia l .  The in d u s t r i 
al reformation fo r  which western Europe groans 
and t r a v a i ls ,  and the advent o f which is  i n d i 
cated by so many symptoms (though i t  w i l l  come 
only as the f r u i t  o f  fa i th fu l  and sustained 
e f f o r t ) ,  w i l l  be no iso la ted  fa c t ,  but w i l l  form 
part o f  an applied a r t  o f l i f e ,  modifying our 
whole environment, a f fe c t in g  our whole cu ltu re ,  
and regulating our whole conduct— in a word, 
d irec t in g  a l l  our resources to the one great end 
of the conservation and development o f Humanity.

A History  o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 300.

43. In i l lu s t r a t io n  o f his h is to r ic a l  methodology and h is to r ic a l  
determinism, Ingram states th a t:

When our object is not the explanation o f  any 
past or present fa c t ,  but the prevision . . .  o f  
the future, and the adoption of a policy in re
la t io n  to that fu tu re ,  our guide must be the 
h is to r ic  method, conceived as in d ica tin g , from
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the comparison o f  successive s ta tes , the gen
era l tendency o f  socie ty  . . .  and the agencies 
which are in the course o f  modifying ex is t in g  
social systems . . .  We can by judicious action  
modify them in t h e i r  special mode o f  accom
plishment o r  in the ra te  o f  th e i r  development, 
but cannot a l t e r  in  th e ir  fundamental nature 
. . .  An attempt to introduce any social fac to r  
which is  not e s s e n t ia l ly  conformable to the 
contemporary c iv i l i z a t io n  w i l l  re s u lt ,  i f  not 
in  serious disturbance, a t  leas t in a mere 
waste o f  e f f o r t .

"Present Prospects," oja. c i t . ,  p. 61.

See also the material appearing on pages 239 and 240 o f  th is  chapter

44. A H is tory  o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , pp. 199-200, 207- 
208; "Present Prospects," op. c i t . ,  p. 71.

45. A H istory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 255. I  must 
admit to an e r ro r  in the inc lus ion  o f  th is  quotation w ith in  the body 
of th is  chapter. Upon more careful examination I have discovered 
that i t  is  properly  a t t r ib u te d  to W illiam  A. Scott rather than to
J. K. Ingram. I do, however, s t i l l  believe th a t  i t  expresses Ingram 
sentiments a t  the time o f  h is  death in 1885. As evidence fo r  tha t  
position I  o f f e r  the fo llow ing m a te r ia l ,  found in one o f  his la s t  
w ritings and the quotations re fe rre d  to in the immediately preceding 
footnote:

There has been ( in  recent years) what Professor 
Gide, the ab les t representative  o f  the new School 
in France, has w ell  described as un grand degel- -  
"a great thaw." A more humane anT”genial s p i r i t  
has taken the place o f  the old dryness and hard
ness which once repelled  so many o f  the best minds 
from the study o f  Economics, and won fo r  i t  the 
name o f  "the dismal science."

W illiam  A. S cott, The Development o f  Economics, 
op. c i t . , pp. 516-517.

46. "Present Prospects," 0£. c i t . , p. 69.

47. I b i d . ,  p. 52.

48. Ib id . , pp. 53-54. In the conclusion to his A History o f  
P o l i t ic a l  Economy Ingram speaks even more c le a r ly  of the close con- 
nection between economics and social ethics in the coming age:

Economics must be constantly regarded as forming 
only one department o f  the la rg e r  science o f  
Sociology, in v i t a l  connection with i t s  other
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departments and with the moral synthesis which is  
the crown o f  the whole in te l le c tu a l  enterprise  . . .  
Especially  must we keep in view the high moral is 
sues to which the economic movement is subservient, 
and in  the absence o f  which i t  could never to any 
great degree a t t r a c t  the in te re s t  or f i x  the a t 
tention  e ith e r  o f eminent thinkers or o f  r ig h t-  
minded men.

A H istory  of P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . ,  pp. 296- 
297.

49. See Karl R. Popper, The Poverty o f  H is to ric ism , op. c i t . , 
pp. 14-17, 49.

50. "Present Prospects," 0£ .  c i t . , p. 54.

51. "Work and the Workmen," 0£. c i t . , p. 4.

52. Marshall,  as mentioned in the chapter on his w r it in g s , saw 
a utopia o f  "social c h iva lry ,"  while J. S. M il l  believed in an age 
of cooperation and "ethical socialism" bordering on syndicalism and 
reinforced by organizations seeking the social refinement and edu
cation of the working classes. In such an atmosphere Ingram's rathe
absurd utopian visions are understandable, i f  not wholly ju s t i f ia b le

53. "Work and the Workment," 0£. c i t . ,  pp. 5 , 7.

54. Ib id . , pp. 10-11.

55. Ingram's a tt itudes  toward the social ro le  and significance  
of the working classes in the P o s i t iv is t ic  Age are , in p a rt ,  rep
resented in  the following passages:

One thing is  p la in ,  th a t  the working classes w i l l  
more and more become the great laboratory of pub
l i c  opinion. This would be in e v ita b le  from the 
fac t  tha t they compose the mass o f socie ty , and 
s u ffe r  most from the imperfections o f the social 
system, even i f  they were not, as they now are, 
invested with p o l i t ic a l  power. Hence the impor
tance to other classes as well as to themselves of  
th e i r  being directed in th e ir  judgments by a true  
social doctrine--which, discountenancing a l l  v io
lence and oppression, w i l l  a t the same time fu r 
nish ju s t  standards founded on ra tiona l ideas, by 
which the mode o f  discharge o f every social func
t io n ,  whether public or p r iva te ,  can be t r ie d  and 
estimated.

. . .  i t  is  almost implied that the great question 
is not how to improve and ennoble the workman's
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l i f e ,  but how to enable the ambitious and ener
getic  to escape from i t .  I th ink current ideas 
on th is  matter require a good deal o f  correction.
The causes which determine the r ise  o f  some to 
the rank of d irectors  o f  industry , w h ils t  others 
remain in the position o f  workmen, are not always 
easy to trace; most frequently , accidental e le 
ments o f  s itua tion  o r  opportunity are involved.
But so f a r  as personal q u a l it ie s  are operative ,  
i t  would be a great mistake to suppose . . .  that 
a r is e  o f  th is  kind is  always or o rd in a r i ly  con
nected with s u p er io r i ty  o f  nature. A man who re 
mains a workman a l l  his l i f e  may be, and often is ,  
in a l l  the essential q u a l it ie s  o f  manhood, of fa r  
g reater  in t r in s ic  value than another who raises  
him self to wealth and rank.

"Work and the Workmen," 0£ . c i t . ,  p. 18.

56. I t  is  o f  some passing in te re s t  th a t  Ingram was concerned 
tha t the trends toward co llec tiv ism , which he favored in the main, 
should not lead overly fa r  in to  state  socialism o f  the t ra d it io n a l  
s o rt .  See, fo r  instance, his H istory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 0£ .  c i t . , 
pp. 122, 298 and his "Work and the Workmen," op. c i t . ,  p. 8 . Ingram
also opposed cooperative schemes as utopian and d iv e r t iv e  o f  the
working movement's true aims ("Work and the Workmen," o j j . c i t . ,  p .  8 .

57. A H is tory  o f  Slavery and Serfdom, op. c i t . , pp. 3-5.

58. The theme o f  the necessity o f a slave-owning stage in the 
development o f  c iv i l i z a t io n  and o f  the morally re la t iv e  character 
of such in s t i tu t io n s  is  again discussed in  A History of P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, op. c i t . , p. 16.

59. I b i d .

60. Ib i d . ,  pp. 176-178.

61. For Ingram's use o f  these various concepts and categories 
of c lass ica l sociology see, fo r  instance, A History of P o l i t ic a l
Economy, op. c i t . , pp. 8 -9 , 15.

62. W. A. Scott, The Development o f  Economics, og_. c i t . ,  p. 517.
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CHAPTER V I I I

ALFRED MARSHALL AND THE REFORM OF ECONOMIC ORTHODOXY

A lfre d  Marshall (1842-1924) was both a man o f  his time and a 

man who would set the tone fo r  the fu tu re .  He was one o f  the most 

cautious and thorough economists ever to set pen to paper. Yet his 

w ritings were o f te n ,  fo r  those very reasons, lacking in any hard 

empirical content. Rather than reorien ting  economic research to 

wards matters o f  data co llec tio n  and toward an increased emphasis 

on w ell-defined  em pirical problems, M arshall's  example served to 

preserve the a p r io r i s t ic  character o f  Classical economics and to 

retard the future development o f the d is c ip l in e  as an experimental 

or empirical science.

As a synthesizer o f  the pure theory o f past economists Marshall 

has had few equals, and in matters o f  economic h is tory  o f  the l i t 

erary v a r ie ty ,  he was equally  adept. He and his wife compiled sev

eral massive volumes recounting the long-term development and con

temporary status o f  each of the major European economies, and in  

yet other works he h im self examined the growth and functioning o f  

money, c re d it  and trade from the e a r l i e s t  times to the present. His 

concern with h is to r ic a l  d e ta il  was unmatched among B r it ish  econo

mists, and his work was said to resemble the researches o f the Ger

man H is to r ica l School more than the studies o f  his B r it ish  colleagues. 

Yet Marshall's h is to r ie s  sometimes bordered on being l i t t l e  more than 

elaborate h is to r ic a l  ledgers. While they contained references to a 

multitude of events, they connected these events, one with another,
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only through "common-sense" homilies or h is to r ic is t  speculations 

concerning the "flow" of economic and cu ltura l development.

Although Marshall continually  admonished those who developed 

theories apart from facts or considered facts as a proper replace

ment fo r  theory, he himself was seldom beyond reproach fo r  those 

very fa i l in g s .  V ir tu a l ly  a l l  o f  the material which he polished 

fo r  publication is  characterized by a systematic hedging of both 

facts and theories in a manner which renders i t s  most c r i t ic a l  as

pects beyond e i th e r  dispute o r  correction . His h is to r ic a l  w rit ings  

seldom touched upon d e f in ite  empirical hypotheses, and the bulk of  

his s ig n if ic a n t  theoretica l discussions were hidden in  footnotes or 

appendices.

Although he was undoubtedly a h ighly perceptive and conscien

tious scholar who labored with the best o f  in tentions toward the 

reconstruction o f  a f ie ld  fa l le n  in to  disrepute and beset by a mul

t i tu d e  o f c r i t i c s ,  M arshall's  own accomplishments contained the seeds 

fo r  a more basic d isorien ta tion  o f future  economic research than 

th a t  contemplated by the most extreme B rit ish  h is to r ic is t .  His own 

reformulation o f the economic Organon was ta in ted  by the psycho!o- 

g is t ic  reasoning popular in his time, by the p e c u l ia r i t ie s  o f  his 

own personality and by his professional pride in economics and his 

desire to protect i t  against future assaults. What Freud would 

l a t e r  do fo r  (o r  to) psychology, Marshall did fo r  Neoclassical econ

omics. He created something which was less o f  an embryonic social 

science than i t  was a social metaphysics, i . e . ,  a un if ied , u n fa ls i-  

f ia b le  perspective on social events, which could be used to explain
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any occurrence, or i t s  opposite, but which would seldom y ie ld  def

in i t e  and unambiguous predictions about the results  to be expected 

from ex is t in g  or proposed in s t i tu t io n a l  arrangementsJ

In the following pages I  have explored those features o f Mar

s h a l l 's  w ritings and professional conduct which were to have an en

during and unhealthy influence on the fu tu re  development o f  economic 

methodology. While these considerations should not be allowed to 

detract from Marshall's  many more pos it ive  achievements, they are a 

part o f  the h is to r ic a l  r e c o t ^ ^ j^ ^ k ^ £  been unduly neglected. I f

I have committed the 

his m erits , i t  is  

connected with me* 

praisal have beer 

debt which modern 

i n f i n i t e  varia tions  ^ 

there need be l i t t l e

's defects to outweigh 

fects were in matters 

s o f h is to r ica l ap- 

tasite extreme. The 

a been examined with 

"eenth Century economics 

'comings in methodological

matters are serious enough to overshadow his achievements in other  

areas o f  economic research.

Marshall's In te l le c tu a l  Background

A lfred  Marshall was ne ither typical o f  the insular English i n 

te l le c tu a l  o f his day, nor were his in te res ts  l im ited  to the narrow 

sp ec ia lty  o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy. We are to ld  by re lia b le  witnesses 

th a t  he was personally fa m il ia r  with a l l  the major economic w ritings  

o f both France and Germany, having read them a l l  in th e ir  o rig ina l  

languages, and th a t  he had even perused and found some m erit in the
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neglected writings of American economists.'" In his youth Marsr t:"  

was noted fo r  his mathematical a b i l i t i e s ,  and in his ear ly  caree*- 

he made a thorough study o f the f ie ld s  o f  eth ics, psychology 

i t s  association is t form) and metaphysics. He a ttr ibu ted  h i ;  

acquaintance with economics to e th ica l problems a r is in g  out c* t-s  

existence o f poverty and the in e q u a lity  o f  income d i s t r i b u t i : r ; 

he confided to a fr ie n d , shortly  before his death, that the two 

greatest influences on his l i f e  had been his early acquaintance 

Hegel's Philosophy of H istory and his f i r s t  academic cost a<; a 'e .
5

tu re r  in moral philosophy.

Economics and Social Ethics

While i t  is easy fo r  modern readers to discount the  e t ^ c e '  

and metaphysical aspects o f  M arshall ’ s w r it in g s ,  these elemer "  

were crucial in shaping his goals and methods. T a lco tt  

has id e n t i f ie d  "two major streams o f  thought" in M a r s h a l l ' s  r- 'ga-  

on": "the nucleus of his economic theory proper" and a rone : e ,‘ -

vasive "theory o f  the progressive development of human c h a r a c t e r  

Each of these theories complemented the other by dealing w**.- e f 

fe re n t  aspects o f  the same subject: economics proper with *_r e

tives  o f hedonistic acq u is it io n , and "the theory o f ac t i v i t y '  « * '  

the re lationship between ex is t in g  economic conditions and ar 

v id u a l 's  in te l le c tu a l  and moral development. Marshall n i r s e l * '  ; e -  

l ieved  that the "more important side" o f  economic i n q u i r y  was : - e  

study o f "the influence o f economic conditions upon ( th e  d e \ . e ! e : : ~ 

human character . " 7 He had r e la t iv e ly  less regard for the t e c m i c a
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any occurrence, or i t s  opposite, but which would seldom y ie ld  def

in i t e  and unambiguous predictions about the results  to be expected 

from ex is ting  or proposed in s t i tu t io n a l  arrangementsJ

In the fo llowing pages I  have explored those features o f Mar

s h a l l 's  w rit ings  and professional conduct which were to have an en

during and unhealthy influence on the future development o f  economic 

methodology. While these considerations should not be allowed to 

detract from M arshall 's  many more positive  achievements, they are a 

part o f  the h is to r ic a l  record which has been unduly neglected. I f  

I  have committed the sin of allowing Marshall's  defects to outweigh 

his m erits , i t  is only because most o f  these defects were in  matters 

connected with methodology and because the scales o f h is to r ic a l  ap

praisal have been too long tipped toward the opposite extreme. The 

debt which modern economics owes to Marshall has been examined with  

i n f in i t e  varia tions in  most accounts o f  Nineteenth Century economics 

there need be l i t t l e  fe a r  tha t his shortcomings in methodological 

matters are serious enough to overshadow his achievements in other  

areas o f  economic research.

M arshall 's  In te l le c tu a l  Background

A lfred  Marshall was ne ither typical of the in su la r  English in 

te l le c tu a l  of his day, nor were his in te res ts  l im ite d  to the narrow 

spec ia lty  o f  p o l i t ic a l  economy. We are to ld by re l ia b le  witnesses 

tha t he was personally fa m il ia r  with a l l  the major economic writings  

o f both France and Germany, having read them a l l  in th e i r  o rig ina l  

languages, and th a t  he had even perused and found some m erit in the
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2
neglected writings o f  American economists. In his youth Marshall 

was noted fo r  his mathematical a b i l i t i e s ,  and in his ear ly  career  

he made a thorough study o f  the f ie ld s  of e th ics , psychology ( in  

i ts  association is t form) and metaphysics. He a ttr ib u ted  his f i r s t

acquaintance with economics to e th ic a l  problems a r is in g  out o f  the
4

existence o f  poverty and the in e q u a l i ty  of income d is t r ib u t io n ,  and 

he confided to a f r ie n d ,  shortly  before his death, tha t the two 

greatest influences on his l i f e  had been his early acquaintance with  

Hegel's Philosophy o f  H istory and h is f i r s t  academic post as a lec -
5

tu re r  in moral philosophy.

Economics and Social Ethics

While i t  is easy fo r  modern readers to discount the e th ica l  

and metaphysical aspects o f M arshall 's  w r it in g s , these elements 

were crucia l in shaping his goals and methods. T a lco tt  Parsons 

has id e n t i f ie d  "two major streams o f  thought" in Marshall's  "organ

on": "the nucleus o f  his economic theory proper" and a more per

vasive "theory o f  the progressive development of human character."^  

Each o f  these theories complemented the other by dealing with d i f 

ferent aspects o f  the same subject: economics proper with the mo

tives o f  hedonistic a cq u is it io n , and "the theory o f  a c t iv i ty "  with  

the re lationship  between ex is t in g  economic conditions and an in d i 

v id u a l's  in te l le c tu a l  and moral development. Marshall himself be

lieved that the "more important side" o f economic inquiry was the 

study o f  "the influence o f  economic conditions upon (the developing) 

human character."^ He had r e la t iv e ly  less regard fo r  the technical
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apparatus which he himself had formalized fo r  the study o f maxi

mizing behavior. Excessive poverty or riches too eas ily  gained or 

too g re a t ly  enjoyed would, in Marshall's  view, resu lt  in "stagnant, 

sluggish, wasteful and unreliable" p e rs o n a l i t ie s ,  persona lit ies  in 

capable o f  the steps necessary to insure continued eth ica l and econ

omic progress. "Free industry and e n te rp r is e ,"  with a sa t is fac to ry  

"standard o f  l i f e , "  would, however, lead to the continued develop

ment o f  men's characters and generate a society characterized by

8"energy, industry , ra t io n a l i ty ,  f ru g a l i ty  and honorable dealing."

M arshall 's  concern with what he believed to be the progressive

evolution of the human character (o r  o f  "human culture") resulted

in his adoption o f certain  postulates about social ethics which

s u p e r f ic ia l ly  resemble those p a te rn a l is t ic  a tt i tu d es  associated, in

our own times, with w ritings such as G albra ith 's  The A ff luen t Society.

Marshall distinguished sharply between "the standard of l iv in g "  which

would allow an individual to l iv e  and grow through the f u l l  exercise

of his fa c u lt ie s  and "a standard o f  comfort which might "suggest a

mere increase o f  a r t i f i c i a l  wants [ s ic ]  among which, perhaps, the
□

grosser wants may predominate." His solutions to the i l l s  o f  "ex

cessive" consumption were, however, the opposite o f  those la te r  pro

posed by Galbra ith . As Parsons has noted: "Marshall saw the f ie ld  

of business enterprise as the princ ipa l opportunity fo r  the exercise  

of what he considered as the noblest t r a i t s  o f  human character. The 

wealth acquired in the process was not the aim, but ra ther a by

product, and one which was not without i ts  dangers (to  the business

man) . " ^ 0 While wealth (earned or unearned) could prove as a danger
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to an in d iv id u a l 's  self-development, the opportunities fo r  any 

degree o f  character development were d ire c t ly  re la ted  to those 

a c t iv i t i e s  which led to the creation  o f ever-increasing  amounts 

o f  w ea lth . The continued development o f increasingly more stead

fa s t  ind iv idua l characters was thus dependent upon increasing  

opportun it ies  to put wealth to work in productive ways, ra ther than 

allowing i t  to be dissipated fo r  purposes o f  ind iv idua l indulgence. 

"Good" men could not be created by e lim ina ting  the opportunities  

fo r  them to become "bad," but only by increasing the incentives  

and opportunit ies  fo r them to engage in progressively more exertive  

en te rp r ises .

Despite the well-developed character o f  his system o f  social 

e th ic s ,  Marshall always veiled his public expressions of these views 

in  h is  ty p ic a l ly  obscure l i t e r a r y  s ty le .  As Viner has pointed out:  

"Marshall . . .  never e x p l i c i t l y  discussed these e th ica l id ea ls , and 

in  fa c t  sought d e lib e ra te ly  to avoid being entrapped into  open d is 

cussion thereo f and into  formal statement o f  his position by using 

as co lorless  and as i re n ic  terms as were ava ilab le  to express the 

e th ica l implications and presuppositions o f  his economics. Without 

surrendering or completely concealing his p o s it io n , he thus succeeded 

f a i r l y  well in escaping the necessity  o f  ever having to defend i t . " ^  

We shall see tha t Marshall's reluctance to assume an attackable stance 

on "controvers ia l"  subjects extended beyond his positions in the area 

o f  e th ics  and social evo lu tion . Whether the issue was e th ic a l ,  

th e o re t ica l  or fa c tu a l,  he always sought to express h is  opinions in 

a form which was so nebulous o r  obscure as to be unobjectionable.
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Marshall as an Hegelian

The influence o f  Hegel on M arshall 's  thought was more in d irec t  

than th a t  o f  V ic to rian  standards o f " r ig h t  conduct," but i t  was, 

perhaps, no less important in  the formation o f  his u ltim ate  views 

concerning the character o f  social science. Of the philosopher's  

many works, Marshall was only fa m i l ia r  with The Philosophy o f His

to ry , and his understanding and in te rp re ta t io n  o f th a t  volume was 

undoubtedly influenced by his associate, Benjamin Jowett, Master o f  

B a l l io l  C o llege . 12

The b io log ica l analogy to social evo lu t io n , which Marshall ap

parently  associated with Hegel, is  considered a t  length in  other 

sections o f  th is  chapter (see pages 281-285, 288). I t  is with 

reference to th is  imputed analogy th a t Schumpeter was correct in  

s ta t in g  th a t ,  "Marshall did not understand Hegel a t  a l l . " 1  ̂ There 

i s ,  however, another aspect to Hegel's w r it in g s :  an abiding respect

fo r  the "H is to r ica l process," fo r  facts  which, properly in te rp re ted ,  

are the story  o f  the advance o f  the "objective  s p i r i t  o f  the World 

and o f  Man" ( i . e . ,  the W e ltge is t) .  I t  was in  th is  l a t t e r  way, as a 

philosopher o f  the "h is to r ica l method," th a t  Marshall appreciated  

Hegel a l l  too well and learned a great deal from his example.

Parsons, who was among the f i r s t  to  comprehend Marshall's  per

s is te n t  preoccupation with h is to ry ,  characterized the impact of th is  

concern on M arshall 's  analy tic  s ty le  and his s c ie n t i f i c  methodology:

. . .  he always refuses to define p rec ise ly  the f ie ld  
o f  his investigations as a whole, and to work out 
his leading ideas to t h e i r  u ltim ate  lo g ica l conse
quences. On the contrary , he prefers to  take up
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a l l  o f  what he considers the important aspects 
o f  each p a r t ic u la r  concrete problem as he comes 
to  i t ,  w ithout f ig u rin g  out the im plication  be
yond the p a r t ic u la r  problem. The re s u lt  is  a 
lack o f  c la r i t y  as to what his position re a l ly  
is  . . .  leading to a p a r t ic u la r ly  insidious form 
o f  the " fa l la c y  o f  misplaced concreteness."14

Yet even Parsons, who is  r ig h t f u l ly  acknowledged as a master h is 

to r ian  of sociological thought, neglected the close and obvious 

connection between M arshall 's  methodological procedures and the 

example o f Hegelian philosophy. Marshall's a tte n tio n  to the con

crete p a rt icu la rs  o f  each case, with a presumption th a t  the in t e r 

re la tionsh ips  between the p art icu la rs  would form themselves and

15his  "misplaced concreteness," which ins is ted  upon d e ta i l  to the 

detriment o f  in te rp re ta t iv e  c la r i t y ,  were both c h arac te r is t ics  o f  

a ty p ic a l ly  Hegelian approach to social in ves tig a tio n s . Marshall's  

choice o f the Hegelian slogan "The many in the one and the one in 

the many" ^ 6 as the motto fo r  his major work in economic h is to ry ,  

Industry and Trade, and his opening discussion o f  the implications  

o f  "economic e v o lu t io n ," ^  beginning on the f i r s t  page o f  that volume 

reemphasize the Hegelian character o f  what he meant by "history" and 

"an a tte n t io n  to the p a r t ic u la r ."  To place M arshall's  " th i r s t  fo r  

facts" w ith in  the B r i t is h  em p ir ic is t  t ra d i t io n  o f  science is to 

commit a grievous e r ro r  in in te rp re ta t io n .

Marshall's  A tt itu d es  Toward " C r it ic a l  Science"

Marshall's  views concerning the re la t iv e  roles o f  h is tory  and 

theory in social investigations were also to mold his opinions o f  

the type o f  "empiricism" which was appropriate to the social sciences
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Marshall's  v iv id  awareness o f the "complexities o f  the actual world" 

and his corresponding emphasis on the importance o f  deta iled  h is 

to r ic a l  research has sometimes been in te rp re ted  as an an tic ip a tio n  

o f  more modern a ttitudes toward social investigations. Yet even a 

su p erf ic ia l  examination o f  M arshall 's  w r it in g s  would dispel the idea 

tha t he was a precursor o f  modern " c r i t i c a l  empiricism." Nothing 

could be more a lien  to the tone o f  his thought than the notion of  

an empiricism which feeds upon, and develops through, a process of 

c r i t ic a l  discussion and w ell-d e fin ed  te s t  procedures, an empiricism  

which seeks to continually  subject "established" theories to new and

d i f fe r e n t  te s ts  carried out by new research teams under new and d i f -

18fe rent te s t  conditions.

M arshall 's  a tt itudes  toward economic theory were anything but

c r i t i c a l .  He was exceedingly in to le ra n t  o f those who were not prop-

19e r ly  respectful to the writings o f  the Classical economists, and 

he assumed a s im i la r ,  though usually  more subtle , stance toward his 

own c r i t i c s .  His a tt i tu d e  toward the founders of economics was one 

o f extreme deference. He seldom claimed to find any e rro r  in th e ir  

works more serious than a certa in  vagueness o f  expression or a f a i l 

ure to complete a thought, and he was often  known to a t t r ib u te  to

20them achievements more advanced than any they could have imagined.

Marshall was s im i la r ly  protective  o f  and sensitive  about his own
21ideas and w r i t in g s ,  leading to an increasing in s u la r i ty  o f  his  

thoughts and his eventual is o la t io n  from the in te l le c tu a l  world 

outside o f  his c irc le  of admiring fr ie n d s .

In a l e t t e r  to John Bates C lark , Marshall wrote tha t he "scarcely
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ever read controversies or c r it ic is m s . I have not read even a

22quarter of those which have been w r it te n  about myself." On only

23the rarest occasions did he reply in public to his c r i t ic s .

M arshall's  re je c t io n  o f  a l l  public controversy was applied

equally  to matters o f  pure theory and to the social issues o f  his

day. He would frequently  refuse to communicate any statements o f

his policy conclusions through the press, even when he informed

friends and associates that he had developed a firm  position on

24what he considered as an important issue. On those few occasions

when he resorted to the printed word to fu rth er  normative purposes,

25his messages were phrased as "an appeal fo r  . . . "  ra ther than as a 

statement o f  his arguments in favor o f  or in opposition to a p a r t i 

cular proposal. In policy matters Marshall always chose to res t  

his case upon grand eth ica l p r in c ip les  ra ther than upon a coo l-
nc

headed analysis o f  the problems a t  hand.

Although many h istorians have attempted to ju s t i f y  Marshall's

more dogmatic a tt i tu d es  toward both positive  and policy economics

by reference to  his attempts to increase unity  within the economics 

27profession o r  by reference to his endorsement o f a w e r t fre i  econ- 

28omics, t h e i r  case in Marshall's  behalf seems quite th in .  While 

Marshall was demonstrably disturbed by the disunity and often out

r ig h t  b itterness which prevailed in economics during the ‘ S i x t i es ,  

'Seventies and e a r ly  'E ig h t ie s ,  and espec ia lly  by the resu lt in g  

damage to the reputation o f  the d is c ip l in e ,  his own "solution" to 

th is  state  o f  a f f a i r s  was as much a function o f  his own personality  

as i t  was a consequence of his desire to "set things r ig h t ."  Two
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questions demand our attention in assessing Marshall's vision of a 

properly reconstructed economics: What did Marshall regard as the

"essential character" of economic theory? And what did he believe 

to be the proper relationship between economic theory and public 

poli cy?

The Creation of the New Economics

The questions involved in the unity of the economics discipline  

and in the va lid ity  of the Classical's system were o f central impor

tance to Marshall in the reconstruction of his new "economic organon. 

His plan for the "reform" of economics was not to rebuild its  

structure on the basis of w ell-tested empirical theories but rather 

to reconstruct i t  as a system of social maxims. He hoped to develop 

an economic philosophy so grounded in the study of history and in 

common beliefs about the "nature" o f man and his world as to become 

impervious to fundamental critic ism .

In his classical evaluation o f Marshall's Principles of Econ- 

omics, G. F. Shove has uncovered the core of Marshall's intent in 

his principal work:

Marshall set himself out to rehabilitate i t  
(the reputation of economics) in the general 
esteem. The Principles is  an apologia for 
economics as well as an exposition of i t :  
a kind of counter-Reformation . . .  directed 
a t doubts within and denounciations from 
without the fo ld .29

Dogmatism was, however, more than an unpleasant element of 

Marshall's lite ra ry  style. I t  was an in trins ic  part of his person

a lity .  A contemporary who was commissioned to paint his po rtra it
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has le f t  us this description of Marshall in his memoirs: "Marshall

I was told had a broad outlook on economic subjects, but on other

subjects his views were angular, his opinions a ll corners . . .  not a
30gleam of humor lighted his talk . . .  he was a vain man." Even 

Marshall's respectful and admiring nephew, C. W. Guillebaud, was 

driven to admit that " . . .  Marshall was lacking in a sense of homor; 

and this was especially marked when any kind of moral issue was in - 

volved." The moralist in one sphere is often the true believer in 

others, and i t  is d if f ic u lt  to imagine a more dedicated and unwaver

ing devotee to the notion of an absolutist economics than was 

Marshall.

Normative Social Theory

The notion that Marshall believed in a purely positive social 

theory or in a wertfrei economics is  simply untrue, and no serious 

attempt has ever been made to ju s tify  this characterization of his 

views. Although he was fearful that the discipline would again be

come immeshed in the tangles o f an unpopular ideology as i t  had dur

ing the mid-Nineteenth Century, Marshall had his own vision of a

future utopian state based upon an ethological theory sim ilar to
32M ill's  and a theory of global evolution like  that of Bagehot's.

According to his view, the institutions of B ritish industry 

were destined to spread ever more extensively over the surface of 

the globe, f in a lly  engulfing even those "more phlegmatic races" and 

the inhabitants o f the tropical regions. At the same time, however, 

the more advanced countries would have attained the social state or
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customary arrangements which Marshall referred to as "economic 

chivalry." The static  state, even the optimistic static  state 

envisioned by J. S. M ill,  was, for Marshall, an "uninteresting 

speculation." Rather, an ordered progress toward an ever more 

perfect human character and toward a set of economic customs com

patible with this new social man was the natural course for the
33"gradual and continual unfolding of "economic evolution." The

precise implications of this process for the immediate future of

British society might remain somewhat obscure to the uninitiated,

and there has been some suggestion that Marshall desired to keep

them so. He himself, however, saw th e ir  outline clearly enough to

advise the government on natters of monetary policy, foreign trade,

education, unemployment, taxation, land policy and the conduct of

the w a r.^  " I t  is a great thing," said the Pall Mall Gazette in

1890, "to have a Professor at one of our old Universities devoting

the work of his l i f e  to recasting the science of P o litica l Economy
35as the Science of Social P e rfe c tib ility ,"  and i t  is undoubtedly 

true that l i t t l e  less than this was Marshall's actual goal. Mar

shall's  hesitancy to express his policy opinions even more openly 

than he did and to engage in open debate over them was clearly a 

consequence of his aversion to controversy and his insistent 

avoidance of public displays, rather than a symptom of scholarly 

concern for the separation of positive theory and personal opinion. 

To equate his perspective on social investigations with those of 

Twentieth Century economists, or even with the quasi-positive 

studies of Nineteenth Century economists like  Ricardo or M il l,  is to
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disto rt the historical record and to miscategorize Marshall's 

l ite ra ry  e ffo rts .

Marshall's Empiricism

A taste for uncritical and undefined research procedures and 

a tendency toward the obscure have frequently been associated, in 

in tellectual history, with anti-empirical approaches to social in -
QC

quiry. Marshall was but another example of that ancient associ

ation. Marshall's stance on many issues connected with empirical 

methodology ( i . e . ,  with the use of s ta tis tic a l data in economic 

studies) may seem ambiguous or even superfic ia lly  encouraging to 

those who would like  to interpret his works as the forerunners of 

modern economics. His postions concerning these issues were often, 

however, not so sim plistic as the modern reader might at f ir s t  pre

sume.

As early as 1885 Marshall had professed to an enthusiastic

interest in proposals to construct and issue s ta tis tica l tables
37and graphs of both national and international economic data. Yet 

his private correspondence and the example of his own writings are 

perhaps more te llin g  than his public pronouncements. In correspon

dence with A. L. Bowley in 1906, he wrote that: " . . .  since many

(social or economic) . . .  causes have e ither no s ta tis tica l side at 

a l l ,  or no s ta tis tic a l side that is accessible practically  for common

use, therefore the s ta tis tic a l element must be kept subordinate to
38general considerations . . . "  And, in discussing problems in the 

published comparisons between real wages received by British and
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German agricultural workers, he commented that: "I rely more on my

'f ie ld  work1 in the workmen's quarters of many German towns, and on 

my conversations with Germans in the Tyrol, than I do on S ta tis 

t ic s ." ^ ’ ^  The methodology of relying mainly on "fie ld  work" would 

be admirable i f  systematically pursued according to predefined pro

cedures. Marshall's " fie ld  work," however, relied solely on "casual 

observation" and casual conversation. He was seldom at a loss to 

describe the "typical" characteristics of any given set of economic

phenomena, but his published works rarely referred to the masses of
41s ta tis tic a l data already available on many of these same topics.

His "empiricism" was best expressed by his holiday stro ll through a
42

local factory, and he believed that the empirical scientist's  p r i

mary s k ills , "a shrewd mother-wit, a sense of proportion and . . .  a
43large experience of l i f e ,"  were best developed by such first-hand  

"experiences."

Marshall's defenders have excused the absence of any significant 

amount o f s ta tis tica l corroboration in his numerous "factual" studies 

as a consequence of his desire to "write for businessmen" and his
44continual struggle to keep his works within readable proportions.

A more plausible explanation is , however, quite d ifferent. The 

assertion of definite numerical m atters-of-fact invites, at two 

different levels, the very types of controversies and criticisms 

which Marshall had hoped to avoid: controversies about the accuracy 

of the "facts" and their relevance to the hypotheses proffered for 

testing, and controversies about the fa ls ifica tio n  of key economic 

hypotheses. That is , the use of s ta tis tica l data may threaten not
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only the application of certain economic hypotheses to certain 

situations but also the "valid ity" of the hypotheses themselves.

In pressing for the development of international economic 

s ta tis tic s , Marshall was clearly not interested in providing im

proved means for the testing of economic relationships, not, at 

least, in the sense of c r it ic a l testing. His proposal was, rather, 

aimed at the provision of additional source material which he hoped

would be (psychologically) suggestive of new economic relationships
45or extensions of his own theories. Marshall was undoubtedly aware 

that the a v a ila b ility  of such international tables of economic sta

t is tic s  would provide him with expanded means of illu s tra tin g  the 

uses to which his "engine of analysis" could be put, although he 

certa in ly  would have been dismayed had i t  been suggested that any 

data could ever be used to refute his analytic structure.

The suggestion that Marshall omitted s ta tis tica l data from his 

most important writings in order to please his business readers is 

quite probably the opposite o f the truth . Marshall was undoubtedly 

aware of the favorable impression which a generous display of sta

t is t ic a l data would have upon the numerically-oriented minds of the 

better class of businessmen, and had other factors not outweighed 

his desire to write in a manner pleasing to this class he undoubtedly 

would have drawn more frequently upon the available sta tis tica l 

sources.

Marshall's continual reliance upon platitudes, historical fa

bles and the results of casual observation was primarily a result of 

his own methodological preconceptions. He saw the world through the
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eyes of Hegel and Darwin: a dynamic, changing, in f in ite ly  complex,

evolving system, the "essence" of which could only be caught in a 

glance from the corner of one's eye, rather than being faced fu ll 

on. "Economic causes," he wrote, "are intermingled with others in 

so many ways, that exact sc ie n tific  reasoning w ill seldom bring us 

very fa r on the way to the conclusion for which we are seeking . . .  

i t  would be foolish . . .  to suppose that science can do a ll the work, 

and that nothing w ill remain to be done by oractical in s tin c t and 

trained common s e n s e . S t a t i s t i c a l  facts, illu s tra tin g  the pre

sent state, or even the developmental course, of social l i f e  could 

only be a supplemental aid in the construction of more rea lis tic  

theories. The social scientist was most lik e ly  to obtain satis

factory results, in Marshall's view, i f  he relied f i r s t  o f a ll upon

"the powerful machinery of thought and knowledge that has been
47gradually b u ilt  up by past generations" as well as upon his own 

well-experienced professional instincts.^®

German and B ritish Historicism

Alfred Marshall and J. N. Keynes have been known as the great
49peacemakers of Nineteenth Century British economics, and the im

pression that they incorporated elements of both "orthodox" and

"historical" economics in th e ir writings has become an integral part
50of the professional fo lk lore. In a sense th e ir  writings were 

righ tly  viewed as an eclectic combination of Classical orthodoxy 

and historical economics, but not in the sense in which the term 

"Historical" has been used in most of our discussion (re fe r to
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Appendix B for a discussion of the distinction between the various 

senses of the term "historical" and "historicism.")

"Historical economics" in Marshall's writings referred to the

works of the early and la te  German Historical School, including the

writings o f Marx and Lassale, along with those of Roscher, Hermann 
51and Schmoller. In an 1885 essay, Marshall summarized his assess

ment of the German Historical writings, as follows:

I t  would be d if f ic u lt  to overrate the importance 
of the work that has been done by the great lead
ers of this school in tracing the history of 
economic habits and institu tions. I t  is one of 
the chief achievements of our age, and is an ad
dition of the highest value to the wealth of the 
world. I t  has done more than almost anything
else to broaden our ideas, to increase our know
ledge of ourselves, and to help us to understand 
the central plan, as i t  were, of the Divine gov
ernment of the world . . . 52

I t  is apparent that his opinion did not change much over the next

three decades, for the same passage was reprinted in the last
53edition of his Principles which appeared shortly before his death.

Schmoller was quoted with approval in both the la te r editions
54of the Principles and in Marshall s Industry and Trade. He was

also defended against his English c ritic s  in the f ir s t  edition of 
55the Principles, although most of those passages were deleted from

subsequent editions. Marshall's main advice to Keynes, upon reading

the proofs o f Th£ Scope and Method of P o litica l Economy, was that he
56should be "more favorable to Schmoller." As Shove commented in

his evaluation of Marshall's writings, " I f  any school le f t  its  mark

on the Principles i t  was the (German) Historical School rather than
57the marginal u t i l i t y  school . . . "
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Marshall's relationship with the British H istoricists was 

sim ilarly  cordial but less enthusiastic than his romance with the ir  

German colleagues. Leslie reviewed Marshall's Economics of Industry 

in a friend ly , i f  somewhat reserved, tone, but cautioned his readers 

that: "This book . . .  makes greater changes in economic method and

doctrine . . .  than might be perceived at f ir s t  sight; for they are 

made without the sound of trumpet, and for the most part without 

controversy. Sometimes, indeed, they seem to us made without suf-
CO

f ic ie n t warning to call the student's attention."
59Marshall had munificent praise for Jones' writings, although 

he was never clear about the reasons for his admiration, and he was 

known to speak highly o f Bagehot's economic effo rts  for th e ir lo fty  

lite ra ry  s ty le . ^  Beyond one-line references he en tire ly  ignored 

the other British H istoric is ts , however, undoubtedly applying his 

policy that silence was preferable to conflic t.

What l i t t l e  controversy, did exist between the Marshallians and

the British H istoricists was lim ited to the rather harsh reception

accorded Marshall's early writings in Ingram's History o f P olitical

Economy*̂  and the to ta lly  unjust distortions o f Leslie's methodologi-
6 9cal views in Keynes' Scope and Method of P o litica l Economy. A l

though Marshall's passing feuds with Cunningham and Ashley would be 

of some interest in an expanded consideration of the decline of the 

British Historical School a fte r the 1880's, they w ill not concern us 

here.

The difference in the treatment accorded to the British and 

German Historical Schools in Marshall's writings was not an isolated
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or chance phenomena and was certainly not due to Marshall's ignor

ance o f the extent of Historical writings in English. Rather, 

Marshall's attitude was partly re flective  of his outlook on the 

general character of economic inquiry and partly due to his aversion 

to the opening of old wounds. The Germans were to be praised be

cause they valued history and historical facts and because they 

recognized the importance of social evolution and its  impact on 

economic theorizing. Their only fa u lt was that they were sometimes 

extravagant in the claims they advanced for historical studies: they

ignored the organon o f analytic economics which was its e lf  an his- 

torical product in favor of a less tig h tly  developed analysis 

of "economic facts."

The case of the British H istoricists was fa r d ifferent. At

best, they might have possessed valuable and productive t ra its , such

as Bagehot's mastery of English sty le . Basically, however, they were

upstarts, intolerant of the traditions of economic thought and eager

to create further divisions and controversies within the discipline.

Even while praising Leslie, along with a number of other deceased 
64economists in a s p ir it  of De mortms no nisi bonum, Marshall 

avoided any recognition of Leslie's methodological doctrines or of 

his attacks upon the Classicals. In mentioning Leslie's contribu

tions to the analysis of land systems, Marshall stated that "The
65whole history of land tenure is a most important study." Yet in 

his own works we see that the emphasis of that statement is properly 

upon the phrase "history of land tenure',' to which he himself would 

devote an appendix*^ of the Principles, rather than upon a
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specialized theory of property structures which might result from 

such an historical study. Once again, Marshall's preoccupation 

with a "misplaced concreteness" and with the absolutist forms of 

economic theory were the determining factors in his attitudes toward 

the domestic variety o f economic Historicism.

Mathematics, Abstract Reasoning 

and the Marshallian Method

Marshall's reputation as a mathematician is a prominent part 

of the legend that surrounds his name. Some authors even have 

claimed that the central character of his work was mathematical 

(that i t  was "disguised mathematics"67) and that a ll of his prin 

cipal writings were composed according to his own formula of "(1)

Use mathematics as a shorthand language, rather than as an engine 

of inquiry. (2) Keep to them t i l l  you have done. (3) Translate 

into English. (4) Then illu s tra te  by examples that are important 

in real l i f e .  (5) Bum the mathematics. (6) I f  you can't succeed
CO

in (4) burn (3 )."  Whatever the truth of that contention, i t  is 

certainly true that Marshall's sk ills  in mathematical reasoning 

were notable while he was s t i l l  a youth6  ̂ and that his Mathematical 

Appendix to the Principles was a significant advance over the w ri

tings of e a rlie r  B ritish  authors (Walras being, of course, a non- 

British exception).

While omitting extensive mathematical excursions from his 

writings, Marshall was always careful to express his own admiration 

for and involvement with mathematical procedures. At one point in
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his l i f e  he reported that he was better able to think in mathematics 

than in English,70 whatever that may mean, and he repeatedly men

tioned that his f i r s t  endeavor in po litica l economy had been an 

attempt to translate Ricardo and M ill into mathematical form.7  ̂ In 

fac t, however, Marshall's mathematical s k ills  may have somewhat 

waned toward the end of his l i f e ,  a fact which brought him much dis

comfort, and his attitudes a t even an e a rlie r  date were not so un

conditionally favorable to the development of a purely mathematical 

economics as his early interpreters seem to indicate. In his 

Principles Marshall wrote that:

The chief use o f pure mathematics in economic 
questions seems to be in helping a person to 
write down quickly, shortly and exactly, some 
of his own thoughts for his own use . . .  I t  
seems doubtful whether anyone spends his time 
well in reading lengthy translations of econ
omic doctrines into mathematics, that have not 
been made by himself.72

Many years before his death, he had also confided to his friend,

Francis Bowley, that he could not fu lly  grasp the meaning of the
73basic formulas in correlation analysis.

Marshall's "misplaced concreteness" was again key to the a t t i 

tudes which he developed toward mathematical economics. He was con

tinually  wary that any attempt to substitute mathematical reasoning 

for lite ra ry  reasoning "might lead us astray in pursuit o f in te l

lectual toys, imaginary problems not conforming to real l i f e ;  and 

further, might d isto rt our sense o f proportion by causing us to 

neglect factors that could not easily be worked up in the mathe

matical machine."74 As a result o f these considerations, he
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hesitated to construct anything resembling a unified mathematical

treatment o f economic theory. Mathematics, for him, was only

properly used to illu s tra te  isolated points, never to substitute
75fo r the organon o f in tuition and innumerable economic facts. 

(Extensive supplementary material regarding this issue is contained 

in the footnote.)

Marshall's fear of departing too fa r from "the facts" (facts 

in the sense of historical details rather than in the sense of 

demonstrably important institutional constraints) eventually led 

him to reject a ll "long trains of reasoning," whether mathematical 

or n o t.^  He found the t r a i t  of extensive speculation alien to 

B ritish thought and specifically  singled out the "Semitic charac

ter" of Ricardo's mind as an explanation for its  introduction into 

the Classical system .^ Marshall had a passionate attachment to 

"facts," and he obviously believed that his own writings were care

fu lly  empirical in a way opposed to the extreme a priorism of the 
78Ricardians. I t  is one of the ironies of in tellectual history

that his example would serve as the inspiration for generations of

Neoclassical theorists primarily interested in the construction of
79elaborate mathematical models and too frequently convinced of the 

irrelevancy of "facts."

The Marshallian Style

Many classic works in social theory have been the subject of 

a perennial debate concerning their true worth. "Has this work 

survived and retained a meaning for a new generation because of
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its  profundity or because of its  obscurity?" is the question which 

the in tellectual historian must constantly reconsider. Marshall's 

most important writings have seen more than their share of this type 

of controversy, partly  because they have been misinterpreted as 

prototypes for modern economic writings and partly because they 

share qualities of both the profound and the obscure.

While defending the worth of his contributions to economic 

theory, Marshall's nephew (and the editor of the c rit ic a l edition  

of his Principles) C. W. Guillebaud remarked that:

. . .  there is a d iffic u lty  of bringing Marshall 
to a focus. The sentences flow evenly and 
smoothly and each one by i ts e lf  is perfectly  
in te llig ib le  and apparently simple; but having 
read a paragraph, a section or a chapter the 
problem remains—what was Marshall driving a t, 
what does i t  a ll amount to . ..?80

Marshall's most stalwart American defender, F. W. Taussig, noted

in a somewhat sim ilar vein that "Marshall's style at its  best is

not luminous. He shrank from a plain and simple statement as from 
81positive pain." Taussig was more than a mere c r it ic  o f the Mar

shallian sty le , however. He sought with some success to iden tify  

the source of Marshall's rather peculiar mode of expression and 

f in a lly  concluded that i t  was, in large part, the product of his 

"anxious desire to prevent misunderstanding, the constant endeavor 

to forestall objection . . .  [which] had some consequences beyond

caution and precision. The substance of [those] things [which he
82discussed] is le f t  s t i l l  obscure."

I t  is to Taussig's credit that he recognized the connection 

between Marshall's cautious style and his characterization of
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economics as a science of "tendencies" and "approximations," a
83subject which dealt with an especially "complex subject-matter."

Yet the roots of Marshall's obtuse style run much deeper than this
84 85

M illian perspective on economic science * or his desire to anti

cipate any possible criticism s, although the path to a more com

plete explanation is a tortuous one.

Mary Paley Marshall identified a major influence on Marshall's 

social epistemology and, more in d irectly , on his lite ra ry  sty le , when 

she remarked that her husband "did most of his hardest thinking" 

during the long Alpine walks which f i l le d  his summer vacations.

During these walks, she reported, he took along the works of
86"Goethe or Hegel or Kant or Herbert Spencer," a ll either evolu

tio n is t or "historical" philosophers. And, at a la te r date, his 

lectures began to re flect these readings, being composed of exten

sive commentaries on "the History o f Economics, Hegel's Philosophy
87of History and Economic History from 1350 onward" as well as 

more conventional material on economic theory. This tradition of 

interweaving historical and theoretical discussions was carried on 

into the la te r editions of the Principles, which contained many 

references to the complexity of economic relationships and the im

portance of both economic and in tellectual evolution to a "proper"
88understanding of social science. I t  is apparent that Marshall 

was gradually becoming convinced that economic reasoning was due 

for a radical reformation much like that which had previously 

transfigured geology or biology. The most unmistakable expressions 

of his b e lie f in this coming transformation and the clearest
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statements of the methodology which he believed would dominate the 

more advanced stages of economic reasoning are to be found, not in 

his lecture notes, written asides or appendices, but in his care

fu lly  polished contributions to professional journals. In an 1898 

a rtic le  en titled  "Distribution and Exchange," Marshall devoted some 

ten pages to the future of economic theory. He expressed admiration

for the doctrine of gradual and pervasive evolution which had revo-
89lutionized the theories and reasoning of biologists, and he then 

proceeded to outline the course which he believed economic theory 

would eventually follow:

There is a fa ir ly  close analogy between the 
e arlie r stages of economic reasoning and the 
devices o f physical s ta tics. But is there 
an equally serviceable analogy between the 
la te r stages of economic reasoning and the 
methods of physical dynamics? I think not.
I think that in the la te r  stages o f econom
ics better analogies are to be got from b i
ology than from physics; and, consequently, 
that economic reasoning should s ta rt on 
methods analogous to those of physical sta
tics , and should gradually become more b i
ological in tone.

The Mecca of the economist is economic b io l
ogy rather than economic d y n a m ic s .

Similar statements were incorporated into the Principles where, 

as early as the f ir s t  ed ition, Marshall had paid homage to "The 

notion o f continuity with regard to development [which] is common 

to a ll modern schools o f economic thought, whether the chief in 

fluences acting on them are those of biology, as represented by the

writings of Herbert Spencer, or of history and philosophy, as rep-
91resented by Hegel's Philosophy of History . . . "  In the preface

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

U
M

I

280

economics as a science of "tendencies" and "approximations," a
83subject which dealt with an especially "complex subject-matter."

Yet the roots of Marshall's obtuse style run much deeper than this
84 85Mi 11ian perspective on economic science ’ or his desire to a n ti

cipate any possible criticisms, although the path to a more com

plete explanation is a tortuous one.

Mary Paley Marshall identified a major influence on Marshall's 

social epistemology and, more in d irectly , on his lite ra ry  s ty le , when 

she remarked that her husband "did most of his hardest thinking" 

during the long Alpine walks which f i l le d  his summer vacations.

During these walks, she reported, he took along the works of
86"Goethe or Hegel or Kant or Herbert Spencer," a ll either evolu

tio n is t or "historical" philosophers. And, at a la te r date, his 

lectures began to reflect these readings, being composed of exten

sive commentaries on "the History of Economics, Hegel's Philosophy
87of History and Economic History from 1350 onward" as well as 

more conventional material on economic theory. This tradition of 

interweaving historical and theoretical discussions was carried on 

into the la te r editions of the Principles, which contained many 

references to the complexity of economic relationships and the im

portance of both economic and in tellectual evolution to a "proper"
88understanding of social science. I t  is apparent that Marshall 

was gradually becoming convinced that economic reasoning was due 

for a radical reformation much like that which had previously 

transfigured geology or biology. The most unmistakable expressions 

of his be lie f in this coming transformation and the clearest

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

281

statements o f the methodology which he believed would dominate the 

more advanced stages of economic reasoning are to be found, not in 

his lecture notes, written asides or appendices, but in his care

fu lly  polished contributions to professional journals. In an 1898 

a rtic le  en titled  "Distribution and Exchange," Marshall devoted some 

ten pages to the future of economic theory. He expressed admiration

for the doctrine of gradual and pervasive evolution which had revo-
89lutionized the theories a n ^  Logists, and he then

proceeded to outline t ! e c o n o m i c  theory 

would eventually follfj

r econom-
STjjot from b i-

There is <1 
e a rlie r  svl 
devices o f  
an equally 
la te r  stages"' 
methods of phy"3 
I think that in 
ics better analogii
ology than from physics; and, consequently, 
that economic reasoning should s ta rt on 
methods analogous to those of physical sta
tic s , and should gradually become more b i
ological in tone.

The Mecca of the economist is economic b io l
ogy rather than economic dynamics.90

Similar statements were incorporated into the Principles where, 

as early as the f ir s t  edition, Marshall had paid homage to "The 

notion of continuity with regard to development [which] is common 

to a ll modern schools of economic thought, whether the chief in 

fluences acting on them are those of biology, as represented by the 

writings of Herbert Spencer, or of history and philosophy, as rep

resented by Hegel's Philosophy of History . . . " 91 In the preface

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

282

which he appended to s t i l l  la ter editions o f that work, Marshall 

acknowledged th a t, "These two kinds o f influences (those of con

tin u ity  in history and of historical evolution) have affected, more 

than any other, the substance of the views expressed in the present 

book." In one of his la te r treatises, Industry and Trade, Marshall 

again returned to the notion of an economic science concerned with 

historical and "dynamic" ( i .e . ,  growth oriented) continuity. That 

volume can, in fac t, be interpreted as an attempt to provide the

raw materials from which a theory of economic evolution would
92eventually be constructed.

While influenced by Hegel and other German w riters , Marshall's

theory of evolution was not Hegelian. As noted by both Schumpeter
93and Parsons, i t  was "linear rather than d ia le c tica l."  The motto 

of the Principles, "Natura Non Facit Sal turn," was the essence of 

Marshall's creed. Progress, whether in knowledge or in the develop

ment of the human character, took place through a process of gradual
94accretion; i t  could not be forced through revolutionary change.

The most c r it ic a l question about Marshall's evolutionary out

look is not, however, its  relationship to Hegel. What is of real 

importance is the impact of his evolutionism on the rest of his 

theoretical system. Schumpeter hinted at a possible relation be

tween the theoretical content and evolutionary intent o f Marshall's 

writings when he wrote that Marshall's thought "ran in terms of an 

organic, irreversib le process" a process o f which he had imparted

"some of the flavor of . . .  to his theorems and concepts and s t i l l
95more to the factual observations with which he presented them."
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Marshall himself was s t i l l  clearer regarding his own views concern

ing social evolution. He wrote in one of his most revealing essays 

that:

. . .  "Progress" or "evolution," industrial and 
socia l, is not mere increase and decrease. I t  
is organic growth, chastened and confined and 
occasionally reversed by the decay of innumer
able factors, each of which influences and is 
influenced by those around i t ;  and every such 
mutual influence varies with the stages which 
the respective factors have already reached in
th e i r  growth.96

The consequences of a process of social evolution thus result in 

real differences in the types of phenomena which face the social 

scientist. Such a process renders these phenomena as unique events 

unrepeatable occurrences not subject to the same type of laws which 

governed the "static" world of the physicist.

As i f  to emphasize the distinction between economic and 

physical laws and the further differences to be expected in the 

development o f the two types o f studies, Marshall wrote in his 

Principles that:

As the centuries wore on, people were getting 
clearer ideas as to the nature of organic 
growth. They were learning that i f  the sub
ject-m atter of a science passes through d if 
ferent stages of development, the laws which 
apply to one stage w ill seldom apply without 
modification to others; the laws of the sc i
ence must have a development corresponding to 
that o f the things of which they tre a t.97

In this way, Marshall e ffective ly  closed the door on any hopes for 

an economic theory which was spatia lly  and temporally general.

Marshall's aversion to "long chains of thought" and to the
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extensive use of mathematics to model the world is easily understood 

i f  one accepts the Hegelian notion that there is no one world which 

can be modeled: that there are no fundamental static  relationships

in the social world, that things must be fundamentally and irre ve rs i

bly d ifferent tomorrow in many ways which can only be incompletely 

predicted today. The lack of unity and order which characterized 

Marshall's style were, therefore, not the fa u lt of some flaw in his 

education. They were a direct reflection of the philosophic specta

cles through which he perceived the world. In Marshall's view i t  

was possible to "predict" (or prophesize) the broad trends of histor

ical development and to discuss these trends in a general and un- 

presuming manner. But to formulate theories which purported to 

describe unchanging cause and effect relationships without regard 

for the history of a society was, fo r him, the ultimate presumption.

Partial Equilibrium and General Equilibrium

Marshall's opinions regarding the role and relative importance 

of partial equilibrium and general equilibrium analyses in economics 

have often been misconstrued by historians o f economics in an attempt 

to "modernize" his thoughts. Most contemporary economists acknow

ledge the usefulness of partia l equilibrium tools and rely heavily 

upon that form of analysis. Although general equilibrium systems 

are admired for th e ir  mathematical elegance or as constructs which 

may be more closely descriptive of the way in which market economies 

may actually function, there are seemingly insurmountable d iff ic u lt ie s  

in constructing general equilibrium systems for purposes of
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98prediction. I t  was perhaps inevitable that s im ilar views would 

be imputed to Marshall as the primary molder of the Neoclassical 

system in the English speaking countries, and the growth of such 

interpretations was in no way thwarted by Marshall's use of partial 

equilibrium welfare constructs such as consumer's and producer's 

surplus. Some authors have gone so far in th e ir interpretation of 

Marshall as an unyielding advocate of partia l equilibrium methods 

as to accuse him of unduly prejudicing the profession against gen

eral equilibrium models by turning to a consideration of the ir

merits only in his la te r and lesser known work on Money, Credit and 
99Trade. The truth is otherwise, but i t  is not a simple truth.

I t  should f ir s t  of a ll be noted that Marshall did not conceive 

of the same distinctions or divisions in economic theory which have 

become fam iliar to us today. General equilibrium analysis in his 

writings was not the equivalent of a closed economic model with 

fixed "structural" characteristics. I t  was, instead, the vision of 

an in fin ite ly  complex organic process in which each individual or 

in stitu tion  affected a ll others and was in turn affected by them: 

where each action had consequences which permanently altered the 

environment in which a ll future actions would be formed.

Marshall's interest in partial equilibrium tools and in exam

ining a variety of partial equilibrium situations resulted from a 

number of d ifferent motives. He, of course, believed that such 

tools were useful in the analysis of policy issues ( i . e . ,  taxation 

policy and income distribution), but he also hoped that the results 

of a developed program of partial equilibrium research could be
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used to increase the understanding of and appreciation for the 

organic workings of the economy in general. In his critique of the 

Comtian program for constructing a universal science of social 

phenomena, Marshall attacked with great fervor the view that society 

could (and should) be analysized as an irreducible gestalt: as a

seamless entity  of which economic a c tiv ity , family, po litical and 

religious relations were inseparable aspects. Marshall asserted, 

to the contrary, that every science proceeded by breaking down com

plex phenomena into th e ir component parts, analysizing each of these 

parts separately and then synthesizing the results o f these partial 

analyses into a prediction about the behavior of the w h o l e . H i s  

discussion of partial equilibrium economic analysis, its  relation

ship to general equilibrium analysis and the goals to be advanced 

by the progressive expansion of partial equilibrium cases toward 

increasing complexity corresponded exactly to this pattern. I f  

partia l equilibrium models of each important sector of the economy 

were conscientiously constructed and continually updated, Marshall 

believed they could then be used as the basis for a general e q u ili

brium analysis of the entire economy. The partial analyses of the 

separate aspects of the economy were not eliminable in this process. 

Indeed, they provided the only possible building blocks from which 

a general equilibrium analysis of the entire  economy could be de- 

r i v e d .^

Marshall's view of the proper course for economic inquiry thus 

supplied a persuasive ju stifica tio n  for what promised to be both 

productive and extensive studies of existing economic phenomena.
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He was fa r from endorsing the notion that general equilibrium  

analysis was irredeemably unrealistic, a view often taken of the 

tradition which had been founded by Walras. Despite his long

term vision o f a model describing the entire economy, Marshall was 

able to maintain that the immediate work incumbent upon economists 

was to plod along the path of cautious and detailed partial analysis. 

Only by painstaking construction, b it by b it ,  of models of each of 

the important sectors o f the economy would economists take the f ir s t  

steps toward a final model of societal evolution.

Despite its  great virtues in carefully balancing the theoretical 

concerns of statics and dynamics and of providing a spur to continu

ing research, Marshall's program for the development o f economic 

theory did contain certain c ritica l flaws. I t  implied that the job 

of synthesis was tr iv ia l once the components of the social system 

were clearly defined, and i t  drew no real distinction between a 

static  general equilibrium system, in the modern sense, and an 

evolutionary-historical description of a society's development. In 

short, Marshall may have created an appealing vision capable of pro

viding inspiration to himself and his colleagues, but his vision was 

operationally vague and probably unattainable in practice.

"Theoretical and Empirical" Ceteris Paribus Conditions

Marshall had early recognized and corrected the Classicals'

error of leaving unspecified the ceteris paribus conditions o f their

theories. He was conscientious in supplying an ex p lic it l i s t  of the
102variables which might act as "disturbing causes," and he seemed to
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re a l iz e  th a t certa in  items in  such a l i s t  must be considered as more

e m p ir ic a lly  s ig n if ic a n t  than others ( in  the sense tha t changes in

t h e i r  values would have a "large" impact on the predictions o f  the  

103a n a ly s is ) .  In re p e t it io n  o f a fa m i l ia r  pa ttern , however, Marshall 

offered  no in te rsub jec tive  procedures fo r  separating s ig n if ic a n t  

from in s ig n if ic a n t  variab les ,  fo r  d is tinguish ing those d is turb ing  

causes which should be l is t e d  e x p l i c i t l y  in the ce teris  paribus 

clause o f  an economic theory from those which were only " th e o re t ica l"  

sources o f  disturbance and which would have expanded such a l i s t  to 

unmanageable proportions. In th is  regard he once again seems to  

have fa l le n  back on in tu i t io n  and casual empiricism as a means to  

distingu ish  the two categories.

An in t u i t i v e  approach to the determination o f  e m p ir ic a lly  

s ig n if ic a n t  disturbing causes would have been speedily recognized 

as inadequate had Marshall o r  his immediate successors been in te res ted  

in opera tio na lly  meaningful issues ra th e r  than in questions which 

were "tes tab le"  and empirical only in  the broadest sense o f  those 

terms. In the in te rp re ta t io n  given economics in the la te  Nineteenth 

Century, however, in tu i t iv e  procedures f i l l e d  a certain  gap. Late 

Nineteenth Century economics was envisioned as a study providing  

explanations fo r  a l l  conceivable social events, as opposed to those 

more pred ictive  sciences which attempted to d i f fe r e n t ia te  the con

ceivable and the expectable. Because of i ts  special character as a 

"social metaphysics," economics was composed p r im arily  o f  commonsense 

"truism s," the contents o f  which were suggestive o f  various notions 

o f  p o s it ive  tru th ,  but which were s u f f ic ie n t ly  vague so as to be
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open to qu ite  d i f fe r e n t  empirical in te rp re ta t io n s .  A man, fo r  

instance, might be said to be maximizing u t i l i t y  i f  he stepped in 

f ro n t  o f  o r  out o f  the path o f a speeding ca rr ia g e , depending, o f  

course, on the structure  o f  the variables contained in his unspeci

f ie d  and, perhaps, unspecifiab le , u t i l i t y  function. Indeed, any man 

necessarily  must be maximizing u t i l i t y ,  or intending to do so, in 

whatever he does, fo r  that is  the way in  which the d e fin it io n s  o f  

our economic system constrain us the the description of his behavior.

This in t u i t i v e  and tau to log ical approach to social issues l e f t  

unresolved or a r b i t r a r i l y  resolved a number o f  important issues.

For instance, the frequency o f  sunspots may a f fe c t  the price of  

corn, as might the position o f  Mars or an i n f i n i t e  number o f  other 

things. The question o f whether sunspots are as important to a 

determination of the future price o f  corn as is  the preva il ing  or 

expected price  o f  wheat i s ,  however, a question which is  necessarily  

em p ir ica l— which depends upon w e ll-d e fin ed  speculations and observa

tions taken according to w e ll-d e fin ed  observation ru les. As Mar- 

s h a l l ia n s ,  our immediate impulse is  probably to discount the in 

fluence o f the former factors in favor o f  the l a t t e r ,  and in so 

doing we may have exce lle n t empirical support. But whether Marshall 

himself based his determination o f  the e m p ir ic a lly  important ceteris  

paribus conditions on a knowledge about past re lationships between 

sunspots, the price o f  wheat and the price  o f  corn, or whether he was 

again acting from in tu i t io n  and a "keen mother-wit" is important to 

the place assigned him in the h is tory  o f  economic methodology.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

290

Marshall as a Micro Theorist

Even though Marshall is  usually  regarded as the fa ther of

modern p a r t ia l  equilibr ium  micro theory o f  the sort taught to

every undergraduate economics student, his works seldom contained

tools appropriate to the analysis o f  the individual f irm  or to

the analysis o f the individual consumer. His demand curves were

constructed fo r  " d i f fe re n t  classes o f consumers" or fo r  the market

as a whole, and his supply curves were usually fo r  an industry or

a "representative firm" rather than fo r  any p a r t ic u la r  f i r m J ^

Even his discussions o f  social issues were couched in terms of

Scholastic speculations about the nature o f  man or the role of 

105classes ra ther than being based upon the interests  o f  p a r t ic u la r  

men or the e ffec ts  o f  p a r t ic u la r  types o f  in s t i tu t io n a l  s tructures.  

His approach to economics was, in short, grossly aggregative, from 

s ta r t  to  f in is h .

The reasons fo r  the aggregative q u a lity  of Marshall's  "micro

theory" are f a i r l y  obvious in  the l ig h t  o f  the previous discussion.

I f  economics is  an evolutionary science, then i t  must concern i t 

s e l f  with changes in the species (o r  in the culture) rather than 

with changes in the behavior o f  p a r t ic u la r  individuals or p a r t ic u la r  

in s t i tu t io n s .  As Marshall h imself stated: "For our present purposes

the p l i a b i l i t y  o f  the race is  more important than the p l i a b i l i t y  o f  

the individual

An additional influence o f  importance in molding Marshall's  

approach to economic questions was the t r a d i t io n a l ly  aggregative 

character o f  the w rit ings  o f  Smith, Ricardo and the la t e r  C lass ica ls .
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The very q u a lity  o f  "abstrac tion ,"  the tendency to assume away a l l  

c r i t i c a l  parameters in a social se tt in g , which the B r i t is h  H is to r i -  

c is ts  had condemned in the w ritings o f  Classical authors, was pre

served in a new and more subtle form in M arshall 's  most important 

works. I t  was precisely  because Marshall re jected a l l  laws o f  

economics which were not e i th e r  laws o f thought or laws of h is tory ,  

and because he replaced empirical categories with s ingular fac ts ,  

th a t  he was unable to advance to a more s ig n if ic a n t  form o f  economic 

ana lys is .  That he ins is ted  on constructing his pure economic theory 

in  terms o f  aggregates while w r it in g  his h is tory  in terms o f  p a r t i 

culars (as opposed to using i t  to  i l lu s t r a t e  general social laws) was 

but the consequence o f  the a n t i - in d iv id u a l is t ic  and h is to r ic is t  bias 

which Marshall had absorbed from Hegel.

Fortunate ly , Marshall was to have less o f  an impact in the de

l in e a t io n  o f  the scope and subject-matter o f  economics than he had 

had in  considering other methodological issues. The combined e ffo r ts  

o f  Jevons and the Austrians complemented his analysis o f  groups and 

weakened his prescrip tive  a u th o r ity .  As a re s u lt  o f  th e i r  e f fo r ts ,  

post-Marshal1ian economic researchers were able to select the degree 

o f aggregation which seemed to best serve th e i r  various purposes and 

a ttack  issues o f  in tra - in d u s try  structure  and intra-group re lations  

as well as problems o f  a more c o lle c t ive  character.

Marshall's Impact Upon the Profession:

An Evaluation o f i t s  Scope and In te n s ity

To determine the influence o f  one man's thoughts is a d i f f i c u l t
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task, perhaps impossible. But i t  is a t  le a s t  possible to  record what 

others have w ritten  about him and to note the kind and number o f  

students who f e l t  his hand.

Perhaps the modest evaluation of M arshall's  impact on the future  

study o f  economics was penned by a noted socio log is t and h is to r ian  

o f ideas, T a lco tt  Parsons. Despite obvious reservations concerning 

the v a l id i ty  o f  M arshall's  social speculations, Parsons wrote th a t  

" . . .  he is  overwhelmingly the most eminent representative in his 

generation o f  the orthodox school, so that th e i r  case may be almost 

said to stand or f a l l  w ith  his w o r k . " ^  Many of M arshall's  con

temporaries and many l a t e r  B r i t is h  and American economists were 

even less restrained in expressing praise fo r  his e f fo r ts .

Soon a f te r  M arshall's  death in 1924, the prominent American

economist, Frank Taussig, wrote that: "None among the E nglish-

speaking w i l l  question his [M arsh a ll 's ]  primacy; and I doubt whether

on the Continent or elsewhere a name could be mentioned th a t  would

dispute his t i t l e  . . .  [he was] . . .  economic sciences' . . .  most d is -

108
tinguished representa tive ."  Two years before, on the occasion of  

his e ig h t ie th  b irthday, the Royal Economic Society had sent Marshall 

greetings which contained the following passage: "But i t  is  as a

master o f  method and pathbreaker in d i f f i c u l t  regions th a t  we . . .  

desire espec ia lly  to greet you. Through you B r it is h  economists may 

boast among th e i r  foreign colleagues th a t they have a lead er in  the 

great t ra d it io n  o f  Adam Smith and Ricardo and M i l l ,  and of l i k e  s ta 

tu re ."  Many "foreign colleagues" o f the B r i t is h  obviously endorsed 

these sentiments, fo r  the foremost economists o f America, Germany,
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109France and Sweden also signed t h e i r  names to the document.

For many years a f te r  his death Marshall's influence grew ever 

stronger. As la t e  as 1942 David Macmillan could w r ite  in the 

Economic Journal tha t:  "Through his Princip les or by personal

t ra d i t io n  as his pupils or his pupils ' pupils , down to what is now 

the fourth generation, a l l  B r i t is h  economists have been brought up 

under the pervasive influence o f  his thought,"^®  and Joan Robinson 

would note, somewhat l a t e r ,  th a t  "the search fo r  M arshall's  hidden 

assumptions has occupied a whole generation.

Marshall's  in d ire c t  in fluence through his students was nearly  

as great as the au thority  granted to him by the popularity  o f  his 

w rit in g s . In 1888 Foxwell noted, in the Quarterly Journal o f  Econ

omics, th a t:  "H a lf  o f  the economic chairs in the United Kingdom are

occupied by his pup ils , and the share taken by them in general econ-

112omic in s truct ion  in England is  even la rg er  than th is ."  As the

Twentieth Century came in to  i t s  own, many o f the most prominent

contributors to the d is c ip l in e ,  Keynes, Pigou, Robinson and S ra f fa ,

as well as numerous "lesser l ig h t s ,"  were found to have been Mar-

113s h a l l 's  students a t Cambridge.

Conclusions

Marshall's  impact upon economic methodology and upon the pat

terns o f  economic investiga tion  was, fo r  many years , a substantial  

force molding the character o f  economic research. Yet i t  remains 

unclear whether his influence upon the decision o f  non-technical 

issues ( i . e . ,  those concerned with matters outside of the "core"
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of economic theory) was fo r  good o r  fo r  i l l .

Just as the in te n t  and ch arac te r is t ics  o f  Marshall's  writings  

have been misinterpreted by many h is to r ia n s ,  so also has the fu l l  

spectrum o f  his authority  remained obscure. Methodological ques

tions o r  issues o f s c ie n t i f ic  procedure have seldom in terested  

historians o f  economics, and the economic th e o r is t  has often shared 

with the h is to r ian  a certa in  uneasiness over these problems. I t  i s ,  

indeed, d i f f i c u l t  to locate any major methodological w rit ings  in 

English during the period from Keynes' Scope and Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  

Economy (1890) to Lionel Robbins' The Nature and Significance of 

Economic Science (1932), and u n ti l  very recently  the methodological 

o rien ta t io n  o f  the profession was undoubtedly more r e f le c t iv e  of the 

former work, and o f  Marshall's  own views, than o f  any more modern 

contributions.

One cannot help but agree with Robinson's assessment that "the 

search fo r  M arshall 's  hidden assumptions has occupied a whole gen

eration" or w ith Taussig's observation tha t " . . .  the beginner who 

has been introduced in to  the subject . . .  w i l l  get an impression 

(when reading Marshall's  works) s im i la r  to th a t  o f  the youth who

read Hamlet fo r  the f i r s t  time: he did not think much o f  i t  because

114i t  was so f u l l  o f  quotations." Yet, despite the d e ta iled  atten

tion devoted to Marshall's  w rit ings  in economic theory, there have 

been few attempts to assess the impact o f  his ana ly t ic  s ty le ,  his 

counsel in s e t t l in g  the meta-economic disputes o f  the la te  Nineteenth 

Century or the example o f  his a t t i tu d e  regarding the san ctity  of the 

profession and o f i t s  past.
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Marshall might reasonably be cred ited  with the restoration o f  

the scho larly  and popular reputation o f  economics, a reputation  

grea t ly  tarnished by ideological reactions to the presumed p o l i t ic a l  

stance o f  the Classicals and by the methodological attacks o f  the 

H is to r ic a l  school. He must c e r ta in ly  be recognized as a remarkably 

d i l ig e n t  and industrious scholar who drew upon many sources to con

s tru c t  a theore tica l apparatus more sophisticated than that of any 

other socia l science and more successful ( in  terms of i ts  f l e x i b i l i t y  

and appeal) than any other form o f  social analysis yet invented. Yet 

there were costs as well as benefits  in  the d is c ip l in e 's  wholehearted 

acceptance o f  Marshall's views.

Marshall himself was the product o f  an age obsessed with the 

doctrines o f  social evo lution , in t u i t i v e  c e r ta in ty  and h is to r ica l  

sociology, a l l  o f which he in tegrated  in to  his w rit in g s . His im

pressive achievements in  economic theory and his wide knowledge o f  

facts recomnended these w ritings to professional economists, while  

his attempts a t  maintaining a conversational tone and a non-technical 

s ty le  rendered them in f lu e n t ia l  among the more educated members o f  

the p u b lic .  In both cases, however, the depth and extent o f  his i n 

fluence served not only to revive and popularize the Neoclassical 

system but also to extend the fa u l ty  notions characteris tic  of social 

speculation in his age into the social thought o f  the next century.

The "misplaced realism" which led Marshall to consider every 

possible s ituation  without asserting anything d e f in ite  about e x is t 

ing s itu a t io n s  bred a generation o f admiring economists who would 

copy his s ty le  without f u l ly  comprehending i t s  o rig ina l motivation.
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Even today, over s ix ty  years a f te r  the death o f  Marshall and over 

eighty years since the f i r s t  ed it ion  o f  the P r in c ip le s , there are 

s t i l l  too few economists who can w rite  a paragraph w ithout hedging 

and q u a lify in g  t h e i r  pronouncements to the point where they end up 

by asserting l i t t l e  or nothing.

The most questionable features o f Marshall's  meta-economics, 

as transmitted to future  generations, were, however, his a ttach 

ment to the notion o f  superior insight in to  the " rea l"  nature o f  

an economic problem and his mistrust of methodological controversy. 

Marshall's  re liance  upon a "shrewd mother-wit, a sense o f  proportion 

and a large experience o f l i f e , "  instead o f  upon established proce

dures fo r  in te r -s u b je c t iv e  testing and the painful process o f  co l

lec ting  accurate data, are methods which have only recently  come 

into disrepute. Even today there are probably many pseudo- 

Marshallians who would claim that certain empirical re la tionships  

"have to be" s o le ly  on the basis o f  th e ir  own presumed in tu it io n s  

and casual experiences.

Present a t t i tu d e s  toward methodological studies and the extreme 

defensiveness o f  the economics profession a re ,  however, the most 

d ire c t  and unambiguous consequences o f  Marshall's  views. A profes

sional a t t i tu d e  which leg is la tes  against c r i t i c a l  debates over 

"established" theories and which regards methodological research as 

i l l- tem p ered , i f  not i l l-m annered, can only lead to a long-run 

s c ie n t i f ic  revolution or to gradual stagnation. Even when new 

theories contain substantial contributions from the pens o f  past 

w r ite rs ,  i t  may be more in the interests  o f  professional development
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i f  th e i r  o rig ina l aspects are emphasized and debated while  th e i r

more conventional elements are l e f t  to the evaluation o f  a more

s e tt led  fu ture . Karl Popper has observed th a t  a science advances

most dram atically  through the introduction o f and controversy over

115bold and elemental speculations. I f  he is  co rrec t,  then Mar

s h a l l 's  influence has paradoxically served as a b a r r ie r  to more 

rapid progress in  economic analysis by imbuing the profession with  

a too great regard fo r  conventional approaches to the explanation  

and prediction o f  human behavior and too fundamental a f a i th  in the 

virtues o f bu ild ing  on, rather than superceding, previous economic 

models.

Although Marshall is  well-deserving o f his reputation as a 

b r i l l i a n t  synthesizer o f advances in theoretica l economics and as 

an o r ig in a l th e o r is t  in his own r ig h t ,  his ju s t i f i e d  fame in one 

study should not be considered as s u f f ic ie n t  proof o f  his s k i l l s  in  

another. H istory  has shown that great physicists and great actors  

are not necessarily  great p o l i t ic a l  th e o r is ts ,  and n e ith e r  are great  

economists necessarily great philosophers, even in matters concerning 

th e i r  own subject.
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Footnotes to Chapter V I I I

1. This passage should not be in terpreted  as asserting that  
the Marshallian system was witEoiit empirical consequences. Rather,
I  have meant to imply th a t the a b i l i t y  to pred ict on the basis o f  
the model depended upon certa in  functional shapes and re lationships  
which could only be determined by assumption. Marshall never a t 
tempted to define the empirical procedures fo r  measuring the e las 
t i c i t y  o f  a demand curve or the amount o f  consumer's surplus, to 
say nothing o f  the slope o f  a f irm 's  long-run supply curve; and, 
fo r  the purposes to  which he put these concepts, i t  would often be 
quite  d i f f i c u l t  to define such procedures. The consequences of an 
acceptance o f  the Marshallian system were, thus, c o n f l ic ts  between 
those who made d i f fe r e n t  a p r io r is t ic  assumptions about purportedly  
empirical matters ( i . e . ,  c o n fl ic ts  between those economists with 
d i f fe re n t  " in tu it io n s "  or d i f fe re n t  "casual observations" about the 
same classes o f  economic phenomena).

2. L. L. P r ic e ,  "Notes on a Recent Economic T re a t is e ,"  Economic 
Journal, Vol. 2 (March, 1892), pp. 20-21.

3. A. C. Pigou ( e d . ) ,  Memorials o f  A lfred  Marshall (New York: 
Kelley and Millman, In c . ,  1956), pp. 3-7. (H ereafte r  c ite d  as 
Memorials. )  See also C. W. Guillebaud (e d . ) ,  A lfred  Marshall's  
Princip les o f  Economics, Vol. I I  (London: Macmillan, 1961), p. 4. 
(Hereafter c ited  as Variorum Princip les I I . )  P. T. Homan has de
scribed Marshall a t  the e ar ly  stages o f  his career as "A b r i l l i a n t  
mathematician, a young philosopher carrying a somewhat undigested 
load o f  German metaphysics, U t i l i ta r ia n is m  and Darwinism; a humani
ta r ia n  . . .  eager to  ligh ten  the burdens of mankind, but sobered by 
the barr ie rs  revealed to him by the Ricardian P o l i t ic a l  Economy." 
( Variorum Princip les  I I ,  p. 5 . )  Pigou noted th a t  " fo r  some years 
a f t e r  taking his degree his in te re s t  was centered in philosophy."  
( Memorials, p. 8 2 .)  And Marshall himself wrote th a t " I f  I  had to 
l i v e  my l i f e  over again I should have devoted i t  to  psychology. 
Economics has too l i t t l e  to do with the id e a l ."  ( Memorials, p. 37 .)

4. The well-known passage d e ta i l in g  how the concern o f  poverty 
brought Marshall to  the study of economics is  quoted in Robert B. 
Ekelund and Robert F. Hebert, A H istory  of Economic Theory and 
Method (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1975), p. 338.

In 1893 Marshall stated in testimony before the Royal Com
mission on the Aged Poor th a t :  " I  have devoted myself f o r  the la s t
tw enty-five  years to the problem o f  poverty; and very l i t t l e  of my 
work has been devoted to any inquiry  which does not bear upon th a t ."  
( Memorials, p. 70 .)

5. Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 11 fn.

6 . T a lco tt  Parsons, "Wants and A c t iv i t ie s  in Marshall,"
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Quarterly Journal o f  Economics, Vol. 46 (1931 ),  p. 102.

7. I b i d . ,  pp. 102, 111.

8 . I b i d . , p. 107.

9. I b i d . , pp. 111-113.

10. I b id . ,  p. 115.

11. Jacob V iner, "Marshall's  Economics, in Relation to the Man 
and his Time," American Economic Review, Vol. 31 (January, 1941),  
pp. 230-231.

12. For evaluations o f  the influence o f  Jowett and o f the 
Victorian English Hegelian, T. H. Green, upon Marshall's  economic 
system, see Anastasios P e t r id is ,  "A lfred  Marshall 's  A ttitudes to
and Economic Analysis o f Trade Unions," H is to ry  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, 
Vol. 5 (Spring, 1973), pp. 183-184 and John W hittaker's  ‘‘A lfred  
Marshall: The Years 1877-1885," H is tory  o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Vol. 4
(1972), pp. 12-18. Jowett once wrote to Mary Paley Marshall, regard
ing the recently  published P r in c ip le s , th a t:  " I  am glad to see th a t  
there is a considerable element o f  Hegelianism in the book." (W hit
taker, 0£ . c i t . ,  p. 18 .)  Marshall 's  memorial appreciation of Jowett 
appears in  Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 292-294.

13. Joseph Schumpeter, H istory  o f  Economic Analysis (New York: 
Oxford U n ivers ity  Press, 1954), p. 780fn.

14. Parsons, oji. c i t . , p. 140.

15. Schumpeter refers  to th is  q u a l i ty  o f  Marshall's  works as 
"his bent toward misplaced realism ." (Schumpeter, 0£. c i t . , p. 1046.)

16. A lfre d  M arshall,  Industry and Trade, 4th ed ition  (New York: 
Augustus K e lley , 1970). The f i r s t  e d it io n  o f  th is  volume was pub
lished in  1919.

17. Marshall stated o f  the motto "The Many in the One and the 
One in the Many" th a t  "This motto supplements the motto o f  my 
Principles which is :  "Natura non f a c i t  sal turn": i . e . ,  economic
evolution is  gradual and continuous on each o f  i t s  numberless 
routes." ( Industry and Trade, op. c i t . , pp. v - v i . )

18. For an e xc e lle n t  discussion o f  modern " c r i t ic a l  empiricism" 
see Karl R. Popper's Conjectures and Refutations (New York: Harper
and Row, In c . ,  1963), pp. 33-59 and Karl R. Popper's "Normal Science 
and its  Dangers" in Imre Lakatos and Alan Musgrave (e d s .) ,  C r it ic is m  
and the Growth o f  Knowledge (London: Cambridqe University Press.
1972]Tpp. 51-58.
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19. See Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 99-100 fo r  M arshall's  own 
description o f  his reaction to crit ic ism s o f  the Classical s .

20. Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 47, 47fn. See also A lfred  
Marshall, Principfes o f  Economics, 8th ed it ion  (New York: Mac
m il la n ,  1948), p. V. T T h e  page numbers to th is  e d it io n  o f  the 
Princip les  and to the e d it io n  reprinted as Volume 1 o f  the Var
iorum ed it ion  are id e n t ic a l . )  Marshall's  harshest appraisal of  
the C lass ica ls , or more p rec ise ly ,  o f  the Ricardians, is to  be 
found in Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 154-155.

21. Pigou co rrec tly  noted th a t Marshall was " . . .v e r y  th in  
skinned" about a v a r ie ty  o f  subjects. See A. C. Pigou, A1 fred  
Marshall and Current Thought (London: Macmillan, 1955), p. 26. 
M arshall 's  s e n s i t iv i ty  to c r i t ic is m  is also mentioned by Edgeworth 
( Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 68) and John Maynard Keynes ( Memorials, 
op. c i t . ~ P -  37). Although replying p o l i te ly  to those few o f  his 
c r i t ic s  that he considered worthy o f  notice, Marshall was more in 
fluenced by the subtle persuasion o f  his colleagues a t  Cambridge 
and by the w ritings of the German H istorica l School than he was by 
any o f  the c r i t ic s  o f his w r it in g s .

22. Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 217.

23. An exception to  his ru le  o f  remaining s i le n t  in the face of  
personal attacks is  M arshall 's  rep ly  to Cunningham's c r it ic is m s  of  
his scholarship and his economic h is to ry . This reply  f i r s t  appeared 
in  the Economic Journal fo r  September, 1892, and was subsequently 
reprin ted  in Variorum Prin c ip les  I I ,  pp. 735-750.

24. See, fo r  instance, Mem oria ls , op. c i t . , pp. 397, 400-401, 
432, 469, and George J. S t ig le r 's  ''Alfred Marshall's  Lectures on 
Progress and Poverty," Journal o f  Law and Economics, Vol. 12 (A p r i l ,  
1969), pp. 184fn-185fn fo r  M arshall1s expressions o f hesitancy when 
asked to publish his views concerning controversial issues closely  
connected to economic theory.

25. See Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 500-508, items numbered 22,
51 , 66, 68, 72, 74, 75, and 77* fo r  Marshall's a r t ic le s  and "public 
conmunications" concerned with matters o f  public po licy . I t  is to 
be noted that Foxwell f e l t  th a t  Marshall had supported Pigou in 
preference to himself as the successor to the Chair o f  P o l i t ic a l  
Economy at Cambridge p r im ar i ly  because he (Marshall) had been angered 
by a l e t t e r  Foxwell had sent to the Times, a l e t t e r  which exposed 
disunity  w ith in  the economics profession over the issue o f  free  
trade and which openly "took sides" on a controversial p o licy  matter 
w ith in  the arena o f  public debate. The l e t t e r  expressing Foxwell's  
bitterness over th is  inc ident and s ta ting  his suspicions is  printed  
in A. W. Coats, "The Appointment o f Pigou as Marshall's  Successor:
A Conment," Journal of Law and Economics, Vol. 15 (October, 1972),
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p. 490. Coats re fe rs  to Marshall's "customary rule o f  abstaining  
from public declarations on controversial policy issues" ( Ib id . , 
p. 487),  and he s ta tes , regarding the t a r i f f  controversy, tha t  
" . . .  there is  no doubt tha t he (M arshall)  deplored the fa c t  th a t  
the economists had exposed th e ir  disagreements to the public"
( Ib id . , p. 488). Despite his p o licy  o f  caution in dealing with  
controversial issues, Marshall d id  become somewhat more rambunctious 
in his old age. In his declin ing years he became less and less  
hesitant to take up the pen in defense o f what he in terpreted as 
"the public good." See Memorials, op. c i t . ,  pp. 500-508, items 
numbered 37, 73 and 78 as examples.

26. For comments regarding the s tra in  o f  V ictorian moralizing  
which ran throughout Marshall's works, see G. F. Shove, "The Place 
of Marshall's  Princip les  in the Development o f  Economic Theory," 
Economic Journal, Vol. 52 (1942), p. 310 and C. W. Guillebaud,
"Some Personal Reminescences o f  A lf re d  M arshall,"  History o f  P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, Vol. 3 (1971), p. 4.

For a p a r t ic u la r ly  ghastly example o f moralism run rampant 
in Marshall's w r it in g s ,  see his "Social P o s s ib i l i t ie s  o f  Economic 
C hivalry ,"  reprin ted  in Memorials, op. c i t . ,  pp. 323-346. Marshall 
was so absorbed by "the e th ical id e a l"  th a t  he even allowed i t  
prominence over his central theme o f  social evolution. Perhaps in 
response to la te  V ictorian  and Marxian philosophies, he maintained 
th a t  the simple fa c t  th a t  a certa in  organism o r  in s t i tu t io n  was the 
evolutionary re s u l t  o f  a certain environment was not s u f f ic ie n t  to 
j u s t i f y  i t s  existence as "right" (see Industry and Trade, op. c i t . , 
pp. 175-176).

27. See Coats, o jd .  c i t . , p. 488 and S t ig le r ,  0£. c i t . , p. 185fn.

28. Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 88.

29. Shove, 0£ . c i t . , pp. 3 -4 .  John N e v il le  Keynes was even less
inh ib ited  in expressing his opinion o f  Marshall when he believed that 
he was w r it in g  only fo r  his own personal reference. His diary entry  
fo r  December 11, 1899, reads: "Marshall is  the most exasperating
ta lk e r  I know. He w i l l  agree w ith  nothing you say and argues and 
dogmatises so as to drive one w i ld ."  (Quoted in R. H. Coase, "The 
Appointment o f  Pigou as Marshall's  Successor," Journal o f  Law and 
Economics, Vol. 15 (October, 1972), p. 474 .)  John Maynard Keynes,
in his biographical sketch o f M arshall 's  l i f e  and w rit in g s , remarked 
tha t " . . .  a missionary he remained a l l  his l i f e . "  (Memorials, op. 
c i t . , p. 27) That would c e r ta in ly  seem to be confirmed by his a t t i 
tudes toward economic theory and social reform.

30. Guillebaud, "Some Personal Reminescences . . . , "  op. c i t . ,
pp. 3-4.

31. Ib id .
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32. See Marshall's essay on the "Social Possibilities of
Economic Chivalry," 0£. c it . Also of in terest are Shove, 0£ . c i t . ,
pp. 310-311 and Parsons, 0£. c i t . ,  p. 107.

33. I t  is interesting to note that Marshall s t i l l  clung to the
doctrine of acquired characteristics ( Industry and Trade, op. c i t . , 
pp. 163-164). He maintained that although new evidence haa led to
its  disrepute in biology, i t  at least described the process of
learning and the accumulation of knowledge and custom within a
culture. Marshall's views on evolution and process analysis are
the subject o f a comprehensive survey by Bruce Glassburner en titled  
"Alfred Marshall on Economic History and Historical Development," 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 69 (1955), pp. 577-595.

34. Memorials, op. c i t . ,  pp. 500-508, items numbered 11, 17,
21, 27, 49, 56, 57, 71, 74, 75 and 79.

35. Ib id . ,  p. 41.

36. See Karl R. Popper's The Open Society and its  Enemies, Vol.
2 (New York: Harper and Row, T9f>7), pp. 220-223.

37. See Marshall's "Graphical Method of S tatis tics ,"  f ir s t  
presented as an address to the International Statistics Congress and 
la te r reprinted in the Journal of the Royal S ta tis tica l Society and 
in Memorials, op. c i t . ,  pp. 175^187. See especially Memorials, op. 
c i t . ,  p. 177 fo r  Marshall's proposal for the collection and compila
tion of world-wide economic data.

38. Memorials, op. c i t . ,  pp. 428-429. Of this quote Pigou 
said, "This I think we may fa ir ly  take as Marshall's considered 
view." (Alfred Marshall and Current Thought, op. c i t . , p. 17.)

39. Ib id .

40. Although Marshall had been enthusiastic about the compilation 
o f international economic data in 1888, by 1905 he was warning Irving  
Fisher that such a plan might be premature because of insuffic ient 
standardization in the empirical interpretation of many terms and 
because of the differences in collection methods between the various 
countries of Europe and North America (Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 474- 
475). Marshall further expressed an opinion that such s ta tis tica l 
studies would "perplex the ordinary man, even i f  . . .  really com
plete," and th a t the "main purpose of the studies," i . e . ,  policy ac
tions by the State, "ought not to wait for further calculations by 
methods as crude as the best which are within our reach today."
( Ib id . ,  p. 475.)

41. Minor exceptions to Marshall's general avoidance of s ta tis 
tica l data are to be found in Industry and Trade, op. c i t . ,  pp. 154fn, 
757 and 848.
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42. Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 358-359.

43. Principles of Economics, op. c i t . , p. 778.

44. Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 26.

45. Ib id . ,  p. 177.

46. Principles of Economics, op. c i t .,  p. 779.

47. Ib id .

48. The e l i t i s t  aspects of Marshall's thought, his be lie f that 
certain individuals were gifted with minds specially suiting them to 
economic reasoning, are exemplified in Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 47fn 
and in Principles of Economics, 0£. c i t . , p. 779.

49. Adolph Wagner, in his "Marshall's Principles o f Economics," 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, Vol. 5 (1890-1891), singled out both 
Marshall and John Neville Keynes as shining examples o f the s p ir it  
of reconciliation which was then beginning to make i ts e l f  fe lt  in
the economics profession (see p. 321 of that a r t ic le ) .  Paradoxically, 
Wagner also expended much ink and e ffo rt condemning Schmoller and 
other "more extreme" members of the German H istorical School (pp. 
317-320 o f the same a r tic le ) . See also Shove, 0£. c i t . , p. 5,
Price, 0£. c i t . , pp. 18-19, 22-23 and Variorum Principles I I ,  op. 
c i t . , p. 765 for other appraisals o f Marshall as the great concili
ator of Nineteenth Century economics.

50. Shove, ojo. c i t . , p. 305.

51. For Marshall's generally favorable evaluation of German
Historicism see his Principles of Economics, op. c i t . ,  pp. 768, 783-
784 and Variorum Principles I I ,  op. c it.,~p p . 764-766. Further 
corroboration of Marshall's attitudes toward German Historicism are 
to be found in Wagner, op. c i t . , p. 321, Price, 0£. c i t . , p. 20 and 
Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 20.

52. Memorials, op. c i t . ,  p. 165. Marshall did engage in rather 
veiled critic ism  of wnat he believed to be the German Historical 
School's unwarranted neglect of economic theory. See his Principles 
of Economics, op. c i t . , pp. 774-775.

53. Principles of Economics, op. c i t . , p. 768.

54. Ib id . , p. 29. Numerous citations can also be found in
Industry and Trade, op. c i t . See the index entry on "Schmoller" 
appearing on pp. 869-870.

55. Variorum Principles I I ,  op. c i t . ,  pp. 764-765fn.
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56. T. W. Hutchison, A Review of Economic Doctrines, 1870-1929 
(London: Oxford University Press, T953), p. 22.

57. Shove, 0£. c i t . , p. 305.

58. T. E. C. Leslie, Essays in P o litica l Economy (New York: 
Augustus Kelley, 1969), pp. 73-74.

59. Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 296 and Hutchison, 0£. c i t . , p. 66.

60. Marshall edited a special low-cost edition of Bagehot's 
Postulates o f English P olitica l Economy fo r his Cambridge students.
He found Bagehot to be "a master of lite ra ry  form" and "a leader of 
affa irs" and frequently expressed the hope of one day being able to 
im itate his s ty le . Marshall, however, e n tire ly  misinterpreted 
Bagehot's remarks on the problems of economic semantics (Hutchison, 
op. c i t . , p. 67), and i t  is unclear whether he su ffic ien tly  compre
hended any of his other meta-economic discussions.

61. Ingram praised Marshall's Principles as "a new and important 
contribution to the science" (J. K. Ingram, A History of Political 
Economy (London: Adam and Charles Black, Publishers, 1923), p. 275), 
and he expressed the be lie f that Marshall was "fair-minded and 
catholic in his sympathies and habits of thoughts and exhibits 
great s k ill in distinguishing between the essentials and non- 
essentials of principles and theory and tracing th e ir  application 
throughout the entire realm of economic phenomena" ( Ib id . , p. 274). 
Yet Ingram was also aware of certain defects in the work which Mar
shall's  Cambridge colleagues had chosen to ignore: "In attempting
to restate old doctrines in such a manner as to make them f i t  the 
conditions of modern l i f e ,  and harmonize with newer theories, he 
(Marshall) has deprived them of a part of th e ir  v ita l i ty  and con
siderably diminished th e ir usefulness. In some instances he had 
avoided issues . . .  by simply omitting to discuss them." ( Ib id .)
I t  was perhaps not surprising that Marshall lobbied in favor of the 
deletion o f the compulsory history of thought requirement from the 
curriculum required of economics students a t Cambridge (Coase, op. 
c i t . , p. 478fn).

62. John Neville Keynes, The Scope and Method of P o litica l 
Economy, 4th edition (London: Macmillan, 1930), pp. 318fn-319fn.

63. Principles of Economics, 0£. c i t . , pp. 754-769.

64. Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 152.

65. Variorum Principles 11, 0£. c i t . , p. 769.

66. Principles of Economics, op. c i t . , Chapter Five, "Land 
Tenure," pp. 637-655.
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67. Pigou, Alfred Marshall and Current Thought, op. c i t . , p. 6.

68. Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 427-428.

69. Refer to the references in footnote 2 above.

70. Variorum Principles I I ,  o jd .  c i t . , p. 15.

71. Hutchison, 0£. c i t . , p. 64. Hutchison also mentions that 
Marshall's attempt to translate Smith and Ricardo into mathematics 
had been e a rlie r undertaken by William Whewell, 0£. c i t . , p. 340.

72. Quoted in Ekelund and Hebert, 0£. c i t . , p. 340.

73. Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 422-423. One of Marshall's most 
devoted students reported that: "What he aimed at in a ll this was 
to get . . .  the direct feel of the economic world, something more 
intimate than can be obtained from reading mere descriptions" 
(Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 95).

74. Ekelund and Hebert, 0£. c i t . , p. 340.

75. Marshall wrote in his essay on "Distribution and Exchange" 
that "the most helpful applications of mathematics to economics are 
those which employ few symbols and which aim at throwing a bright 
lig h t on some small part of the great economic movement rather than 
as representing its  endless complexities" ( Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 
313). He had e a rlie r  commented that "We owe several valuable sug
gestions to the many investigations in which skilled mathematicians, 
English and Continental, have applied the ir favorite method to the 
treatment of economical problems. But all that has been important
in th e ir reasonings and results has, with scarcely an exception, been 
capable of being described in ordinary language . . .  as c learly  as 
that of the mathematic." (Pigou, Alfred Marshall and Current Thought, 
op. c i t . , p. 8 .) Pigou's own assessment o f Marshall's attitudes to
ward the application of mathematics to economic problem solving is 
i ts e lf  revealing, the observation of a close and intimate associate 
of Marshall's of many years standing: "The key to this attitude of 
Marshall's was, I think, his feeling that elaborate mathematical 
analysis applied to economics was bound to be unrealistic; that the 
influences at work in real economic situations are so numerous and 
so intimately in ter-re lated th a t, i f  they were a ll brought in , the 
mathematics would be unworkable, whereas, i f ,  as is inevitable in 
practice, many of them are le f t  out, we are not studying actualities  
. . .  Moreover, in his view a mathematical treatment o f economic prob
lems tends to focus attention on mechanical analogies and to keep i t  
away from more important biolgoical analogies . . . "  ( Ib id . , pp. 9-10). 
H. M. Robertson in his "Alfred Marshall's Aims and Methods Il lu s tra 
ted from his Treatment o f Distribution," History o f P o litica l Economy, 
Vol. 2 (1970), was even more thorough than Pigou in his consideration
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of the roots of Marshall's aversion to long chains of mathematical 
reasoning. According to Robertson's evaluation, Marshall was hes
itan t to employ mathematics more extensively than he had because 
he believed that the available s ta tis tica l techniques were inade
quate to determine the true shapes of certain key mathematical 
functions, because mathematics could not be used to describe "the 
motion" o f economic variables, because mathematical presentations 
could easily lead to the presumption that economists actually pos
sessed more knowledge than they actually did, and because "in 
economics every event causes permanent alterations in the conditions 
under which future events can occur" (Robertson, ojd . c i t . , pp. 9-10).

Marshall's attitudes toward the extensive use of mathe
matics were further illu s tra ted  in his correspondence with Bowley 
when he wrote that: "I think you should do a ll you can to prevent
people from using Mathematics in cases where the English Language 
is as short as the Mathematical" (Variorum Principles I I ,  0£. c i t . , 
p. 775). He displayed the same prejudices in his review o t  Edge
worth's Mathematical Psychics in 1881 when he commented that: " . . .
i t  w ill be interesting . . .  to see how far he succeeds in preventing 
his mathematics from running away with him; and carrying him out of 
sight of the actual facts o f economics" (Memorials, op. c i t . ,  p. 26). 
And eleven years e a rlie r  in his review of Jevon's Theory of P o litica l 
Economy, he had written that: " . . .  the book before us wouTd be im-
proved i f  the mathematics were omitted, but the diagrams retained" 
(Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 25). See also p. 419 of Memorials.

Keynes speculated that Marshall's fear of alienating busi
nessmen had caused him to suppress the more quantitative aspects 
of his work ( Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 26), and Viner agreed that 
"Marshall . . .  was anxious for a wide audience, and the fact that the 
bulk of his potential readers were both unable and unwilling to read 
economics in mathematical form no doubt was an additional considera
tion" (Jacob Viner, "Marshall's Economics in Relation to the Man and 
to his Time," American Economic Review, Vol. 31 (June, 1941), p. 231). 
Viner, however, believed that the primary factor prejudicing Marshall 
against the extensive use of mathematics in his economic investiga
tions was the fact that he had always found the study of mathematics 
pleasurable, and, as a good Victorian who had been warned by his 
father against the " fr iv o lity "  of the study, he naturally equated 
the pleasurable with the sinful ( Ib id . ).

76. The secondary sources dealing most d irectly  with Marshall's 
distaste for "long chains o f abstract reasoning" are Parsons, op. 
c i t . , p. 105 and Edgeworth. Edgeworth wrote in his memorial ap
preciation o f Marshall that: "These characteristics—supreme s k ill
and extreme caution in the application of abstract reasoning—may 
be traced in most of Marshall's writings" (Memorials, op. c i t . , p.
67).

Much more extensive are Marshall's own references to the 
subject. In his Principles of Economics he wrote that: " It  is
obvious that there is no room in economics for long trains of de
ductive reasoning" (Principles, op. c i t . , p. 781). See also
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Variorum Principles I I ,  oj3. c i t . , pp. 770-771, for an e a rlie r and 
somewhat more lengthy rendering of the same thought. Marshall also 
added that " . . .  even in mechanics long chains of deductive reason
ing are applicable only to the occurrences of the laboratory" 
( Principles of Economics, op. c i t . , p. 771).

The parallel between long chains of deductive reasoning 
and complex mathematical models was explored at some length in 
Marshall's Mathematical Appendix to the Principles, especially in 
pp. 850-852; and his objections to the one form of reasoning were 
closely tied  to his rejection of the other ( Ib id . , pp. 850-851).

77. Marshall was well known among friends for his nearly 
neurotic antipathy to Jews (Memorials, o£. c i t . ,  p. 76). While he 
was more cautious about exposing his prejudices in prin t than he was 
in private confidences, he did go so far as to insinuate that the 
strain of irresponsible socialism in German thought, of which he 
disapproved, was primarily the doing of Jewish intellectuals (Prin
ciples of Economics, op. c i t . , p. 769). Also see Memorials, op. 
c i t . , p. 153 for his remarks on Ricardo's "Semitic mind" and his 
appraisal of Ricardo's impact on Classical economics.

78. While c r itic iz in g  the Classicals for their extreme deduct
ive techniques in some of his published essays, Marshall was more 
subdued in his major w ritings. In his Principles, for instance,
he considered the ir views as merely a f ir s t ,  rather sim plistic, 
approximation to the ultimate corpus of economic theory. Although 
the Classicals had underestimated the complexity of the problems 
with which they dealt, they had provided, in Marshall's evaluation, 
the tools which, properly modified by historical research and the 
evolutionary doctrines of biology, could be used to construct the 
ultimate economic ed ifice . (Principles o f Economics, op. c i t . ,  p. 
777.)

79. Curiously, Marshall contrasted his own position to that of 
Foxwell by stating that: " I t  seems to me that our differences in
temper cause you to lay greater emphasis upon accuracy as regards 
facts, and me to insist on th e ir  (the students at Cambridge) 
wrestling with d if f ic u lt  analysis and reasoning" (Coase, 0£. c i t . , 
p. 447). This seeming contradiction between Marshall's "insistence 
on their wrestling with d if f ic u lt  analysis and reasoning" may be 
resolved by noting that Marshall meant by "reasoning" what he called  
"many short chains and single connecting links" (Principles, op. c i t . , 
p. 773), and he meant by " d iff ic u lt  analysis" primarily the analysis 
of historical evolution. Foxwell, on the other hand, would have 
interpreted "facts" as actual s ta tis tica l data or well-corroborated 
historical accounts, rather than casual empiricism or a "feeling
for" the subject.

80. C. W. Guillebaud, "Marshall's Principles of Economics in the 
Light of Contemporary Economic Thought," Economica, N.S., Vol. 19 
(1952), p. 113.
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81. Taussig, op. c v t., p. 8. Marshall's lecture style appar
ently bore many sim ilarities  to his style o f writing in the sense 
that i t  was equally as obscure. His students reported, however, 
that i t  did not possess the virtue of being well organized (Mem
o r ia ls , op. c i t . , p. 78).

82. Taussig, 0£. c i t . ,  pp. 7-8.

83. Ib id . , p. 8.

84. The reference is , of course, to the use of the term 
"tendencies," a favorite ploy of Classical economists. Marshall, 
however, used this term in a manner which was even less defin ite  
and more viciously anti-empirical (because of its  evolutionary 
undertones) than the usage of either Cairnes or M ill. See, for 
instance, Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 360.

85. Marshall argued vigorously against M ill's  conception of 
economics as the study of purely economic motives and against the 
extreme abstraction o f M ill's  model of an economic man. For Mar
shall's  views in opposition to this portion of the Classical metho
dology, see "The Present Position of Economics," reprinted in 
Memorials, op. c i t . , especially pp. 160-161 , 281-282. For a further 
discussion of the same topic, see Principles o f Economics, op. ci_t., 
p. 17fn.

86. Memorials, op. c i t . , p. 13. Each of these philosophers is , 
of course, known as an advocate of an a p rio ris tic  and evolutionary 
outlook upon questions of epistemology and social development, and 
each is noted for his h o stility  to "merely empirical" knowledge.

87. We are also told that Marshall, in his lectures of this 
period (the early and mid-'Seventies) " . . .  would give half an hour 
to theory and half an hour to history" (Hutchison, 0£. c i t . ,  p. 66).

88. Principles of Economics, op. c i t . ,  pp. xiv-xv, 46-47 and
772.

89. The relevant section of the essay on "Distribution and 
Exchange" is reprinted in Memorials o f Alfred Marshall, op. c i t . , 
under the t i t le  of "Mechanical and” Biological Analogies in Econ
omics" (see especially pp. 312-318). In the course of this selection 
Marshall explains, in part, what he meant by the terms "dynamic," 
"static ,"  "Caeteris paribus," and "evolution." In most cases there 
is a significant variance between his meaning and the more modern 
usages of these terms in mid-Twentieth Century economics.

90. Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 314, 318.

91. Principles of Economics, op. c i t . ,  p. ix .
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92. For a s im ilar interpretation o f the role o f Industry and 
Trade in Marshall's overal schema for the development of an evolu
tionary economics, see Glassburner, 0£. c i t . , p. 578.

93. Schumpeter, History o f Economic Analysis, op. c i t . , p.
780fn, and Parsons, 0£. c i t . , p. 578.

94* Industry and Trade, op. c i t . , p. v and Glassburner, op. 
c i t . , p. 562.

95. Schumpeter, "Alfred Marshall's Principles," op. c i t . ,  pp. 
242-243.

96. Memorials, 0£ . c i t . ,  p. 317.

97. Principles of Economics, op. c i t . , p. 764.

98. Schumpeter, History o f Economic Analysis, op. c i t . ,  p. 990, 
and C. E. Ferguson, Micro-Economic Theory, 3rd edition (Homewood: 
Richard D. Irw in, 1972), p. 13.

99. Schumpeter, History o f Economic Analysis, op. c i t . ,  pp. 
990-991.

100. Principles of Economics, 0£. c i t . , p. 770; Industry and 
Trade, op. c i t . , pp. 676-670; Memorials, op. c i t . ,  pp. 163-164; and 
Variorum Principles I I ,  o£. c i t . ,  p. 762. This view o f the steps 
involved in the construction o f a comprehensive social theory is ,  
of course, identical to the procedures defended by J. E. Cairnes
in his attack upon the Comtists.

101. Variorum Principles I I ,  o£. c i t . ,  pp. 48-50; Memorials, op. 
c i t . , pp. 314-315; Principles of Economics, oj>. c i t . , pp. xv, 336.

102. Principles of Economics, op. c i t . ,  pp. 37, 369-370 and 
379fn-380fn.

103. Ib id . ,  pp. 774-775.

104. The aggregative or collective character o f Marshall's 
economics is made especially clear in Principles o f Economics ( Ib id . , 
pp. 25-26) where Marshall discusses the types of en tities  with 
which economics is properly concerned.

105. Memorials, 0£. c v t ., pp. 306 -  309 , 329- 334 , 339 - 342.

106. Principles of Economics, op. c i t . , p. 772.

107. Parsons, 0£. c i t . , p. 101; Taussig, ojv c i t . , p. 1.
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108. Taussig, 0£. c i t . , p. 1.

109. Among the famous foreign economists to sign the Royal 
Economic Society's greetings to Marshall were Gustav Cassel, Charles 
Gide, E. R. A. Seligmann, Joseph Schumpeter, R. H. Tawney and F. W. 
Taussig (Memorials, op. c i t . , pp. 497-499).

110. David Macmillan, "The Centenary of the Birth of Alfred 
Marshall," Economic Journal, Vol. 52 (1942), p. 289.

111. Quoted in Hutchison, 0£. c i t . , p. 74.

112. Ekelund and Hebert, 0£. c i t . , p. 339.

113. Ib id . Among the "lesser lights" of Marshall's students 
were B. L. Hutchins, Barbara Wooten and D. H. Robertson.

114. The Robinson quote appears in Hutchison, o£. c i t . , and the 
Taussig quote appears in Taussig, 0£. c i t . , p. 5.

115. Karl R. Popper, "Back to the Pre-Socratics," reprinted in 
Conjectures and Refutations (New York: Harper and Row, 1965). See 
especially pp. 148-157 for Popper's discussion of c r it ic a l rational
ism and the role of bold conjectures in advancing science.
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CHAPTER IX

THE METHODOLOGICAL "SCHOOLS"—RETROSPECT AND PROSPECT 

Introductory Comments

In previous chapters we concentrated our attention upon the 

dis tinc tly  individual characteristics of writers within both the 

Historical and Orthodox traditions. In this section, however, our 

purposes are to (1) iden tify  the unifying features within each of 

these opposing perspectives and (2) to trace the continuation of the 

traditions of Orthodox and Historical economic methodology to the 

present day.

There is no presumption in what follows that considerations 

connected with the history or historical-sociology of a discipline 

are the principal determinants of the d iscip line's in tellectual de

velopment. All we have hoped to demonstrate is that unconscious or 

unexamined professional beliefs about what is "obvious" are too often 

the source of fundamental and persistent errors. In a rapidly ex

panding fie ld  such as Twentieth Century Economics, i t  is a ll too easy 

to take for granted the seemingly inconsequential and innocuous 

methodological rhetoric handed down from the Nineteenth Century.

What once was regarded as "word-games" or "useless philosophic 

quibbling," however, is once again assuming importance in the modern 

clashes between trad itional and "alternative" economics. Those 

economists who hope to preserve some portion of a positive economic 

science from the rising tides of ideological reaction would be well 

advised to take a fresh look at the ir own methodological foundations
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rather than blindly relying on shop-worn phrases concerned with 

methodological topics.

"Orthodoxy" and "Historicism": A Summary

Nineteenth Century Orthodoxy

In the foregoing sections we have considered three major for

mulations of the "Orthodox" approach to matters of economic metho

dology: that o f J. S. M ill, that of J. E. Cairnes and, most im

portantly, the neo-Orthodoxy of Alfred Marshall. Although i t  would 

be possible to locate e a rlie r  expressions of sim ilar views (e .g ., in 

the works of Senior or Whately), these three authors were the direct 

inspiration for nearly a ll subsequent Orthodox writings.

From their works i t  is possible to extract both the common core 

and particularized variants of the Orthodox view as a basis for its  

comparison with the empirical or Historical trad ition. The main doc

trines forming this core o f economic Orthodoxy in the Nineteenth Cen

tury were:

(1) A trust in the "right in tu itions," "professional insights," 

or "casual experiences" of "expert" economists as a means for both 

arriving a t and "testing" economic theories.

(2) A strong distinction between the "validity" of economic 

theory,resulting from its  a priori derivation, and the "hypothetical" 

or "incomplete" character o f a ll attempts to "apply" the theory *or 

reasons o f prediction.

(3) A b e lie f in the power of economics as a tool for social 

"explanation" or as an aid to the "understanding" of social events
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(v iz . ,  the interpretation of economics as a "perspective upon 

society" or a way of "seeing" social relations as opposed to its  

interpretation and use as a tool for the prediction of social 

events).

(4) A b e lie f in the "absolutism" or unconditional universality  

of economic theories (s im ilar to Friedman's b e lie f that the "realism" 

of a theory's "assumptions" is irre levant to its  "usefulness"). The 

support of this "absolutism" was usually by means o f "unspecified 

caeteris paribus conditions" and vague discussions regarding the 

possib ility  o f "correcting" economic predictions for "special circum

stances."

(5) A rejection of a ll experimentation as "impossible" in the 

social sciences.

(6) A b e lie f that empirical events ("observations") were 

"relevant" to economic theory solely as a source for the (psychologi

cal) "suggestion" o f "interesting" modifications in the theories, 

connected with a concomitant rejection o f a ll tests of economic 

theories as e ith er "irrelevant" or "inconclusive."

(7) A tendency to stress the specially "complex character" of 

social as against physical phenomena.

(8) The use of "mental experiments" or "thought experiments" to 

"prove" economic hypotheses.

(9) The deduction of empirical relationships from uninterpreted 

("tautological") theories through the use of im p lic it, unstated and 

often deliberately obscured auxiliary hypotheses (e .g ., the use of 

"the maximizing principle" in ways which could only be ju s tif ie d  via
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a specification of the function being maximized).

The Doctrines of Mill and Caimes

Complementary to the above common characteristics of Orthodoxy 

were speicalized aspects of the writings of M ill, Caimes and Marshal 1,- 

many of which have reappeared in more modern writings. M ill was the 

most e x p lic it of the Orthodox economists, always cautious to spell out 

the assumptions of his analysis. Economics was for him nothing more 

nor less than the conceptual consideration of the lik e ly  actions of an 

"economic man" ( i . e . ,  a man moved solely by "economic motives"). Ordi

nary social actions were, however, only p artia lly  determined by econ

omic influences, and, thus, a predictive social science would require 

the development of other, complementary, areas of social study (e .g .,  

sociology, government and social ethics) for its  success. M ill was 

further interested in the prediction o f future social states (both in 

the Ricardian and the Utopian-historicist sense), and for these pur

poses he hoped to one day combine with economics an evolutionary sc i

ence of Ethology, or "a study of the development of the human 

character."

M ill's  successor, J. E. Cairnes, added a modification to the 

doctrines o f Orthodox methodology which was to serve as a perpetual 

source of both puzzlement and "insight": his characterization o f

economics as the study of "valued matter." Whereas M ill had viewed 

economics as a branch of applied psychology, Cairnes believed that 

i t  depended jo in tly  upon the principles of psychology and of physical 

mechanics. Mill had hoped to firm ly establish economics as a branch
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of a universal evolutionary psychology (his Ethology). Cairnes 

believed that i t  was properly an autonomous study, drawing upon re

lated fields but improving upon their findings in a non-reducible 

way. In addition to this rather important modification in M ill's  

Orthodox view, Cairnes intermingled in his own writings elements of 

the extreme axiomatic a priorism of Senior and a mistrust of mathe

matical methods. Of equal importance with his methodological inno

vations was his systematic and semi-popular presentation of Orthodox 

doctrines in his widely read Character and Logical Method of Political 

Economy. This volume both established his stature as an "expert" on 

methodological questions and served to inculcate the perspective of 

the Orthodox School into a new generation of economists.

Marshall's New Methodology

M ill and Cairnes lived in an age which was only beginning to 

display its  disenchantment with the dogmas of Orthodox economics. 

Marshall, however, was faced with a crisis in the Orthodox trad ition , 

and he responded accordingly. By combining elements of German H istori- 

cism with the Mi 11-Cairnes trad ition  in economic methodology, he ar

rived a t a position which was nearer to Popper's description of the 

scientistic  ideology of "historicism" than i t  was to the rationalis tic  

or Kantian conceptions o f previous Orthodox theorists. Marshall aban

doned M ill's  characterization of economics as the study of an "economic 

man," but he substituted fo r this rather defin ite conception one much 

more broad and vague: " . . .  the study of mankind in the ordinary busi

ness of l i f e ."  He extended, yet softened, Cairnes' rejection of
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mathematical methods, transforming i t  into a general suspicion of 

a ll "long chains o f deductive reasoning," whether mathematical or 

lite ra ry .

By attempting to integrate Hegelian philosophy with economic 

theorizing, Marshall inspired a generation of economic writings noted 

for their obscurity. While responsible for the introduction of many 

of the terminological distinctions s t i l l  v ita l in modern micro

analysis (e .g ., the distinction between the various "market periods" 

and the conceptions of increasing, constant and decreasing cost 

industries), Marshall was also a master of psychologistic reasoning 

and the impressive, but vacuous, phrase.

Although encouraging research into economic history, he did 

everything possible to confine such research to the collection of 

singular "economic facts" and to speculations concerning the broad 

trends of economic evolution. Nominally an empiricist, interested in 

the relevance of existing constraints to the construction and meaning 

of theory, Marshall was himself convinced that "facts" were merely 

illu s tra tiv e  o f certain fundamental truths. He placed more confidence 

in "a shrewd mother-wit," the in tu itions of experts, and vacation 

vis its  to factories and foreign lands than he did in s ta tis tic a l 

studies or carefully documented h istorical accounts.

We w ill see in the following survey of contemporary methodologi

cal writings tha t many of the convictions of the e a rlie r  "Orthodox" 

writers have been reproduced, with only s lig h tly  d ifferent ju s t if ic a 

tions, in recent years. Orthodoxy is  fa r from extinct. At best, i t  

has learned to adopt a more indirect statement of its  convictions in
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right in tu ition and absolute truths.

The Early British Historical School

The Victorian Age in England was not, however, lacking in e ither  

methodological skeptics or in true empiricists. Not everyone possessed 

the dogmatic certainty of Cairnes' convictions or agreed with M ill's  

reduction of economic science to the contemplation of Homo economica. 

Beginning in the writings of Richard Jones and William Whewell there 

occurred a m ulti-fold reaction against the Scholastic speculations of 

Orthodox economics. While there was l i t t l e  agreement as to the char

acter o f alternative methodologies, there was near unanimity concern

ing the features o f the Orthodox perspective requiring repair or re

placement, i . e . ,  those same features we have lis ted  above. The fact 

that the Historical view was i ts e lf  not so well-structured nor so 

nearly monolithic as the Orthodox School is not, however, to be re

gretted. Each author added his own contribution to the trad ition, 

thus strengthening the case against Orthodoxy and increasing the num

ber of possible alternatives.

Whewell was the philosopher o f the School, anxious to overturn 

the naive-in tu ition ist view of economic research and the Orthodox 

extension of th e ir theories to cases where the ir applicability re

mained untested. Whewell had, perhaps, a better appreciation for the 

distinction between higher and lower level hypotheses than did the 

other economists of his day, and he also had a more detailed appreci

ation for the processes involved in empirically testing a theory.

Jones was the f ir s t  of the Historical writers to combine
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empirical research with a demand for the reform of Orthodox (R i

cardian) theory. His research methods were crude, being based upon 

an exhaustive examination of available accounts of foreign and ancient 

economies; but these methods were perhaps the best avalable at the 

time and certainly strengthened his appreciation of the effects of 

different institutions and different social mores. Although p ri

marily interested in pursuing the pleasures of "research" in his 

quest for "all the facts," Jones was responsible for the development 

of an early (rather crude) classification system for d ifferentiating  

wages, profits  and rents upon the basis of d ifferent types of social 

structures.

T. E. C. Leslie, who did his main work over two decades a fter  

the deaths o f Jones and Whewell, is to be credited for a synthesis of 

many of the desirable elements in previous Historical writings, as 

well as for the introduction of many new Historical doctrines. Among 

his contributions we may mention his endorsement of direct empirical 

procedures (including first-hand investigation of the geographic re

gion or empirical phenomena being analysized, conjoined with extensive 

correspondence with those in positions o f long-term fam ilia rity  with 

the phenomena), his use o f arguments based upon a comparison between 

varying systems of claims and l ia b i l i t ie s  (v iz . , d ifferent "property 

structures"), his attempts to operationalize Classical terminology and 

to point out the tautological character of much of economic theory as 

i t  then existed, and his formulation and defense o f clear-cut alterna

tive explanations for many contemporary doctrines (e .g ., his discussion 

of the connection between regional price fluctuations and the
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introduction o f improved forms of transportation). Given the con

straints of his age, Leslie was probably the best all-around repre

sentative o f the early Historical trad ition in B rita in .

Walter Bagehot, Leslie's contemporary, made few original contri

butions to the Historical view, but his presentation and organization 

of important features of perspective had a profound impact on the 

popularity o f the School. In his "Postulates of English P olitical 

Economy," he isolated the major assumptions of Ricardian analysis 

(the free m obility of capital, the maximization o f p ro fits , etc.) and 

demonstrated th e ir  inapplicability to previous ages and to large seg

ments of the globe as i t  then existed. Bagehot1s own views were not 

those of spatial or temporal "relativism ," however, despite charges 

of his c r it ic s . He wished only to lim it the analysis of a competitive 

and cap ita lis tic  economy to those cases where i t  was rea lly  "fitted  

to the facts."

What Was British Historicism (in  General)?

The British Historical School has been a matter of interest to 

historians o f economic thought for over forty  years. From Grossman's 

distorted portrayal of the movement in the 1940's to the essays on 

Jones and Leslie which have appeared only recently, historians have 

puzzled over the writings of these authors and have arrived at sharply 

varying interpretations. Few are s t i l l  so naive as to group the 

School, at least in its  earlie r stages, with the in tellectual move

ments which la te r  dominated German economics, yet despite a continued 

in terest in a re-examination of the H is to ric is t's  views, l i t t l e  has
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been defin ite ly  settled. One account of the School portrays its  

members as radical inductivists of a naive Baconian sort, while 

another places them within the context of the Irish  Reform Movement 

and attempts to reduce the ir differences with Orthodox theory to dis

agreements concerning policy.

Although in the opening chapter of this dissertation we were 

compelled to remain content with a conventionalist definition o f the 

School--applying the term freely to those who were commonly said to 

fa ll within that trad itio n—we are now in a better position to assess 

the character of these thinkers taken as a whole. Given the re

strictions on the temporal scope of this study, from the 1830's to 

the mid-1880's, British Historicism can be identified  almost en tire ly  

with philosophic arguments or research practices grounded in the 

reinterpretation of economics as an empirical study. That is , the 

British Historical economists were the f i r s t  to break free from the 

Scholastics' reduction o f social science to speculative humanism (or 

the contemplation of "man's nature").

"Social Empiricism"

To assert that the British H istoricists were advocates of an 

empirical or "operational" economics is , of course, to assert nothing 

very specific. Nor was i t  possible for many o f the Historical econo

mists to get very specific within the context o f the conditions which 

faced them. Each of the authors considered in this study did believe 

in the des irab ility  of a sc ien tific  study of social phenomena, and 

each believed that this science had to be tied to observable phenomena
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both through its  "premises" and its  "conclusions." There, however, 

the s im ila rities  between the various B ritish H istoricists came to an 

end. I t  is impossible to identify the members of this tradition with 

any one p o litic a l perspective: Jones and Whewell were orthodox tories

while Symes and Ingram were co llec tiv is ts , and Bagehot and Leslie were 

reformed lib e ra l individualists. S im ilarly , i t  would be extremely 

distortive o f the actual record to group a ll the H istoricists as 

"radical inductivists," uninterested in "theory." Although both Jones 

and Ingram expressed contempt for any theories constructed on an in 

tu itional or a p rio ris tic  base, the former vas a "theorist" in his own 

rig h t, and the la t te r  believed that economics would one day reach the 

"deductive stage." All the other early B ritish  Historical writers 

were quite e x p lic it  in stating th e ir goal a: the reconstruction of 

economic theory.

The contention of many historians of economic thought that the 

Historicists were primarily evolutionists is also in error. Although 

most British Historical authors expressed sympathy with studies of 

social evolution, their aims in such studies were to determine the 

economic consequences of institutional change and were generally un

connected to the formulation of a doctrine o f social evolution. (This 

same retort is , however, inapplicable to Marshall's writings and, to a 

lesser extent, to M ill 's . Neither of these Orthodox theorists hid 

th e ir be lie f in a science of social evolution or in the ethical pur

poses of such a science.)

The one and only common property binding together the views of the 

various Historical writers was the ir rejection of introspection and
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th e ir  mistrust of expert in tu ition  as investigatory tools primary to 

the study of society. The fu ll consequences of this rejection were 

not entirely clear in th e ir own day, however, for the methods re

quired to carry out the opposing research programs of empirical in 

quiry were s t i l l  unknown. I t  was not until the Twentieth Century 

exchanges between Knight and Hutchison and between Friedman, Rotwein 

and Machlup that the methodological camps divided into c learly  defined 

advocates of methodological a priorism and clearly defined "hypotheti

cal-deductive" em piricists. As a necessary background for the ap

praisal of these extensions of Historicism and Orthodoxy into the 

Twentieth Century, we now turn to a sketch o f recent methodological 

positions.

Recent Methodological Contributions 

The Foundations o f Modern Economic Methodology

J. E. Cairnes' volume, The Character and Logical Method of 

P olitica l Economy, supplemented by M ill's  Essays on Some Unsettled 

Questions o f P o litica l Economy, served as the methodological bible  

for Nineteenth Century Orthodox economists. This same role was fu l-  

fu lled during the last decade of the Nineteenth Century and the f ir s t  

decades of the Twentieth Century by John Neville Keynes' The Scope 

and Method of P o litica l EconomyJ  Keynes' treatment of the subject 

was trebly blessed: by appearing a fte r the death o f the last of the 

early British H istoric is ts , by being composed in a style so moderate 

as to raise l i t t l e  opposition and by being so detailed and comprehen

sive as to v irtu a lly  overwhelm any contenders. The volume was
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consequently so successful that i t  was reprinted repeatedly from its  

f i r s t  appearance in 1890 down to 1930. I t  was required reading in the 

better economics graduate programs in both the U. S. and B ritain  and 

remained so at least as late as the mid-1920's. Although a complete 

appraisal o f Keynes' methodology is beyond the scope of this disserta

tio n , a consideration of those o f his views concerning key issues in 

the British Historical debates w ill prove of value in our consideration 

o f more contemporary meta-economic writings.

The Function o f Economic Methodology

Keynes' opinions concerning the role of the economic methodolo

g ist are c learly  expressed in his 1890 "Preface" to The Scope and 

Method of P o litica l Economy and in the subsequent f ir s t  chapter of 

that work. The methodologist, according to Keynes, is properly a 

healer of wounds and a solver of pseudo-puzzles, whose job i t  is to 

go about unraveling the opposing positions in past intra-d iscipiinary  

controversies so as to demonstrate that the differences between the 

opposing parties were not so great as they at f ir s t  seemed. The 

methodologist is thus a conciliator of disputes involving non- 

theoretical issues, one who frees the economist from the waste in

volved in "playing word games" and allows him to get on with the
2

business o f "doing economics." While the methodologist does have 

some non-conciliative function, especially in a f ie ld  whose subject 

phenomena were "more complex and less uniform than those with which
3

the natural sciences are concerned," he is well advised to "be 

upon . . .  guard against allowing any such (methodological) discussions
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4
to obscure the greater importance of actual economic investigations." 

Above a l l ,  the methodologist must avoid the position of a partisan, 

anxious to defend one methodological procedure to the exclusion of 

others. His f ir s t  principle should be that each of the proposed 

forms for methodological inquiries has a role to play in "assisting 

. . .  in the investigation (of) the phenomena of wealth." In lig h t of 

such open-ended views, i t  is easy to understand how Keynes himself 

fe lt  called upon to defend social evolutionism as a doctrine just as 

legitimate as "the deductive method." I t  is also possible to excuse 

his rejection of B ritish  Historicism since he clearly believed that 

the British H is to ric is t's  attempts to replace "deductive" by "in

ductive" methods were based upon what would la te r become known as a 

"category mistake."

The Character of Economics

Keynes distinguished three basic categories into which economic 

studies might fa l l:  a positive science, a normative or "regulative"

science and an art.^  The f ir s t  he defined as "a body of systematized 

knowledge concerning what is ,"  the second as "a body of systematized 

knowledge relating to c r ite ria  of what ought to be concerned . . .  with 

the ideal," and the la s t he defined as "a system of rules for the 

achievement o f a given end."^ Although Keynes admitted that the dis

tinction between a positive science and an art had frequently been 

obscured in the past ( i . e . ,  by Adam Smith), and was sometimes himself 

unfaithful to the distinction between an a rt and a normative science,^ 

this tr i- fo ld  classificatory schema was vita l to his developed
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methodological views.

In substance, what Keynes attempted in The Scope and Method of 

P o litica l Economy was a partition of economics into two distinct and 

operationally separate realms--a purely "theoretic" positive science 

and an applied a rt. The former was, with some modifications, psy

chologists absolute,1  ̂ abstract (in  the sense of seeking "pure
12knowledge" rather than the answers to "practical" issues), and

1 3log ica lly  independent of experience (although capable of gaining 

"insights" from nature). The la t te r , the applied a r t, was "rea listic"  

( i . e . ,  em pirical), "hypothetical" ( i . e . ,  cond itiona l),^  issue- 

oriented and to ta lly  dependent upon the institutional and customary 

context of society for supplying the datum which i t  was to analyze.

By drawing a distinction between "theory" and "art" in exactly 

this way, Keynes' c lassification was destructive of the concept of 

an empirical social science, a science conceived as a deductive system 

of higher-level and lower-level "hypotheticals," empirically in te r

preted and conjoined with a series o f observation statements for pur

poses o f testing. To compound the anti-empirical character o f his

methodology s t i l l  further, however, Keynes persisted, against the 

authority of his own distinctions, to reinterpret the "art" o f econ

omics as a hypothetical-normative study of the possible courses for 

economic leg is lation . As he himself expressed this view:

. . .  i t  seems lik e ly  to conduce to clearness 
of thought to regard the branch of inquiry 
under consideration as forming the economic 
side of po litica l philosophy, or of the art
of legislation or of social philosophy, as
the case may be, rather than as constituting 
a d istinct a rt of p o litica l e c o n o m y .15
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In considering the question of "whether the aim of the economic art 

is individual or social and whether i t  is national or cosmopolitan,"^ 

Keynes was w illing  to admit the legitimacy of a ll po ss ib ilities , ex

cepting only the application of the a rt to problems of individual 

decision-makingJ7 Economics was at best a science for determining 

the possible paths or like ly  patterns o f social or collective action; 

i t  had v irtu a lly  nothing to say about the behavior o f individuals 

faced with different systems of constraint. Marshall's study of "the 

ordinary man in his everyday pursuits o f making a living" was somehow

relegated to ethics or the dogmas of "economic chivalry," as, in fact,

i t  had been in Marshall's own writings.

Keynes' Treatment of the Historical School

Keynes' perspective on the divisions and scope of po litica l 

economy was a major factor molding his treatment of the Orthodox and 

Historical Schools. In concluding the fina l chapter of his work, he 

had written that:

As to the doctrine expounded in the following
pages . . .  great importance w ill be attached to
the place of the deductive method in economic 
inquiry . . .  (although) . . .  no one method w ill 
be advocated to the entire exclusion of other 
methods. I t  w il l ,  on the contrary, be shewn 
that, according to the special department or 
aspect of the science under investigation, the 
appropriate method may be e ith er abstract or 
re a lis tic , deductive or inductive, mathematical 
or s ta tis tic a l, hypothetical or historical J °

Yet Keynes was not so perfectly unbiased as to ignore the existence 

of "two broadly distinguished schools" in economic thought, "one of 

which describes political economy as positive, abstract and deductive,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

327

19while the other describes i t  as e th ic a l ,  r e a l is t ic  and inductive ."

The "pos it ive ,  abstract and deductive" form o f  economic specu

la t io n  Keynes correc tly  id e n t i f ie d  with J. S. M i l l ,  J. E. Cairnes 

and Naussau Senior. The opposing trend, o f  an "e th ic a l ,  r e a l is t ic  

and inductive" p o l i t ic a l  economy, was, however, the exclusive property  

o f "the dominant German School."

The reasons fo r  Keynes' concern with the German H istorica l  

20School and his near neglect of the B r i t is h  H istorica l authors are 

several. F i rs t ,  i t  must be admitted that the age o f  the early  H is 

to r ic a l  School in B r ita in  had already passed by the 18901s. Although 

a revised ed it io n  o f  Les lie 's  Essays appeared in  1888, i t  was the la s t  

major work o f  a t r u ly  H is torica l character, the author himself having 

passed away the year before. Secondly, Keynes' own conception o f  the 

controversy between H istorica l and Orthodox economists turned upon the 

worth o f h is to r ic a l  vs. a p r io r i  methods. What he meant by " h is to r i 

cal" was in turn dependent upon his conception o f  economic h is tory .

For Keynes believed that the "h is to r ica l method" was an attempt to 

replace tra d i t io n a l  economic theory with a new "evolutionary" theory 

based upon a study o f  "the fa c ts ,"  o r ,  in i t s  more extreme forms, an 

attempt to substitu te  fo r  any theory a pure study o f  past economic 

events. The l a t t e r  program o f h is to r ic a l  imperialism was re la ted  

d ire c t ly  to the character o f  the opposition which Keynes' believed to 

e x is t  between theoretica l and h is to r ic a l  s tudies. As he expressed 

th is  dichotomy:

The former [the study o f  economic h is to ry ]  
describes the economic phenomena ex is t in g  at 
any given period in the past, and traces the
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actual progress o f such phenomena over suc
cessive periods; the l a t t e r  [the study o f
economic theory] seeks to determine the
un iform ities  o f  coexistence and sequence to 
which economic phenomena are subject. The 
propositions o f economic h is to ry  are accord
ingly  statements o f  p a r t ic u la r  concrete 
fac ts ; economic theory, on the other hand, 
is  concerned with the establishment o f  gen
eral law s .2 '

While theories and facts had some connections with each other  

in Keynes' methodology, th e i r  re la tions  were qu ite  as nebulous as 

the Cartesian t ie s  between mind and m atter. H is to ry ,  in p rinc ip le

might be used to exemplify theories; ye t there were major d i f f ic u l

t i e s ,  in p rac t ice ,  w ith any p a r t ic u la r  connection. As Keynes ex

plained:

A theory may be s a t is fa c to r i ly  tested and 
confirmed by an h is to r ic a l  record taken in 
i t s  e n t i r e t y ,  and y e t  i t  may be d i f f i c u l t  
to point to any separate portion of the 
record as c o n stitu t in g  by i t s e l f  an ade
quate i l lu s t r a t io n  or exem plif ica tion . I l 
lu s tra t io n s  avowedly f i c t i t io u s  are p re fe r 
able to h is to r ic a l  i l lu s t r a t io n s  that re
quire to be doctored in order to serve t h e i r  
purpose; and on the whole, while i t  is  de
s irab le  to have recourse to h is to r ica l  
i l lu s t r a t io n s  wherever su itab le  ones present 
themselves, i t  is chimerical to expect tha t  
such i l lu s t r a t io n s  can wholly supersede and 
replace i l lu s t r a t io n s  of a hypothetical 
character. 22

S im ila r ly ,  though h is tory  might be suggestive o f  the proper

23l im its  o f  a theory's a p p lica tio n , there is never any suggestion

Keynes' writings th a t  i t  could be used to c r i t i c a l l y  te s t  theories

24"theorems." I t  might, at best, be used to re fu te  "economic pre

cepts," by which Keynes meant "rules fo r  the guidance o f actions."
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The only r e a l ly  leg it im a te  in teractions between h is tory  and

theories were to be found in the case o f  "theories o f  economic growth

25and progress." Where "the d ire c t  comparison o f  successive stages

o f  society ( is  the only means through which) we can reasonably hope

to discover the laws, in  accordance with which economic states tend

26to succeed one another or to become changed in character."  Although

Keynes believed th a t  the study o f societa l evolution was a leg it im a te

branch o f  economic studies, he objected vigorously to the German

H is to r ic a l  School's attempt to reduce a l l  o f economics to a study o f

27economic factors in the evolutionary process.

In Keynes' view, then, the debate between H is to rica l and Orthodox 

economists centered upon two issues: a confusion between f a ls i f i a b le

"economic precepts" and n o n - fa ls i f ia b le  "economic theorems," and an 

im p e r ia l is t ic  claim by H is to r ica l  w r ite rs  fo r  the dominance o f an 

evolutionary economics and/or a systematic study of "economic facts"  

to the exclusion o f  economic theory o f  the s ta t ic  v a r ie ty .

Since the w r ite rs  o f  the B r it is h  H is to r ica l School had ceased 

to be a v iable in te l le c tu a l  movement by Keynes' time, and since they 

did not neatly  f i t  in to  e i th e r  his general c la s s if ic a to ry  schema or  

his d iv is ion  between the H is to r ic a l  and Orthodox viewpoints, he saw 

f i t  to ignore th e i r  existence. There were, however, additional reasons 

fo r  re jec tin g  the B r i t is h  H is to r ic a l t ra d it io n  which were "philosophi

c a l ly "  sound according to Keynes' perspective, and i t  is  to one o f  

these— his re jec tio n  o f  fa ls i f ia b le -e m p ir ic a l  economic theories in 

the form o f  a study o f  a l te rn a t iv e  property s tructures— to which we 

now w i l l  turn our a t te n t io n .
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In one o f  his few references to a B r it is h  H is to r ica l author,  

Keynes spent considerable space quoting and c r i t ic i z in g  L e s l ie 's  

discussion o f the tau to log ical character o f  the C lassicals ' version  

o f  "wealth maximization." A f te r  quoting a passage in which Les lie  

c ited  the d i f fe r e n t  forms assumed by wealth in d i f fe re n t  ages and 

nations and the qu ite  d i f fe re n t  behavior pattern reinforced by an 

attempt to "maximize w ea lth ,"  Keynes coimented that:

The whole o f  the above argument is very per
suasively put, but i t  does not establish the 
conclusions th a t  C l i f f e  Leslie  desires to es
ta b l is h .  By the desire fo r  wealth is  meant 
the desire fo r  general purchasing power, th a t  
i s ,  the desire to increase one's command over 
the necessities  and conveniences of l i f e  in 
general; and nothing that C l i f f e  Leslie  says 
proves i t  to be e i th e r  an i l le g i t im a te  or  
barren assumption tha t in th e i r  ordinary 
economic dealings men are in the main in f lu 
enced by th is  desire , and th a t ,  in consequence, 
a greater gain is to be preferred to a smaller.
That there are enormous variations in  men's 
ideas, as to the p a r t ic u la r  things tha t con
s t i t u t e  the necessaries and conveniences o f  
l i f e ,  is  nothing to the point. For, as ob
served in the t e x t ,  the immediate e ffec ts  of  
the desire o f  wealth may be the same, although 
the u l t e r io r  objects had in view are very d i f 
fe re n t .  "

We may add th a t  i t  is also not to the point
th a t ,  under d i f fe r e n t  conditions, the desire
o f  wealth may lead to very d i f fe re n t  lines  o f  
conduct. The assumption th a t  men are actuated  
by th is  desire i s ,  in economic reasonings, com
bined w ith  other assumptions— as, fo r  example, 
the absence o f  force and fraud—which circum
scribe w ith in  certa in  l im its  the modes in which 
the desire can operate .28

I t  is  obvious, however, th a t  th is  e n tire  c r it iq u e  is merely 

s e lf -c o n tra d ic to ry .  I f  the "desire fo r  wealth" is not only a "desire

fo r  general purchasing power" ( i . e . ,  money) but also a desire fo r
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things partly  obtainable through money and p a r t ly  not, a point re -

29garding which Keynes is quite  ambiguous, then what is  to be con

sidered as "wealth" (or should we ra ther say "well-being"?), and in  

what re la t iv e  amounts, is  very important to an operational economic 

theory. S im ila r ly ,  i t  w i l l  simply not do to continually  re tre a t  into  

an unspecified co llec tion  o f  im p l ic i t  background conditions bounding 

the theory or in to  an equally uncertain claim that "surely" a "due 

account" w i l l  be taken o f  "non-economic" factors when they are

"important" in predicting human actions. Yet these are Keynes' com- 

30mon practices. Keynes was, in fa c t ,  so blinded by his own con

v ic t io n  in the tru th  of Orthodox theory and his own conception o f  

the H istorica l a lte rn a t iv e  th a t he expressed amazement a t  L e s lie 's

use o f  in fe re n t ia l  reasoning and his app lica tion  o f  market princip les

31to market s itu a t io n s . He, a f te r  a l l ,  believed th a t these were un- 

Hi s to r ica l practices.

An Evaluation o f  Keynes' Influence

We have previously discussed the extent o f  Keynes' influence on 

the methodology taught to e a r ly  Twentieth Century economists, and by 

now the character o f  that in fluence should be c lea r .  Keynes' example 

served only to extend the Orthodox paradigm fo r  economic research into  

the Twentieth Century. While his treatment o f  methodological subjects 

was considerably more deta iled  and sophisticated than that o f  Cairnes, 

i t  was also in fected  by Marshall's  "misplaced concreteness" and the 

evolutionary outlook of Comtists and German H is to r ic is ts .  What super

f i c i a l l y  appeared as a c o n c il ia to ry  s tra in  in his w ritings was but the
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deepening of previous methodological errors .

Frank Knight and American Orthodoxy

American economics never developed any strong s ingular methodo

log ica l t ra d it io n  p r io r  to the Twentieth Century, yet elements of 

both the H is to rica l and Orthodox Schools sometimes made th e i r  appear

ance in the curriculum o f  American Schools. M i l l ' s  Princip les was 

widely d is tr ibu ted  in th is  country, usually in  a pirated and abridged 

e d it io n  which omitted his " h is to r ic a l"  discussions. Only a few 

decades th e re a f te r ,  Symes1 Outlines was widely used "as a textbook

32in elementary p o l i t ic a l  economy . . .  in U. S. colleges and schools" 

and received a favorable review from the pen o f  Henry Carey. German 

influences became even more evident a f t e r  the founding o f  the 

American Economic Association by Richard E ly, and Orthodoxy did not 

stage a revival un ti l  a t le a s t  the th ird  decade o f  the Twentieth 

Century. America's f i r s t  two Marshallians were hardly typical of the 

group which surrounded Marshall a t  Cambridge. Frank Taussig was known 

to have d e f in i te  Austrian sympathies despite his appreciation for  

M arshall's  work, and was not a t  a l l  in terested  in sanctify ing Mar

s h a l l 's  every word. Herbert Davenport, although unquestionably more 

devout, was himself somewhat o f  a heretic  to the Marshallian system. 

His w ritings were, in any case, so d i f f i c u l t  to in te rp re t  that he 

found few followers among his colleagues.

The mantle of Orthodox economics in Twentieth Century America

eventua lly  came to rest upon the shoulders o f  Frank Knight, whose

33monumental Risk, Uncertainty and P r o f i t  (1921) was one of the f i r s t
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economic classics to be produced by an American author. I f  i t  was 

accurate to describe Marshall a t  an ear ly  stage in his career as 

"a young philosopher carrying a somewhat undigested load o f German 

metaphysics, U t i l i ta r ia n is m  and Darwinism,"^ i t  would be ju s t  as 

accurate to describe the young Knight as a young philosopher carrying  

a somewhat undigested load o f  Pragmatism, Kantian metaphysics, Mi H i  an 

epistemology and a b e l ie f  in the in trospective approach to social in 

quiry .

Knight's methodological w ritings are scattered over h a l f  a dozen 

books and as many essays, spanning nearly t h i r t y  years (1921-1951).  

Since a comprehensive and d e ta ile d  consideration o f  the whole o f  his 

methodological thought would be out o f  place in a note o f  th is  char

acter, we have chosen only a few representative essays to i l lu s t r a t e  

the structure  and changes o f  his views.

The e a r l i e s t  and most cautious expressions o f  Knight's meta

economics are to be found in  Chapters 1 and 4 o f  his Risk, Uncertainty  

and P r o f i t . In  the f i r s t  paragraph o f  the tex t we are met by Menger's 

d is t in c t io n  between exact and empirical sciences and by Knight's own 

estimation th a t  "Economics, or more properly, th e o re t ica l  economics,

is  the only one o f  the social sciences which has aspired to the d is -

35tin c tio n  o f  an exact science." Also, on the same page, we are 

warned th a t " a r t i f i c i a l  experiments" are denied the economist, and 

he is thus thrown e i t h e r  upon a re liance on h is to r ic a l  data, derived  

under variab le  circumstances, or he must "re ly  upon in t u i t i v e  know

ledge of general p rinc ip les  and follow through the workings of in d i 

vidual chains of sequence by logical processes " ( i . e . ,  Cairnes'
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"mental experiments"). JD The "analy tic  method," however, y ie lds  only 

"an approximation to the laws of the s itu a t io n  as a whole . . .  s ta te 

ments o f  what 'tends' to hold true or 'would' hold true under ' id e a l '  

conditions, meaning merely in  a s itu a t io n  where the numerous and var

iab le  but less important 'o ther things' which our laws do not take in to

37account were e n t i r e ly  absent." Knight was also su rp r is in g ly  c lear

concerning the nature o f  those "other things" or "disturbing causes."

They were "simply anything not included in the spec if ications  (of

empirical a p p lica tion  con d it io n s) ,  and th e i r  e lim ination is  probably

38equally impossible, and, again, equally  necessary to assume." A 

c lea rer  statement o f the t ra d it io n a l  Orthodox position or o f  the con

trad ic t io n s  w ith in  th a t  view would be d i f f i c u l t  to imagine.

Although a l l  science was, in Knight's view, o f  th is  same "incom

plete" character, " th eo re tica l  economics has been much less successful

than theore tica l physics . . .  la rg e ly  because i t  has fa i le d  to make i t s

39nature and l im ita t io n s  e x p l i c i t  and c le a r ."  I t  was, o f  course, the 

role  o f  Knight's Risk, Uncertainty and P r o f i t  to e x p l i c i t l y  de lim it  

economics and make the assumptions o f  i t s  competitive model quite  

" e x p l ic i t . "  That the model thus derived contradicted both systematic 

observation and "ordinary experience" did not seem to d is turb  him in 

the le a s t .

Although i t  is obvious from the f i r s t  page o f  Knight's major work 

that he was very much in  the lineage o f Orthodox methodology, the par

t i c u la r  cast o f  his views were not spelled out u n t i l  he turned to 

"epistemological" considerations. In what is  v i r ta u a l ly  a quote from 

M i l l ' s  Logic, he stated tha t:  "We shall see that there is u lt im a te ly
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no such fa c t  [ s ic ]  as deduction as commonly understood, th a t  inference

is from p a rt icu la rs  to p a r t ic u la rs ,  and that generalization is  merely

te n ta t iv e ,  a mere labor-saving d e v i c e . I n  this same s p i r i t  he

la t e r  cautions his reader that "This w r i te r  is in fa c t  a radical em-

p r ic is t  in lo g ic ,  which is  to say, as fa r  as theoretica l reasoning is

concerned, an agnostic on a l l  questions beyond the f a i r l y  immediate

41facts o f  experience." The radical dichotomy between "the facts" and 

"the theory" is  also present in Knight's e a r l ie s t  w r i t in g s ,  fo r  shortly  

a f t e r  proclaiming that there was u lt im a te ly  no such thing as "deduction 

as commonly understood," he turned to an endorsement o f in trospection  

and an examination o f "the facts o f  consciousness."

In examining the correc t methods fo r  the social s c ie n t is t ,  he 

wrote:

I t  is  to be noted . . .  th a t  our common-sense 
generalizations have a very high degree o f  
c e r ta in ty  in some f ie ld s ,  giving us, in re 
gard to the external world, fo r  instance, 
the "axioms" o f  mathematics. Even more im
portant in the present connection is the 
role  o f  common sense or in tu i t io n  in the 
study o f  human phenomena. Observation and 
in tu i t io n  are, indeed, hardly ind ist ingu ish
able operations in much o f  the f i e ld  of hu
man behavior. Our knowledge o f  ourselves 
is  based on in trospective  observation, but 
is  so d irec t th a t i t  may be called in tu i t iv e .
I t s  extension to  our fe llow  human beings is 
also based upon . . .  in te rp re ta t io n  . . . ,  f a r  
more than upon d ire c t  observation o f  behavior, 
and th is  process o f  in te rp re ta t io n  is highly  
in s t in c t iv e  and subconscious in character.
Many o f  the fundamental laws o f  economics are 
therefore  properly " in tu i t iv e "  to begin w ith ,  
though o f  course always subject to correction  
by induction in the ordinary sense o f observa
tion . . .4 2

And in his examination o f  the meaning o f  "risk" and "uncerta in ty ,"  he
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observed th a t  the " f i r s t  datum fo r  the study of knowledge and behavior

43is the fa c t  o f  consciousness i t s e l f . "

Although Knight was w i l l in g  to  concede a great deal to behavioral

observations, and occasionally strayed across the boundaries separating

44"rad ica l inductionism" and in t u i t i v e  procedures, he was fundamentally

enslaved by the Cartesian in te rp re ta t io n  o f " in te n t io n a l i ty "  as the

acts o f  a mind which controlled the physical body but which i t s e l f

45ex is ted  in a non-material world o f  "ideas" and future plans. As i f

to emphasize the non-material character of the real subject o f  the 

economist's study, Knight wrote in  his examination o f  r is k  and c e r ta in 

ty  th a t:  " . . .  we mean that things not present to sense are operative

in d irec t in g  behavior, that reason, and a l l  consciousness, is forward- 

looking; . . . "  And also:

. . .  as already pointed o u t,  i t  is always theor
e t i c a l l y  possible to ignore the form o f  the con
scious re la t io n , and in te rp re t  the reaction as a 
mechanical e f fe c t  of the cause ac tua lly  present.
But i t  remains true th a t  p ra c t ic a l ly  we must re 
gard the s ituation  present to consciousness, not 
the one physically present, as the contro lling  
cause. In spite o f  the rash statements by over- 
ardent devotees o f  the new science of "behavior,"  
i t  is preposterous to suppose that i t  w i l l  ever  
supersede psychology (which is something very 
d i f fe re n t )  . . .4 6

The precise significance o f  these views for "the science o f

ra t io n a l decision-making" was never e x p l ic i t ly  spelled out in Knight's

most famous work. For no sooner had he b u i l t  up a systematic "view

47o f  the world," in  accord with his own " functiona lis t"  b ia s ,  than he 

turned away from metaphysical and epistemological considerations in  

favor o f t r u ly  functional discussions concerning the behavioral impact
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48o f d i f fe r e n t  forms o f  r isk  d is tr ib u t io n s .

I t  would be easy to overlook Knight's methodological views 

against the background o f  his sound theore tica l work i f  i t  were not 

fo r  the fa c t  that he pe rs is ten tly  returned to the subject in l i t e r a l l y  

dozens o f  future books and a r t ic le s .  In the year immediately fo l lo w 

ing the publication o f  R isk, Uncertainty and P r o f i t , fo r  instance, he 

published an essay e n t i t le d  "Ethics and the Economic In te rp re ta t io n "  

[s ic]  in which his stated purpose was to determine whether and to 

what degree economics could be considered a normative study. The 

essay, in fa c t ,  extended fa r  beyond these l im its  and is best viewed 

as a rew rite  of Marshall's  evolutionary methodology in terlaced with 

a v a r ie ty  o f  neo-Pragmatism. I t  is  here that we meet with what was 

l a t e r  to  become a major theme in Knight's methodological writings  

(and had already been a major consideration in  the writings o f  both 

M ill  and M arshall) --economic a c t iv i ty  conceived as a process o f  

evolving wants:

Wants and the a c t iv i ty  which they motivate 
constantly look forward to new and "higher,"  
more evolved and enlightened wants, and 
these function as ends and motives of action  
beyond the objective  to which desire is  mo
mentarily d irected .

L ife  is not fundamentally a s t r iv in g  fo r  
ends, fo r  s a t is fa c t io n s , but ra ther  fo r  
bases fo r  fu r th e r  s t r iv in g ;  desire is  more 
fundamental to conduct than is  achievement, 
or perhaps b e t te r ,  the true  achievement is  
the refinement and e levation  o f  the Diane of  
desire , the c u lt iva t io n  o f  taste . . . 5 0

Whether these doctrines were derived from M i l l ,  Marshall or Dewey 

is  u lt im a te ly  inconsequential. T h e ir  importance l ie s  not in th e i r
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source but in the manner which Knight employed them in order to c i r 

cumscribe economic inquiry:

. . .  the conscious f e l t  needs o f  men are not 
directed toward nourishment, p ro tection  from 
the elements, e t c . ,  the physiological meaning 
o f  the things fo r  which money is  spent. They 
desire food, c lo th ing , s h e l te r ,  e t c . ,  o f  the 
conventional kinds and amounts, (emphasis in 
o r ig in a l )

One o f  the most serious defects o f  economics 
as an in te rp re ta t io n  o f  r e a l i t y  is  the assump
tio n  th a t  men produce in order to consume.
Except fo r  those very low in the economic 
scale the opposite is  as near the t ru th ,  and 
the motives o f  a large part o f  even "lower- 
class" consumption are social in t h e i r  
n a tu re .5!

Knight'S references to the importance o f  "conventional standards" in
to

consumption and his consideration o f  various "non-economic motives" 

fo r  "economic acts" point the way to his u lt im ate  conclusion.

There is  no definable o b je c t iv e ,  whether 
subsistence, g ra t i f ic a t io n  o f  fundamental 
impulses or pleasure, which w i l l  serve to 
separate any o f  our (economic) a c t iv i t i e s  
from the body o f  conduct as a whole. Nor, 
we aim esp ec ia lly  to emphasize, is  there  
any definable objective  which properly  
characterizes any o f i t .  I t  simply is  
not f in a l ly  d irected to the s a t is fa c t io n  
o f any desires or the achievement o f  any 
ends external or in terna l which can be 
formulated in propositions and made the 
subject o f  logical d i s c o u r s e . 53

An empirical science which separated out the "economic causes" 

fo r  human action from other possible causes was, thus, in Knight's 

view, an im p o s s ib i l i ty .  In drawing th is  conclusion, however, he does 

not commit him self e i th e r  to the abandonment o f  the economic enter

prise or to the absorption o f  economics in to  a general theory o f  human
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behavior. Quite the contrary. The a lte rn a t iv e  to an empirical

science o f  economic action was, fo r  Knight, an "abstract" or

" in tu i t iv e "  economic "science," a science o f  the "economic man."

A f te r  e x to l l in g  the v ir tues  o f  th is  "much mistreated" concept and

assuring his readers th a t  i t  was a mere approximation to r e a l i t y ,

fo r  men "n e ith e r  know what they want— to say nothing o f  what is

"good" fo r  them--nor a c t  very in te l l ig e n t ly  to secure the things which

54they have decided to t r y  and g e t ,"  Knight c le a r ly  defined the conse

quences o f  th is  view.

A science o f  conduct i s ,  there fore , possible 
only i f  i t s  subject-m atter is made abstract  
to  the point o f  t e l l in g  us l i t t l e  o r  nothing 
about actual behavior. Economics deals with  
the form of conduct ra ther than i t s  substance 
o r  content. We can say that a man w i l l  in  
general p re fe r  a la rg e r  quantity o f  wealth to 
a sm aller . . .  because in  this statement the 
term "wealth" has no d e f in ite  concrete mean
ing; i t  is  merely an abstract term covering 
everything which men do actua lly  (p rov is ion 
a l l y )  want . . .

Such laws are unimportant because they deal 
with form only and say v i r t u a l ly  nothing  
about content, but i t  is  imperative to under
stand what they do and what they do not m e a n . 55

In a 1925 essay e n t i t le d  "Economic Psychology and the Value 

56Problem," Knight appeared l i t t l e  concerned with the purely formal 

character o f  economic "p r in c ip le s ."  He instead had turned his a tten 

tion  to a d i r e c t  confrontation with economic behaviorism, a consider

a tion  of the arguments necessary in order to estab lish  a ro le  fo r  an 

"understanding" superior to mere observation o f  physical a c ts ,  and 

the meaning o f what Nagel would la t e r  c a l l  " th eo re tic  terms" ( i . e . ,  

"force" in physics or "desire" in economics). In expla in ing his
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version o f  "the problem o f  other minds" and the "paradox" re su lt in g  

from th is  view, Knight stated th a t:

. . .  lo g ic  notwithstanding [ s ic ] ,  we do re 
cognize some behavior as communicative from 
other minds [s ic ]  and do not so in te rp re t  
other behavior . . .  no human being re a l ly  
disbelieves in the r e a l i t y  o f  force as an 
element in the external e x is te n t  world, any 
more than he doubts the fa c t  o f  conscious
ness in his fe llow  human beings. The con
t ra d ic t io n  between log ic  and common sense is 
aggravated ra ther than resolved by appealing 
to the analogy between mechanics and human 
behavior.

In mechanics there can be no discrepancy 
between forces and t h e i r  e f fe c ts ,  because 
we have no source o f  information regarding  
the forces except the e f fe c ts  themselves.

. . .  in human behavior we have two sources of  
information in regard to desire (which is  the 
analogue o f  fo rc e ) ,  and the two sources d is
agree . . .

. . .  and y e t  we cannot d isbelieve  in the v a l id 
i t y  o f  e i th e r  o f  them. We "know" that there 
is  a causal re la t io n  between desire and con
duct, and we "know" also th a t  the causes do 
not accurate ly  or c lose ly  correspond with the
e f f e c t s . 57

The obvious conclusion, th a t the "dilemma" could be avoided i f  we 

were to admit th a t  our "knowledge" o f  the "inner world" was no d i f 

fe re n t  than our "knowledge" o f  a dream, apparently never occurred 

to Knight; p r im a r i ly ,  one would suspect, because he was w i l l in g  to 

accept the "vividness" o f  a conception as the te s t  of i ts  t ru th .

Knight d id ,  however, d is tingu ish  a d e f in i t io n  of "desire" which 

would have been t o t a l l y  acceptable to  any "behaviorist" of Ryle's  

type from the in t u i t iv e  and in trospective  conception so prominent in 

Nineteenth Century economics.^ He also recognized that: " . . .
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s c ie n t i f ic  economics is re s tr ic te d  in i ts  data to behav ior-fac ts .

I t  cannot deal w ith fe e l in g  facts except as a mode o f  expressing

behavior-facts . . .  [ f o r ]  . . .  the facts of desire and s a t is fa c tio n

39cannot be accurately observed and measured . . . "

Yet he ins is ted  that " s c ie n t i f ic  economics" was an absurdity, 

resting upon an indefensib le  exclusion of those things which we 

"know" ( i . e . ,  th a t our fee lings  e x is t  whether or not they have any 

behavioral consequences).

The question o f how i t  is that we can connect unobserved " fe e l

ings" with observed actions was, fo r  Knight, a t  the most obvious 

l e v e l ,  a t r i v i a l  problem—we do i t  "through analogy." That he be

lieved the t r i v i a l i t y  o f  th is  problem to be more apparent than real 

was, however, obvious from the extensions o f his discussion. In te r 

pretation  o f  the behavior o f  others was, fo r Knight, the resu lt  o f  

social t ra in in g , ju s t  as a l l  " . . .  observation i t s e l f  . . .  is  a power 

so c ia l ly  developed and tra ined  in the in d iv id u a l,  and produced in 

the course of h is tory  by the accumulation of communicated and com

pared experiences . . .  always we see largely  what we expect to see, 

what f i t s  into our organized knowledge of the world . . . " ^  "So fa r  

from our knowledge o f  the consciousness of other persons being an 

"inference" from a "perception" o f th e i r  behavior, i t  turns out th a t  

the very capacity to perceive is  developed through and dependent upon 

interconmunication between minds as conscious centres.

I t  is hardly necessary to point out that i f  we mean by "minds" 

the e n t i t ie s  tha t "exist" in  secret or purely pr iva te  "worlds" of  

th e i r  own, and we mean by "consciousness" the secret acts o f these
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minds, acts which are somehow prerequis ite  to the physical acts o f  

the bodies which the minds "manipulate," then i t  is lo g ic a l ly  impos

s ib le  for one person ever to teach another how to "organize percep

tions" or how to "be conscious." Acts are only repeatable (o r  

exem plif iab le ) i f  they are f i r s t  in te rs u b je c t iv e ly  observable. Yet 

only the gross physical movements o f bodies, the in d ire c t  results  of  

consciousness in Knight's sense of the term, are observable. The 

actual conscious processes are necessarily hidden from view. Hence, 

we can only teach someone how to act "as i f "  he were conscious, never 

how to be conscious. I t  is th is  type of absurdity which must neces

s a r i l y  resu lt  from philosophic dualism applied to the description,  

explanation or prediction o f human behavior, and i t  is th is  type o f  

absurdity with which Knight f e l t  p e rfe c t ly  comfortable. In describing  

the character o f  s ta t ic  economic analys is , fo r  instance, he stated  

th a t:

There are no data fo r  a science o f  conduct 
. . .  The data o f  conduct are p ro v is io n a l,  
s h if t in g  and special to in d iv id u a l ,  unique 
s ituations  in so high a degree th a t  gener
a l iz a t io n  is  re la t iv e ly  f r u i t le s s  . . .  an 
individual acts (more or less) as i f  his 
conduct were directed to the re a l iz a t io n  o f  
some end more or less ascertainable . . .
[Y e t]  The person himself is usually aware 
th a t i t  is not re a l ly  f in a l ,  not re a l ly  an 
"end"; i t  is  only the end of the p a r t ic u la r  
a c t ,  and not the ultimate end o f  th a t .
(emphasis in o r ig in a l )62

Knight's h o s t i l i t y  toward behaviorist in terpreta t ions  o f social 

science was carried on in to  his "The L im ita tion  o f  S c ie n t i f ic  Method 

in  Economics" (1924), where he wrote that:
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I t  is impossible to argue a t  length in th is  
paper the issues involved in behaviorism; 
we can only state b r i e f l y  our own position ,  
which is  th a t  consciousness is_ u s e fu l , and 
i t s  recognition necessary and in e v i ta b le ,  in 
the in te rp re ta t io n  o f  human behavior. The 
reason is simply th a t we cannot help our
selves . . .

Logically  the behaviorist is r ig h t ;  we do not 
perceive consciousness, in any other person at 
le a s t;  we cannot prove or v e r i fy  i t ;  we only  
in f e r  i t  from behavior. But in s p ite  o f  logic  
we a l l  recognize th a t  as a matter of fa c t we 
know consciousness more surely and p o s it ive ly  
than we know the behavior from which th e o re t i 
c a l ly  we in f e r  i t .

The behavior o f  human beings depends upon th e ir  
previous h is to ry , and the h is to ry  o f no two in 
d ividuals is  the same or c losely  s im i la r ,  in  
essential respects. (Hence, no behavioral Taws  
are possible unless they can be based on a com
ple te  h is to ry  of each in d iv id u a l 's  past experi
ences. )63

Although his in troduction of the element o f  psychological uniqueness

is  a new tw is t  upon an old theme, Knight's conclusions are unchanged.

"Human phenomena," he concludes, "are not amenable to treatment in

64accordance w ith the s t r i c t  canons o f  science."

Knight published p r o l i f i c a l ly  in the years following 1925, yet

65there were few modifications in his basic methodological position.

The main changes, i f  any, were involved w ith  his increasing b i t t e r  

denigration o f  s c ie n t i f ic  economics and his growing involvement with 

issues o f  social ethics and psychologistic sociology. A c h ara c te r is t ic  

piece o f  th is  period was his "Social Economic Organization" (1939)*^  

which, despite a certa in  popularity  among economic th e o r is ts ,  had 

l i t t l e  to contribute to the technical development o f  economics and 

was l i t t l e  more than an attempt to system atically  debase i ts
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importance.

Despite the uniform ity  o f  Knight's methodological perspective  

over the years, i t  may be somewhat in s tru c t iv e  to  take note o f  his  

reactions to the methodological "essays" o f Robbins and Hutchison 

(discussed below) and his attempts to delineate the "social uses" 

of economic theory.

Regarding Robbins' The Nature and S ignificance o f  Economic Science 

Knight wrote:

. . .  only with q u a l if ic a t io n  can the book . . .  
be endorsed as a sa t is fa c to ry  treatment o f  
i t s  to p ic ,  fo r  in spite  o f  much ins is tence,  
of a ra th e r  too-much-protesting sort,  on 
"p rec is ion ,"  and on being " s c ie n t i f ic , "  many 
o f  the positions taken f a l l  considerably  
short o f  being thought out to defin iteness  
and accuracy.o7

One of the main "defects" which Knight attacked in Robbins' methodol

ogy had to do, however, with h is  (Robbins') attachment to a s t r i c t  

in te rp re ta t io n  o f  ends as givens (a view which i s ,  o f  course, t r a d i 

tional in economics and is only i l le g i t im a te  from the standpoint o f  

process-philosophy or Knight's own version o f  an evolutionary Pragma

tism ). The remainder o f  Knight's objections revolved around Robbins' 

attempt to view human action as pos it ive  data useful in  the construct

ion o f  a positive  science:

Human "fac ts"  are e s s e n t ia l ly  and p r im ari ly  
both purposive and e va lu a tive .  In add it ion ,  
they are e ssen tia l ly  h is torica l--"dynam ic"  
in a sense, in  comparison with which any 
mechanical or mathematical dynamics belongs 
d e f in i te ly  in  the f i e ld  o f  s ta t ic s .  I t  is  
simply impossible to describe em p ir ica lly  
or analyze th e o re t ic a l ly  in the human f i e l d
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and be "ob jective ly  correct" w ithout being 
c lear  as to the bearings upon one's s ta te 
ments o f  fundamental conceptions o f  in d iv i 
dual and social policy in a broad sense.
The categorical d is t in c t io n  between judg
ments o f  "is" and "ought" which Robbins 
stresses so often simply cannot be main
ta ined. 68

I t  i s ,  o f  course, possible th a t  there can be no such thing as a 

positive  science o f  human behavior, but Knight in no way demonstrates

i ts  im p o s s ib i l i ty .  I t  is  hardly enough to assert tha t human action

displays no empirical r e g u la r i t ie s ,  fo r  men are free to assert whatever 

may s t r ik e  th e i r  fancy (and few h e s ita te  to do so). The probable ex

planation fo r  Knight's normative and "philosophic" view of social in 

vestigation  is simply th a t  he was known to enjoy speculative philoso

phy, esp e c ia l ly  medieval metaphysics, and these pursuits undoubtedly 

were more stim ulating  i f  mixed with asides about the future o f the 

social organism.

That Knight's own aims in social investigations were ideological 

as well as "philosophic" can hardly be doubted .^  He frequently em

phasized th a t  "agreement" or "consensus" was the goal of a l l  social 

action as well as a l l  social t h e o r i z in g .^  He qu ite  e x p l ic i t ly  posed 

the "instrumental a t t i tu d e  o f in v es tig a tio n  . . .  o f  an external sub

je c t  matter" against the grounds fo r  ordinary a c t io n , i . e . ,  fo r  social 

organization and fo r  a l l  our "important" pursuits , and i t  would seem 

simply unjust not to take him at his word.

The L a t te r  Days

The la s t  major expression o f Knight's  social methodology is
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contained in his massive c r i t iq u e ^  o f  T. W. Hutchison's The S ig n i f i 

cance and Basic Postulates o f  Economic Theory (1940) (discussed below). 

A fte r  a p a r t ic u la r ly  vicious co llec tion  o f observations on the worth 

o f  methodological in q u ir ie s ,  which is ra ther reminiscent o f  a man 

swearing a t  his own image, Knight proceeded to a forty-page summary 

o f  his own views concerning methodological m atters. In th is  discus

sion, we are almost immediately greeted by his old bias against "purely 

objective"  hypotheses and his conviction in the necessity o f  "purpose

fulness" in economic discussions: " . . .  i f  one is ta lk in g  about a

check system . . .  one is c e r ta in ly  concerned with purposes aimed a t

and resu lts  achieved as well as with the existence and path of printed

72pieces o f  paper, or any physical event." Yet a few sentences f u r 

ther we are reminded that "tests" o f  an hypothesis are la rg e ly  a 

matter o f  professional convention, and that they depend fo r  th e i r  suc

cess upon the "basic postulates" o f  economic theory:

While there are o r  can be " d e f in i te ,  agreed 
and r e la t iv e ly  conclusive c r i t e r i a  fo r  the 
testing o f  propositions, solutions, and 
theories ,"  there are no very serious i n t e l 
lectual problems, and no methodological 
problems whatever. The problem o f  tru th  in 
Mr. Hutchison's subject matter is  not one of  
finding such tes ts ;  any tests which can be 
proposed would ra ther themselves have to be 
tested by the propositions o f  economic theory 
as already understood.73

Knight fo r  the f i r s t  time seemed w i l l in g  to e x p l ic i t ly  id e n t i fy  

the "fundamental propositions" o f  economics with Kant's synthetic  a 

p r io r i  basis for science, ye t  he persisted in denying th is  same basis 

to the natural sciences:
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The fundamental propositions and d e f in it io n s  
of economics are neither observed nor in ferred  
from observation in anything l ik e  the sense of  
generalizations o f  the positive  natural s c i 
ences o r  o f  mathematics [ s ic ] ,  and y e t  they 
are in  no real sense a rb i t ra ry .  They s ta te  
" fa c ts ,"  truths about " r e a l i t y " —a n a ly t ic  and 
hence p a r t ia l  truths about "mental" r e a l i t y ,  
o f  course--or else they are re a l ly  " fa ls e ."
Economics and other social sciences deal with 
knowledge and tru th  o f  a d i f fe re n t  category  
from th a t o f  the natural sciences, t ru th  which 
is  re la ted  to sense observation—and u lt im a te ly  
even to lo g ic — in a very d i f fe re n t  way from 
that a rr ived  at by the methodology o f  natural 
science. But i t  is s t i l l  knowledge about 
real i ty .?4

Descartes' d is t in c t io n  between "the objective re a l i ty "  o f  the

physical world and the subjective r e a l i t y  of "men's minds" is  s t i l l

75a fundamental element of his discussions, ye t  i t  is modified by 

Kant's q u a l i f ic a t io n — that the structure  o f th ink ing , "the way in 

which minds work," is  also the "structure of r e a l i t y . " ^  Knight 

seemed, in fa c t ,  to have been completely converted from his previous 

"radical empiricism" to a Kantian perspective on epistemological 

questions. In his rebuttal to Hutchison's positivism and c r i t ic a l  

empiricism, he was w i l l in g  to accept both a G esta lt  theory o f  per

ception and the notion o f  a basic structure o f things which is  known 

in s t in c t i  vely.

Not s u rp r is in g ly ,  Knight was s t i l l  wedded, in his 1940 essay, to 

a purely "ana ly tic"  economics and was s t i l l  averse to the development 

of an im p ir ic a l-p re d ic t iv e  economic science. Instead of his previous 

references to "uneconomical" motives which must be considered along 

with the economic motives or to M i l l 's  model o f  the economic man, he 

now based the deviations between ana ly tic  expectations and the
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observed behavior o f  men to "ignorance, e r ro r  and "prejudice" in  

innumerable forms [which] a f fe c t  real c h o ic e s ."^  Most important 

o f these disturbing factors were, o f  course, the lack o f both 

"perfect knowledge" ( i . e . ,  knowledge o f  the current status o f  a l l  

re levant decision variab les ) and "perfect foreknowledge" ( i . e . ,  know

ledge o f  future changes in  decision var iab les ).  Foreknowledge o f  the 

responses and behavior o f  one's fellows is espec ia lly  necessary fo r  

"ra tiona l action" o f  the type described by the economist's model.

"Ignorance, e r ro r  and prejudice" necessarily re s u lt  in problem- 

s ituations which a "pure p o s i t iv is t  view" ( i . e . ,  Hutchison's) must 

re je c t  as "unreal, transcendental, or m ystica l."  In Knight's char

a c te r iz a t io n ,  the " p o s i t iv is t"  is compelled by his own premises to

re je c t  " . . .  a l l  conception o f  any process o f problem-solving in any

78sense." This curious notion , tha t "problem-solving" is a process 

occurring only in the domain o f  mental ghosts, without any d is 

tinguishable behavioral "m anifestation," is  a t  the heart o f  Knight's  

la te  methodological views. I f  i t  is true that we can never " re a lly "  

know what motivates another person or " re a l ly "  know anything a t  a l l  

about the processes by which he l ives  his l i f e ,  then there are numer

ous other implications which Knight does not consider. For instance, 

how is i t  that we "know" th a t one person is  c lever and another dull?  

How do we "know" th a t  a p a r t ic u la r  person does something " in te n t io n 

a l ly "  and that another person does i t  "by accident"? How do we 

" re a l ly "  know that one person is  in agony, but is  reasonably s to ic a l ,  

while another is only in s l ig h t  pain, but "needs" a tten tion  and 

sympathy? I t  is in s u f f ic ie n t  to argue, as Knight does, th a t  we
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know o f  the existence and fundamental properties o f "other minds" as 

a re s u lt  o f  some compulsive in tu i t io n .  I f  th is  was a true explanation  

o f  how i t  is th a t we gain our knowledge about others, we would never 

be able to make judgments as spec if ic  as the preceding ones. No one 

has ever imagined th a t  our synthetic  a p r io r i  knowledge is spec if ic  

enough to discriminate "maximizing action" from "successful a c t io n ,"  

yet we reg u la r ly  speak o f  one person "succeeding by his m erits ,"  

another "succeeding by luck" and a th ird  "not t ry in g ."  No one has ever  

suggested ( f o r  i t  i s ,  in Knight's sense, " in tu i t iv e ly  absurd") th a t  

we know only th a t  there e x is t  other minds and that they perceive  

according to Euclidian geometry and act according to the "maximizing 

p r in c ip le ."  Yet th is  is  a l l  th a t  we can know under Knight's view o f  

how we a rr iv e  a t  our social understanding. I t  is not behaviorism  

which s tr ips  ind iv iduals  o f  everything which makes them in d iv id u a ls ,  

but, ra th e r ,  the Kantian in t u i t i v e  approach to social in q u iry .

A Concluding Note

Although Knight published many a r t ic le s  concerning economic topics  

during the remaining t h i r t y  years o f  his l i f e ,  his f in a l  methodological 

stance is  well summarized in his 1951 Presidential Address to the 

American Economic Association. In th is  address, appropriate ly  en

t i t l e d  "The Role o f  Princip les in Economics and P o l i t ic s ,"  he appealed 

to what seemed to him to be the v i ta l  d is t in c t io n  between the mental 

and observable acts o f men: "One reason why a science o f  human behav

io r ,  in the l i t e r a l  sense, is impossible is  th a t ,  in  contrast with  

physical objects, our behavior is  so saturated with varied make-believe
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79
and deception, not c le a r ly  separable from the ' r e a l i t i e s ' . "  Also:

As to a science o f human behavior, I have men
tioned some d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  notably th a t  one o f  
the most d is t in c t iv e  t r a i t s  o f  man is  make- 
believe , hypocrisy, concealment, d issim ulation,  
deception. He is  the clothes-wearing animal, 
but the fa lse  e x te r io r  he gives to his body is  
nothing to that put on by his mind. 80

This was then followed by what Knight obviously believed to be the 

ultimate re fu ta t io n  o f  the b e h av io ra lis t  view: "The simple fa c t is

th a t we commonly recognize and describe human behavior forms as ex

pressions o f  some fe e l in g ,  in te n t ,  b e l ie f ,  not as bare acts . And our 

terms often contain an inseparable value judgment as w e l l ;  there is 

no sp ec if ic  in te n t ,  not to mention a s p ec if ic  a c t ,  o f murder or 

t h e f t . " 81

I t  apparently never occurred to Knight th a t terms such as "hypo

crisy" or "dissimulation" re fe r  to the observable acts o f  men, that 

we do not condemn our fellows as hypocrites or l ia r s  because o f what 

goes on in th e i r  "unknowable" and inaccessible inner worlds any more 

than a ju ry  finds a man g u i l ty  o f  "murder" or " the ft"  because they 

don't happen to l ik e  his p e rso n a lity .  The ch arac te r is t ics  o f men or 

th e i r  acts are determined on the basis of observations o f  th e i r  past 

or present actions in the context o f  some system o f  co n stra in ts . We 

would not normally ca ll  someone a l i a r  i f  he l ie d  under extreme du

ress ( i . e . ,  i f  he was instructed to l i e  by someone immediately 

threatening his l i f e ) ,  nor would we c a l l  someone a t h ie f  who recovered 

his own property. There are , however, p e r fe c t ly  "objective" standards 

(which is  not to say "certa in"  standards) fo r  the determination of  

these "background conditions" and (conventionally) appropriate or
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inappropriate ways in which to apply terms. That the same term 

may be appropriate ly  applied to " d i f fe re n t  acts" is explicable  by 

reference to the range o f i t s  conventional uses and to certa in  

accompanying circumstances. I f  we accept Knight's analysis a t  face 

value, then i t  would be impossible ever to speak to one another since 

i t  "seems l ik e ly "  th a t  we a l l  have (somewhat) d i f fe re n t  "values" and 

would connect d i f fe re n t  "value-judgments" to the same term.

One suspects th a t  a l l  o f  the quibbling over the "p o s s ib i l i ty "  o f  

a behavioral science comes back to Knight's b e l ie f  th a t "we know" that  

men are " f re e ,"  and thus th e i r  actions can never be predicted. This 

is  c e r ta in ly  confused, however. A man can no more be said to be 

"unfree" because he is  predictable than he can be said to be "free" 

i f  he acts in a purely random fashion. The problem of the "freedom 

o f the w i l l "  should in any case be separated from questions o f beha

v io r  since "the w i l l , "  as Knight continua lly  in s is ts ,  is  only con

t in g en tly  connected to the observable world.

Lionel Robbins on the Nature and S ignif icance o f  Economic Science

While Knight was attempting to build  up an American Orthodox

School, economists in both B r i ta in  and Germany were bus ily  undermining

th e i r  own Orthodox methodologies. The two most s ig n if ic a n t  attempts

to s tr ik e  out along new pathways were Lionel Robbins' Essay on the

Nature and Significance o f  Economic Science (1932; second revised 

82
e d it io n ,  1937) and T. W. Hutchison's The Significance and Basic 

Postulates o f  Economic Theory (1 9 3 8 ) .83 We w i l l  consider each o f  

these works in turn.
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Robbins' Essay was a s ta r t l in g  advance over previous orthodox

w rit in g s ,  y e t  i t  is  apparent th a t  he was concerned to  defend many o f

84the primary orthodox tenets . Unlike Marshall, Keynes and Knight, 

Robbins believed th a t  methodological investigations were v ita l  to the 

continuing development o f  a well structured empirical economics. They 

were to serve not so much as the shield of an already completed e d i

f ic e ,  which found i t s e l f  in the position o f fending o f f  the attacks

of the ignorant, but as spurs to the conside"ation o f  new and d i f f i -

85
c u lt  problems in the body o f  the d is c ip l in e .  Although Robbins

85
acknowledged a debt to both Ludwig von Mises and P h i l l ip  Wicksteed,

i t  is  questionable whether he a c tu a lly  gained more from th e i r  w rit ings

than his engaging l i t e r a r y  s ty le .  Despite an opening f lourish  in

which he declared th a t  "The e f fo r ts  o f  economists during the la s t

hundred and f i f t y  years have resulted in the establishment of a body

of generalisations whose substantial accuracy and importance are open

87to question only by the ignorant or the perverse," Robbins' t r e a t 

ment o f  the subject was well-reasoned and remarkably free from dogma

tism.

The broad outlines  o f  Robbins' arguments are known to every

economics undergraduate, and are undoubtedly believed by many to have

been handed dwon from the pen of Father Adam. Robbins defined econ-

88omics not as the study of economic motives, nor as the study of 

89scarc ity  per se, but as a consideration o f  "the forms assumed by
90

human behavior in disposing o f scarce means." The scope o f economic 

studies and the proper d e f in it io n  o f  the economic, as opposed to the 

non-economic, were not matters of a rb it ra ry  professional standards,
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but resulted from the a c t iv i t i e s  o f economic s c ie n t is ts  in the pursuit

91o f p a r t ic u la r  goals. In  general, Robbins believed th a t  "to speak o f

92any end as being i t s e l f  'economic' is e n t i r e ly  m isleading." All

ends, the achievement o f  which involved a choice between a lte rn a t iv e s ,

are necessarily  economic. "Economics is  not concerned a t  a l l  with

any ends as such. I t  is  concerned with ends in so f a r  as they a f fe c t

the d isposition  o f means. I t  takes the ends as given in scales of

re la t iv e  valuation , and inquires what consequences follow in regard to

93certa in  aspects o f  behavior." Stating th is  same point from a 

s l ig h t ly  d i f fe re n t  perspective la t e r  in his argument, Robbins wrote: 

" . . .  the subject-m atter o f  Economics is  e s s e n t ia l ly  a series of r e la 

tionships— relationships between ends conceived as the possible ob

jec tives  o f  conduct, on the one hand, and the technical and social 

environment on the other. Ends as such do not form part o f  this  

subject-m atter. Nor does the technical and social environment. I t

is  the re lationships  between these things and not the things them-

94selves which are important fo r  the economist."

The implications o f  th is  methodological perspective were, in

Robbins' opinion, sweepingly d i f fe re n t  from p r io r  b e l ie fs .  Economic

h is to ry  was now transformed in to  the tes tin g  ground fo r  economic

theory, and any event which could be explained as an in te rp lay  between

s ca rc ity ,  human desires and p a r t ic u la r  in s t i tu t io n a l  constraints was

95f a i r  game fo r  the economic h is to r ian .  The l a t e r  German H is to rica l  

School ( th a t  o f  Schmoller) was c r i t ic iz e d  fo r  the " in trus ion  of a l l  

sorts o f  sociological and e th ica l elements which cannot, by the 

widest extension o f the meaning o f  words be described as Economic
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History."^® Yet in every other sense the d e f in i t io n  o f  the study was 

to be expanded.

While Robbins believed that the growth o f  "sectional studies in

the economic f ie ld "  was a healthy sign of an increased appreciation

fo r  applied problem-solving, he cautioned, however, against a confusion

between business-oriented studies o f  the methods fo r  minimizing costs

97and studies o f  the economic behavior o f  firm s.

True to his expressed roots, Robbins did advance an Austrian
go

formulation fo r  the concept o f  wealth, fo r  the determination (or

99"imputation") o f  fa c to r  p rices , and fo r  an Austrian explanation o f  

business c y c le s .^ ®  That he was never slavish in  his devotion to that  

t ra d i t io n  i s ,  however, obvious from the fa c t  th a t  he co rrec tly  id e n t i 

f ie d  the most advanced elements in value theory with the Hicks-Alien  

ind ifference a n a l y s i s , ^  discovered a quote from Samuel Bailey which 

strongly endorsed " s u b s t i tu t ib i l i t y "  as a replacement fo r  " u t i l i t y "

and c le a r ly  s ta ted  the primary elements o f  the "Scitovsky Paradox"

102many years before Scitovsky himself. Robbins was never the de

fender of a holy doctrine; he was an innovator and a c r i t i c a l  s p i r i t  

w i l l in g  to embrace new concepts.

Among o ther contributions and achievements, Robbins meticulously

demonstrated the u n s p e c if ia b i l i ty  o f  macro concepts w ithout micro 

103foundations and demanded that a l l  lower-level economic concepts 

must be at le a s t  "exact" ( i . e . ,  operatio nally  t ie -a b le  and quantita 

t i v e ) . ^  He spoke out fo rc e fu l ly  against M arshall 's  dynamics o f  

105
social evolution and noted the key flaw in any unconditional theory 

of social evo lu tion , v i z . , i t s  in a b i l i t y  to take account o f  o r ig ina l
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technological d e ve lo p m e n ts .^  He an tic ipa ted  some o f  the more

sophisticated refinements of micro-economic theory over the fo llow ing

decades involving problems o f  the costs o f  decision-making and the

costs o f  a t ta in in g  complete " ra t io n a l i ty "  ( i . e . ,  t r a n s i t iv i t y )  in  a

consumer's preference f u n c t i o n . ^  He restated  Jevon's s t i l l -n e g le c te d

108problem of the "minimum sensib le,"  and he advocated a comparative

109study o f  property structures.

I t  is u n re a l is t ic  to expect th a t  a complete break with Orthodoxy 

could be achieved by any one author, however. Accordingly, Robbins 

apparently f e l t  the need to pay l ip -s e rv ic e  to many o f  the Orthodox 

princ ip les  which he had so s k i l l f u l l y  superseded. Although he fo r t h 

r ig h t ly  re jected  the naive in d u c t iv is t  view o f  deriving "correct  

hypotheses" from a study of h is to r ic a l  f a c t s , h e  was less decisive  

in passing a negative judgment on "the s t u f f  o f  our everyday e x p e r i 

e n c e s . " ^  Nor was he w i l l in g  to consider the p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  controlled

112
experimentation in  economics. Robbins was obviously ignorant o f

the true character and the context o f  the feud between the H is to r ic a l

and Orthodox Schools in B r i ta in .  For although he upheld the Orthodox

113School over the H is to r ic a l ,  his references are mainly to the German 

H is to r ica l School and to the Austrian c r i t iq u e  o f  i t s  views.

Like Knight, Robbins was unfortunate ly  e n thra lled  with the notion 

th a t  behavioral economics must be wrong since i t  omitted references 

to the "inner world" o f  motivations:

Valuation is  a subjective process. We cannot observe 
valuation  . . .  Our business is to explain certa in  as
pects o f  conduct. And i t  is very questionable whether
th is  can be done in terms which involve no psychical
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elements. I t  is quite  certa in  . . .  th a t ,  we do in 
fa c t  understand terms such as choice, in d if fe re n c e ,  
preference, and the l i k e  in terms o f  inner experiences.
The idea o f an end, which is fundamental to our con
ception o f  the economic, is  not possible to  explain  
in  terms of external behavior on ly . 1

In support o f  these considerations Robbins raised what is perhaps

the most weighty possible argument— that o f  "expectations" and th e ir

115
effec ts  upon price determination. Yet his arguments say more, 

perhaps, against a post hoc, ergo propter hoc explanation o f  human 

behavior based on unspecified "expectations" than they do fo r  the 

notion o f "expectations" or fo r  a hierarchy o f  "secret" human ends.

I f  "expectations" is  simply the term used to re fe r  to  the residual 

erro r  in our pred ictions , then we should describe i t  as such. I f ,  

however, i t  re fers  to "mental acts" which are in p r in c ip le  outside the 

realm o f  in te rsu b jec tive  observation, then i t  should be classed with  

Kant's " th in g - in - i t s e l f "  and summarily discarded.

The roots o f Robbins' methodological bias were grounded in the 

same so il as his achievements—Austrian economics and i t s  Kantian 

o r ien ta t io n . His w rit ings  often display a struggle between his under

standing and appreciation fo r  B r i t is h  Orthodoxy, c e rta in  aspects o f  

behaviorism and the dogmas o f  w r ite rs  such as Wicksteed and von Mises 

M is e s J ^  In one passage he would argue th a t  the "postulates" of  

economics were r e f le c t iv e  o f  universal empirical r e g u la r i t ie s ,  and in 

the next that they were supportable only through in tu i t io n  and common 

experience, i . e . ,  th a t they were s im ila r  to , i f  not iden tica l w ith ,  

Kant's synthetic  a p r io r i  foundations for a science Only a few 

pages fu r th e r  in to  the same discussion, Robbins re trac ted  his previous
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p o s it io n , arguing, instead , th a t  economic postulates were merely

p r o b a b i l is t ic ,  although we have "substantial" evidence o f  the in tu i t iv e

118and conventional s o r t  fo r  th e i r  " v a l id i ty ."

Robbins displayed a strong and consistent bias against s c ie n t i f ic

119naturalism  (see Appendix B), but he was equally as in s is te n t that

economic laws were o f  the same general character as physical laws.

In  his most extreme moments he attempted to circumvent any thought of

c r i t i c a l l y  tes tin g  economic theories by s ta ting  th a t  there  were probably

120no empirical economic re g u la r i t ie s  to discover; and, thus, that  

economic laws could "explain" human action but never p red ic t i t  in  

any but the most general way. There is  some in d ic a t io n ,  however, that  

he may not have judged th is  s itu a t io n  to be too d i f fe r e n t  from th a t  

faced by the physical s c ie n t is t ,  and may have believed th a t  the v i ta l  

d is t in c t io n  between the physical and social studies lay  in the a v a i l 

a b i l i t y  o f  contro lled  experimentation and the a b i l i t y  o f  the physical 

s c ie n t is t  to  quantify  the variables with which he was working.

In summary, Robbins' methodological views were an unquestionable 

advance over those o f  the Orthodox economists, but they were s t i l l  

flawed by major defects regarding the possible empirical character  

o f  economic theory and the separation o f  the d e f in i t io n a l  core of  

economics from i ts  in te rpre ted  "applications."  The modern version of  

an "H is to r ic a l"  or empirical economics was yet to come.

T. W. Hutchison on The S ignificance and Basic Postulates of Economic 

Theory

The la s t  o f  the pre-contemporary w riters  o f  relevance to this
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sketch is  T. W. Hutchison, the author o f a superior h is tory  o f  the 

Neoclassical era and an important and consistent contributor to 

debates concerning meta-economics. Much of Hutchison's most compre

hensive and important work, The Significance and Basic Postulates o f  

Economic Theory, was concerned with c la r i fy in g  basic concepts or 

"fundamental assumptions" in economic discussions, i . e . ,  " e q u i l i 

brium," "expectation," " u t i l i t y , "  e tc . ,  and i s ,  there fo re , somewhat 

beyond the scope o f  our in te res ts .  There a re ,  however, many passages 

in  th is  work which touch upon the types o f  methodological issues 

which have previously concerned us, and these we w i l l  b r ie f ly  consider 

Hutchison introduced his methodological views by drawing a fun

damental d is t in c t io n  between two exclusive and exhaustive classes of

economic statements: those which belong to the class of "pure theory,

121and those which do not. Statements o f  "pure theory" were tau to lo 

g ies , or d e f in i t io n a l ly  true , thus:

Being unconditionally true and n e ith e r  con- 
firm able  nor contradictable by an empirical 
synthetic  proposition, propositions o f  pure 
theory cannot t e l l  us anything new in the 
sense o f  t e l l in g  us new facts about the  
w orld . But they c a l l  a tten tion  to im plica 
tions o f  our de fin it ions  which might o ther
wise have escaped our a tte n t io n ,  and reveal 
unexpected relations between our d e f in it io n s  
which are thus explained and c la r i f i e d

This dichotomy between the statements o f  "pure theory" and other  

economic propositions had several important implications recognized by 

Hutchison. F irs t  of a l l ,  the empirical worth, o r  "usefulness" of econ 

omics, rested not upon i ts  pure theory but upon i t s  other propositions 

(the empirical in terpretations o f  th is  th eo ry ).  Hutchison was,
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however, w i l l in g  to weaken the f u l l  impact o f  th is  conclusion by

allowing fo r  "conceivably" tes tab le  th e o r ies ,  ra ther  than demanding 

th a t  a l l  non-tautologous theories were a c tu a lly  tes tab le :

. . .  i f  the f in ished propositions o f  a science, as 
against the accessory, purely lo g ica l  o r  mathema
t i c a l  propositions used in  many sciences, includ
ing Economics, are to have any empirical content, 
as the fin ished propositions o f  a l l  sciences ex
cept o f  Logic and Mathematics obviously must have, 
then these propositions must conceivably be capa
ble o f  empirical tes tin g  or. be reducible to such 
propositions by log ica l o r  mathematical deduction.
They need not, th a t i s ,  a c tu a l ly  be tested o r  even 
be p ra c t ic a l ly  capable o f  te s t in g  under present or 
fu tu re  technical conditions or conditions o f  sta
t i s t i c a l  investigation  . . .1 2 3  (emphasis in o r ig in a l )

That the position  o f  "conceivable f a l s i f i a b i l i t y "  was probably i n 

tended to appease the a p r i o r i s t , ra th e r  than to represent Hutchi

son's preferred  stance, is apparent from his discussion of "p h i lo 

sophic problems" as d e f in it io n a l  disputes unbounded by conventional 

ru le s ,  and by his conclusion th a t ,  " I f  in te r -s u b je c t iv e  tests (o f  a 

theory) could not s a t is fa c to r i ly  be made, there could be no science

( i . e . ,  there would be no way o f  s e t t l in g  questions not concerned
. 1 24

w ith  the "pure theory" or d e f in i t io n  system o f  the science.)

Of re la ted  in te re s t  is  Hutchison's use o f  the c r i te r io n  o f

fa l  s i f i a b i l i t y ,  a term which he may have encountered in Popper's

125Logik der Forschung, and his concern with the "explanatory scope 

o f a theory, defined in terms o f  what i t  forbade:

We propose th is  as a "d iv is ion  by dichotomy," 
as i t  is  ca lled , or exhaustive twofold c la s s i
f ic a t io n  o f  a l l  propositions which have "s c i
e n t i f i c "  sense. According to our d e f in it io n s  
o f the terms . . .  e i th e r  a proposition which 
has sense is  conceivably f a ls i f i a b le  by
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empirical observation or i t  is  not. I f  i t  
is  not thus f a ls i f i a b le  i t  does not, i f  t ru e ,  
fo rb id  any conceivable occurrence . . .  Propo
s it io n s  obtain th e i r  empirical content simply 
in  so fa r  as . . .  they exclude, r e s t r i c t , o r  
fo rb id  something . . .  Therefore a proposition  
with empirical content . . .  must, by d e f in i 
t io n ,  be conceivably f a l s i f i a b l e ,  th a t  i s ,
. . .  exclude some conceivable p o s s ib i l i ty .
Conversely, a proposition with sense, the 
v a l id i ty  o f  which does not depend on any em
p i r ic a l  observation, cannot, by d e f in i t io n ,  
exclude any conceivable p o s s ib i l i ty ,  and is  
therefore  devoid o f  empirical content. The 
price of the unconditional necessity and c e r 
ta in ty  o f  propositions . . .  i s ,  th e re fo re .
[a ] complete lack  o f  empirical content.126

To be certa in  th a t  he was not misunderstood, Hutchison considered in  

a footnote the objection o f the "Kantian economists" th a t  his d icho t

omy did not allow fo r  synthetic  a p r i o r i 's ,  and argued th a t  ( 1 ) th is  

question had already been resolved ( in  a manner unfavorable to Kant) 

by professional philosophers, ( 2 ) th a t no economist had ever c le a r ly  

formulated an example o f  a synthetic a p r io r i  proposition in economics 

and (3) th a t  the "maximizing princ ip le"  (which had sometimes been r e 

ferred to as a possible example o f  such a proposition) had been re -

127jected as such by Kant h im self.

That Hutchison's "twofold c la s s if ic a t io n  o f  a l l  propositions" 

was intended only as (what Popper has ca lled ) "a demarcation p r in c ip le  

and not  ̂ as a c r i te r io n  o f  "meaningfulness" in general (although he 

frequently  used that term) is  c le a r ly  expressed in  the "Introduction"  

to his volume:

We are not attempting here to  e x a l t  "scien
t i f i c "  propositions or problems above "non- 
s c ie n t i f ic "  ones. We do not argue th a t  the  
m eteorologist's  "knowledge" of a sunset is
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e ith e r  . . .  superior or in f e r io r  to the poet's  
or a r t i s t ' s  "knowledge." Nor do we in s is t
th a t  this is  necessarily exactly  the most
su itab le  defin ing  l in e  between these two 
planes of science and of non-science— though 
we perfer i t  to any other terminological sug
gestion we have seen . . .

I t  is these p a r t ic u la r  s c ie n t i f ic  problems 
( o f  economic usage and research methodology) 
which are our concern rather than general
methodological issuesJ28

Having established a framework w ith in  which his argument would

be developed, Hutchison turned to the main issues of his study: What

was the actual status o f  most economic propositions? And what, cor

respondingly, was the status of economics as an empirical science? 

Although Hutchison's discussion of these issues spans nearly  two 

hundred closely reasoned pages, leading to in ev itab le  d is to rt io n s  in 

any compact summary, i t  is  necessary to attempt some characterization  

o f  his response for purposes o f our methodological survey.

Hutchison's central argument rests upon the ambiguity present in 

many arguments which seem empirical but are e as ily  in terpreted  as 

tau to log ies. As he remarked, " 'A ll  swans are white' might have been 

defined as an inductive gen era lisa tio n , conceivably fa ls ib ia b le ,  or  

as a d e f in it io n  that creatures that were not white were not to be 

called ' swans

I t  was Hutchison's general contention th a t the overwhelming bulk 

of a l l  economic arguments were e ith e r  formal o r in terpreted  ta u to lo 

gies, that although there was no inherent d i f f i c u l t y  in formulating  

an empirical economics (so long as the hypotheses o f the study were 

formed with due regard fo r  "what s ta t is t ic s  may or may not be
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1 30
a v a i la b le " ) ,  in  fa c t ,  very few empirical economic re lationships  

had been e i th e r  formulated or tested. Conjoined with his assessment 

o f  the present state o f economic in q u iry  was his d is t in c t io n  between 

the pursuits o f the s c ie n t is t  and those o f the philosopher:

The reason why s c ie n t is ts ,  unlike philosophers, 
can build on and advance t h e i r  predecessors' 
work ra ther than each being simply "influenced" 
by i t  and s ta r t in g  afresh r ig h t  from the begin
ning a t  the same problems w ith  some completely 
new system, is th a t  "sc ien tis ts"  have d e f in i te ,  
agreed, and r e la t iv e ly  conclusive c r i t e r i a  fo r  
the tes ting  o f propositions according to defin
i t e  c r i t e r ia  which is  the source o f  th a t  steady 
secular piecemeal agreement and advance of "sc i
ence," and i ts  cumulative, in te rn a t io n a l ,  im
personal and " c o r a l - r e e f - l ik e "  grow thJ31

I t  was thus apparent from Hutchison's discussion that,  in his estim ate,

economics had seen l i t t l e  real progress in i t s  empirical aspects since

132the days o f  Adam Smith. The necessity fo r  continually  ju s t i fy in g  

an enterprise  which claimed empirical import but rejected empirical 

methods had, in Hutchison's view, led economists to prefer some de

gree o f  obscurity  in th e ir  concepts, a t  lea s t in those concepts dealing

133w ith  the "postulates" or "foundations" o f th e ir  analytic  system:

. . .  i t  ( is  not) the case th a t  the foundations o f  
economic science have been found necessarily to 
be precarious, but ra ther th a t  i t  is not a t  a l l  
c lear  precisely what they are . To th is  lack o f  
fundamental c la r i t y  can be a t t r ib u te d  to [s ic ]  a 
certa in  extent the ferocious and interminable  
character o f  the many controversies th a t rage 
among economists themselves on the one hand, and 
on the other hand much o f  the uncertainty as to 
the significance o f  th e i r  results  with which 
economists face the outside w o r l d . 134

The three main props o f  Orthodox methodology, which had allowed 

fo r  the persistence and s u p e rf ic ia l  p la u s ib i l i t y  of speculative
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135economics, were the notions o f  a mental experiment, the introduction

o f  unspecified c e ter is  paribus in to  every s ituation  in which the
1 36

theory was in need o f  saving, and the idea o f  in trospective  examina-

137tion  o f  "motives" as a leg it im a te  form o f  economic research. Since 

Hutchison’ s comments concerning each o f  these topics are substan t ia lly  

in  accord with the views expressed throughout th is  d is s e r ta t io n ,  they 

do not require a de ta iled  examination. I t  might be said in  summary,

however, th a t  Hutchison t o t a l ly  re jected  the notion o f  mental experi-

138ments as replacements fo r  w e ll-s tru c tu re d  empirical experiments,

did not believe that the notion o f  ce ter is  paribus was unredeemable

though he did consider i t  to have been perpetually  abused in  most

economic discussions, and re jected  introspection as an in te rsu b jec tive

s c ie n t i f i c  procedure while reserving comment on the qu ite  separate

139issue of the existence o f  motives and "consciousness."

Concluding Evaluation of Hutchison's Early Work

In many o f the aspects we have considered, then, Hutchison's main 

work is a classic o f  modern economic methodology. Many contemporary 

economic theorists  could s t i l l  b e n e f it  from i ts  wise counsel on metho

dological matters. There are several respects, however, in  which the 

volume was open to ju s t i f i a b le  c r i t ic is m , although perhaps not to the 

exten t which i t  in fa c t  received. I ts  discussions o f  theories of mon

opoly and competition, welfare economics and the economics of a so c ia l

i s t  economy were less than enlightened, and too frequently  were posi

t i v e ly  in e rro r .  Despite ra ther copious footnotes, Hutchison might 

also be fau lted  for an in s u f f ic ie n t  acknowledgement o f his debt to
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both p o s i t iv is t  and no n -p o s it iv is t  Austrian philosophers. Many o f

his passages were v i r t u a l ly  l i f t e d  from these w r ite rs  with l i t t l e

140notice to the reader o f  th e ir  o r ig in a l source. F in a l ly ,  one 

might suppose th a t a great deal o f  the vituperous, and in the main 

quite  unjust, condemnation which met the work was inspired not so le ly  

by i t s  content but also by i ts  "tone." To some extent the conditions  

under which Hutchison composed his volume account fo r  i t s  overly  

blunt (one would not want to say "overly s im p lis t ic " )  and somewhat 

"hurried" s ty le .  As Hutchison h im self mentioned in  his reply to 

Knight, the work was in part intended as a response to and a defense 

against "the c o lo r-sh ir ted  champions o f  some mass persecution creed 

(by whom I was surrounded when I wrote my book)." H is to r ica l or 

psychological ju s t i f ic a t io n s  aside, however, i t  might have been 

p re fe ra b le ,  both from Hutchison's personal point o f  view and from 

the perspective o f  the future advancement o f  the d is c ip l in e ,  i f  

Hutchison had been more concerned about expla in ing his position and 

less concerned about i t s  advocacy.

M ilton Friedman and the Reform o f  Orthodoxy

Despite the numerous and vicious attacks d irected toward Hutchi

son's m ethodology ,^  i t  was apparent to those who closely followed 

the controversy that his views had gained the upper hand. Orthodoxy 

o f  the old s ty le  seemed (tem porarily ) moribund, although i t  would not 

be long before new re v i ta l iz e d  forms o f  the old doctrines would again 

make th e i r  ascent.

In 1953 Milton Friedman penned an essay on "The Methodology of
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142Positive Economics" in which he formulated a position which has 

since become, fo r  many orthodox m ic ro -th e o r is ts ,  l i t t l e  less than 

a f a i t h .  Friedman's methodological a r t i c l e  is  so well known in  the 

profession th a t i t  seems almost pedantic to once again review i ts  

contents. Yet such a review reveals th a t  there is  considerably more 

to his methodological position than is  commonly believed ( i . e . ,  much 

more than his "as i f "  doctrine and his demand fo r  theories which 

y ie ld  testab le  consequences).

The o r ie n ta t io n  o f  Friedman's essay is  detectable in his opening 

l in e  where he re fe rs  to John N ev il le  Keynes' "admirable book" and to

Keynes' t r i p a r t i t e  d is t in c t io n  between p o s it ive  sciences, normative

143sciences and a r ts .  A f te r  equating a "pos it ive  science" to any

w ell-s truc tu red  W ertfre i study o f cause and e f f e c t ,  Friedman moves to 

consider the meaning o f  " s c ie n t i f ic  o b je c t iv i t y ,"  concluding ( in  my
.144

opinion mistakenly) that i t  must be connected with the a tt itudes

of the s c ie n t i f ic  observer toward the phenomena he is  observing. In 

the same sentence, he somewhat c o n tra d ic to r i ly  re fers  to the social 

s c ie n t is t 's  possession o f  "a class o f data ( i . e . ,  in trospection) not 

ava ilab le  to the physical sc ie n t is t"  and seems to assert th a t  th is  

special class o f  knowledge places him both in a superior and less 

"objective" position than the in q u ire r  in to  physical phenomena. These 

issues have previously been noted in connection w ith the writings of 

Cairnes, Keynes and Knight and do not require reexamination. The only 

thing remarkable in Friedman's references to them is  th a t  he considered 

(and s t i l l  c o n s id e r s ) ^  them as so transparently  obvious as to be un

worthy o f  e x p l i c i t  defense.
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Instrumental Economics

One o f  the fundamental princip les o f  Friedman's methodological 

views is discoverable in his c la s s if ic a t io n  o f  s c ie n t i f ic  hypotheses 

and his ch aracteriza tion  o f  th e ir  ro le  in s c ie n t i f ic  inquiry:

The ultimate goal of a positive  science is  
the development o f  a "theory" or "hypothe
s is"  that y ields va lid  and meaningful ( i . e . ,  
not t r u is t ic )  predictions about phenomena 
not y e t  observed. Such a theory i s ,  in  
general, a complex in term ixture  of two e le 
ments. In part i t  is  a "language" designed 
to promote "systematic and organized methods 
of reasoning." In  p a r t ,  i t  is  a body o f  sub
s tan tive  hypotheses designed to abstract  
essential features o f  complex r e a l i t y .

Viewed as a language, theory has no sub
s tan tive  content; i t  is a set o f  tauto log ies.
I t s  function is  to  serve as a f i l i n g  system
fo r  organizing empirical material and fa 
c i l i t a t i n g  our understanding of i t  . . .

Viewed as a body of substantive hypotheses, 
theory is  to be judged by i t s  p red ictive  
power fo r  the class o f  phenomena which i t  is 
intended to "exp!ain ."146

Just as Robinson's Essay had i ts  roots in the conception that 

economics was meant to be purely explanatory, with prediction being

possible only in a general and not s t r i c t l y  dependable sense, so

Friedman's "Methodology of Positive Economics" was based upon the 

notion that economics should be purely p re d ic t iv e , that i t  could 

r e a l ly  only "explain" in terms of the increased predictive scope o f  

"better"  theories . Friedman best exemplifies the p r inc ip le  of  

"explanation through te s ta b i l i ty "  by discussing the p r e fe r a b i l i ty  o f  

a theory which predicts the movement and placement o f  leaves on a
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tree  through "survival t r a i ts "  ra ther than by reference to the

d e lib e ra te  action o f the leaves based on some process o f  " in ten tiona l"

thought. He c le a r ly  states th a t  the only reason we would se lect the

former theory over the l a t t e r  is  that "This a l te rn a t iv e  hypothesis . . .

is  part o f  a more general theory th a t applies to a w ider var ie ty  of

phenomena . . .  has more implications capable o f  being contradicted, and

has fa i le d  to be contradicted under a wider v a r ie ty  o f  circum- 
147

stances." That i t s  " 'assumptions' are more ' r e a l i s t i c '  " is ,

in Friedman's view, i r re le v a n t .

Although i t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to fa u l t  Friedman's position concerning

the co rrec t in te rp re ta t io n  fo r  "explanation" in an empirical science,

he extends th is  p r in c ip le  ( in  the a lte red  formulation o f "a theory

which explains more contradicts more") to what Samuel son subsequently
14ft

labeled the "F-Twist" ( i . e . ,  the idea that "To be important, th ere -

fo re ,  an hypothesis must be d e sc r ip t iv e ly  fa ls e " ) .

The extrem ity  o f Friedman's F-Twist position was in response to

the methodological doctrine o f  common or casual re fu ta t io n  o f a

theory's "assumptions," which he believed to be too common among

economic th eo r is ts  o f his time. Probably his main goal in "The

Methodology o f  Positive Economics" was to undermine the notions that

" . . .  hypotheses have not only 'im p lica tio n s ' but also 'assumptions'

and th a t  the conformity o f  these assumptions to ' r e a l i t y '  is  a te s t

o f  the v a l id i t y  o f  the hypothesis d i f fe re n t  from or additional to
150the te s t  by implications" (emphasis in o r ig in a l ) .  Friedman be

l ieved , with undoubtedly some ju s t i f i c a t io n ,  that arguments o f  the 

naive re fu ta t io n is t  sort had been used to ju s t i f y  empirical laziness
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in economic research and to circumvent the often d i f f i c u l t  pro

cedures required in the te s t in g  o f a theory's " im plications":

"The d i f f i c u l t y  in the social sciences o f  getting new evidence . . .  

(concerning the empirical implications o f  hypotheses) . . .  makes i t

tempting to suppose th a t  o ther, more read ily  ava ilab le  evidence is

151equally relevant to the hypothesis." And i t  must indeed be ad

m itted , in retrospect, th a t  he was qu ite  correct in his c r i t ic is m .  

"Tests" o f the "assumptions" o f  economic theories based upon casual 

observation were in vogue during the 'F i f t i e s ,  and numerous books 

and a r t ic le s  had appeared and continued to appear which c r i t ic i z e d  

the basic assumptions o f  micro-analysis (p r o f i t  and u t i l i t y  maximi

zation and the foundations o f  perfect competition theory) on the

152
basis o f  th e ir  "realism ." Such crit ic ism s were seldom ju s t i f i e d  by 

reference to w e ll-de fined  studies o f  m arket-structure, however. Their  

goal was not to " c la r i fy "  or t i e  micro-analysis to observable param

eters ( e .g . ,  the in s t i tu t io n a l  framework of a market), but, ra ther ,  

to replace i t  with a new body o f untested speculations concerning 

what was believed to be " s ig n if ic a n t ."  Although the wave o f  "new" 

theories was thus l i t t l e  advancement over the Orthodox system (and 

may have even been regressive due to the underdeveloped character of  

many o f the proffered " a l te rn a t iv e s " ) ,  Friedman's own reaction to the 

controversy was equally excessive and equally flawed. His underlying

e f fo r ts  to solve certa in  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in the application o f  micro-

153theory went unheeded, while  his more glamorous methodological d is 

cussions were un iversa lly  acknowledged. By arguing against the casual 

empiricism of the neo-Marshallians from his own neo-Orthodox
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perspective, Friedman only muddled the debates o f  his time and 

seriously  befuddled the "conventional wisdom" concerning methodo

log ica l issues. The grounds fo r  th is  judgment o f  Friedman's posi

t ion  are present in  his own a r t i c l e .  By considering why he believed  

th a t  hypotheses were "untestable by th e i r  assumptions" and why he 

maintained th a t  theories were preferable i f  they were "d escr ip t ive ly  

fa ls e ,"  we w i l l  a r r iv e  a t  the roots o f  his methodological perspective  

and a t  the confusions upon which i t  was based.

Friedman ju s t i f i e d  his views concerning the u n te s ta b i l i ty  o f  a 

theory's  "assumptions" and the preferable f c ls i t y  o f  these assumptions 

by reference to  three considerations. F i r s t ,  he considered how the 

a p p l ic a b i l i ty  o f  a theory could be determined, o r,  put d i f f e r e n t ly ,  

how i t  could be determined th a t  one s itu a t io n  ( th a t  which was believed  

to e x is t  in the world) was "s ig n if ic a n t ly "  d i f fe re n t  from another 

( th a t  spec if ied  in  the "assumptions" o f the theory). Friedman's 

response to th is  issue was f u l l y  in accord with his exclusive devo

tion  to " p re d ic ta b i l i ty "  as the sole c r i te r io n  fo r  assessing the  

correctness o f  an hypothesis. A theory, fo r  Friedman, could be con

sidered as c o rre c t ,  or as su b stan t ia l ly  co rrec t,  i f  i t s  predictions

154were not " s ig n if ic a n t ly "  d i f fe re n t  from observations o f  the world. 

Friedman was w i l l in g  to soften th is  i n i t i a l  stance somewhat by conced

ing th a t  "experiments" o r  "tests" o f economic theories , in the sense

155o f  contro lled  experiments, were seldom possible and by adding that

crucia l tests ( i . e . ,  those capable o f  s t r i c t ly  ru ling  out one o f  a

p a ir  o f  c o n f l ic t in g ,  but not f u l l y  contrad ictory , hypotheses) were

156v i r t u a l ly  never achieved. Friedman was fu rth er  w i l l in g  to admit
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those cases where the degree o f  s ig n if ic a n t  deviation between a

prediction and an observation o f  the predicted event was determined

a f t e r  the f a c t , i . e . ,  cases where the acceptable accuracy o f  the

prediction was not spec if ied  u n t i l  a f t e r  the occurrence o f  the event 

157predicted. (While th is  procedure is permissible in a s c ie n t i f ic

in v es tig a tio n , and in some cases is  a c tu a lly  preferable to the p r io r

sp ec if ica t io n  o f  a "level o f  s ig n if ic a n ce ,"  i t  is  a procedure which

is ,  in i t s e l f ,  not d e f in i t iv e .  Even though "something i s  b e t te r  than

nothing," there may be some hypotheses which y ie ld  predictions which

are less accurate than a random guess within some preestablished

range o f  a lte rn a t iv es  or values. A s t r i c t  adherence to Friedman's

proposal would not, however, ru le  out hypotheses y ie ld in g  even "very

high" leve ls  o f  e rro r  in t h e i r  p red ictions . In the extreme o f  a

"pure case," there fo re , the procedure o f id e n t i fy in g  permissible
1 5ft

e r ro r  a f t e r  the fa c t  seems highly questionable.)

Further, Friedman's basic contention, th a t  testing is the only 

way to determine the s im i la r i t y  o f  s ituations  (and thus the "app lica 

b i l i t y "  of an hypothesis) is  in i t s e l f  d e f ic ie n t .  Such a practice  

leaves unsettled, fo r  instance, the question o f  how to decide whether 

a future  and past s itu a t io n  are themselves " s u f f ic ie n t ly  s im ila r"  to 

warrant confidence in the app lica tion  o f the same hypothesis to both. 

In attempting to evade cr it ic ism s o f  th is  type, Friedman stated that  

the spec if ica t ion  o f  the scope o f  an hypothesis' a p p l ic a b i l i ty  " is

not one thing and the hypothesis another. The sp ec if ica t io n  is  i t -

1 59
s e l f  an essential part o f  the hypothesis . . . "  Yet th is  i d e n t i f i 

cation o f an hypothesis and i ts  "empirical s p ec if ic a t io n s ,"  coupled
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with Friedman's recognition th a t  "(the  specifications o f  ap p lica 

b i l i t y )  are a part (o f  the hypothesis) p a r t ic u la r ly  l i k e l y  to be 

revised and extended as experience accumulates," b la ta n t ly  contra

d icts h is  separation o f  "assumptions" and the s itua tion  in the world. 

What are the spec if icat ions  o f  a p p l ic a b i l i t y  i f  not those very 

"assumptions" to which Friedman continua lly  refers? I t  is apparent 

from his own discussion th a t  he must re je c t  one or the other part  

o f  his argument. I f  the s p e c if ic a t io n  o f  te s t  conditions is "an 

essentia l part o f  the theory," then theories must be modified with  

regard to  conditions to which they are a p p le d .  I f ,  however, we 

distinguish  between the "pure theory" and i  :s "empirical in te rp re 

ta t io n ,"  theories may be invu lnerab le , but “he "application speci

f ic a t io n s "  o f  the theories become something separate from the theories  

themselves. Friedman seemed w i l l in g  to accept th is  separation a t  

one point in his a r t i c l e , ^  but, as we have seen, he la t e r  contra

dicted himself.

A second way in which Friedman sought to ju s t i f y  the alleged  

u n te s ta b i l i ty  o f  a theory's  assumptions and the pre ferab le  f a l s i t y  

o f  these assumptions was by appeal to a two-pronged Darwinian argu

ment, aimed f i r s t  a t  the world o f  market competition and secondly 

a t  the enterprise  o f economic science. Given the assumption of  

natural se lection , Friedman believed th a t i t  was possible to deduce 

tha t "acceptance o f the hypothesis ( th a t  firms engage in behavior 

consistent with a maximization o f "returns") can be based la rg e ly  on 

the judgment tha t i t  sumnarizes appropriately  the conditions fo r  sur

v i v a l . " ^  He also maintained that theories which had survived the
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longest had the g reatest claim to "worth":

. . .  the continued use and acceptance o f  the 
hypothesis over a long period, and the f a i l 
ure of any coherent, se lf -co n s is ten t a l t e r 
native to be developed and be widely accepted, 
is  strong in d ire c t  evidence to i t s  worth. The 
evidence fo r  a hypothesis always consists o f  
i t s  repeated fa i lu r e  to be contradicted, con
tinues to  accumulate so long as the hypothesis 
is  used, and by i t s  nature is  d i f f i c u l t  to 
document a t  a l l  comprehensively. I t  tends to 
become p art  o f  the t ra d i t io n  and fo lk lo re  o f  
a science revealed in the tenac ity  with which 
hypotheses are heTd ra ther  than in any t e x t 
book list~~of instances in which tHe hypothesis 
has fa i le d  to  be contradicted . 162 (emphasis 
added]

I t  is  apparent, however, th a t  both o f  these contentions rest upon un

s ta ted , and, in many instances, questionable presumptions about con

d itions in the marketplace and the academy.

The id e n t i f ic a t io n  o f  those firms which maximize returns with  

those which survive is  only true i f  the firms re ferred  to are opera

t in g  in p e rfec t ly  competitive markets or i f  we s t r ip  the term "maxi

mize re turns” of any d e f in i te  empirical content. Firms operating  

under the th rea t o f  a n t i - t r u s t  action , fo r  instance, may not act to 

maximize returns, in any c lassic  sense, nor may regulated firms want 

to maximize th e i r  id e n t i f ia b le  p r o f i ts .  Friedman, however, f e l t  free  

to assume away such disparate cases under the au thority  o f  his "as 

i f "  p r in c ip le  and did his best to muddy the a na ly tic  import o f  his

contentions by proposing an em p ir ic a lly  empty ( i . e . ,  tautologous)

163in te rp re ta t io n  o f  "re turns ."  The force o f his remarks is to de

fe a t  his own goal o f  constructing a tes tab le  body o f  (p red ic t ive )  

economic theories . I f  we are allowed to resort to ad hoc re d e f in it io n
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o f our terms whenever i t  seems convenient, then we w i l l  a r r iv e  at 

an economics which "explains" everything but can exclude nothing.

The portion o f Friedman's natural selection argument which rests 

upon the survival o f  a theory w ith in  the framework o f a professional

ized d isc ip l in e  depends upon conditions which he himself re jected . The 

persis tent acceptance o f  a p a r t ic u la r  "point o f  view" (or body of  

theories) w ith in  a d isc ip lin e  is  an ind ica tion  o f  the "fitness" o f  

th is  perspective in passing empirical tests only i f  ( 1) the "point 

of view" is  w ell-de fined  and em pirica lly  spec if ied  according to some 

standardized set o f  rules and ( 2 ) i t  is  " re a l ly "  intended as a device 

fo r  pred icting  events in  the world ra ther than as an "interpreted  

tautology" ( i . e . ,  an extension o f  the d e f in i t io n  system). While such 

theories c e r ta in ly  play a prominent role  in many sciences, they de

pend for t h e i r  empirical status upon w ell-d e fin ed  rules fo r  testing  

and re jec tin g  an hypothesis. Since there is l i t t l e  to indicate  

th a t  economics has developed such standards, and much evidence that  

i t  is  s t i l l  enmeshed in  p re -s c ie n t i f ic  speculations o f a p r im arily  

ideological or game-like character, the fa i th  which Friedman puts 

in the t ra d it io n a l  acceptance o f  certa in  hypotheses w ith in  the d is c i 

p line  seems misplaced. The standards for the continual acceptance o f  

hypotheses in a sett ing  such as economics has t ra d i t io n a l ly  found i t 

s e l f  have l i t t l e  to do with the hypotheses' a b i l i t y  to accurately pre

d ic t  events in the world and much to do with t h e i r  fru it fu ln ess  in  

spawning in te res tin g  "puzzles" or th e ir  a b i l i t i e s  to mystify the u n in i

t ia te d .

I t  need hardly be remarked, in any case, that the continual
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acceptance o f a theory, even w ith in  w e ll-constitu ted  empirical

164sciences, is  in s u f f ic ie n t  to add to i ts  logical " v a l id i ty ."

There have been many theories ( e .g . ,  Ptolemaic astronomy) which 

were accepted fo r  generations or even centuries only to meet with  

eventual re je c t io n .  Perhaps more relevant to the continued accep

tance or re jec tio n  o f  an hypothesis is Friedman's suggestion th a t  

even a "bad" hypothesis may be retained i f  there is no "better"  

hypothesis ( in  terms o f  accuracy and/or pred ictive  scope) to be 

adopted in i t s  s t e a d . ^

The f in a l  and weakest o f  Friedman's defenses fo r  "u n re a l is t ic  

assumptions" was th a t  i t  was frequently impossible to distinguish  

in a d e f in i t iv e  manner between "assumptions" and " im plications" o f  

economic theories . He supported this contention by two types o f  

considerations. F i r s t ,  he maintained th a t  the "implications" o f
1 fifi

one theory are o ften  employed as "assumptions" o f  another theory; 

and secondly th a t  "assumptions can (sometimes) themselves be regarded 

as implications o f  the hypothesis, and hence th e i r  conformity with  

r e a l i t y  as a fa i lu r e  o f some implications to be contradicted

I t  is obvious, however, that the in te n t  of these assertions does 

not a t  a l l  correspond with t h e i r  e f fe c t ;  they in fa c t  constitu te  

e ith e r  ir re levan c ies  or they d ire c t ly  contradict Friedman's main 

thes is . The idea th a t  the "implications" o f  one hypothesis can serve 

as "assumptions" fo r  others is ,  fo r  instance, transparently  tru e . I t  

would be d i f f i c u l t  to understand Friedman's enthusiasm fo r  th is  thes is ,  

however, i f  i t  were not fo r  the fact that he apparently believed he 

had both supported his own position and allowed fo r  the " in d irec t"
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tes t in g  o f  "assumptions" by means o f  th is  d iversion. Obviously, 

however, he had accomplished ne ither o f  these goals and had only d is 

played the weakness o f his own arguments. The p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  over

lapping "assumptions" and "conclusions" is without any in te res t in g  

implications unless we assume th a t  the d i f fe r e n t  theories in which 

these "assumptions" and "conclusions" appear are part o f  an over

arching theory o f  economic behavior in general (Friedman's "the 

hypothesis"?). I f  the various hypotheses are not part o f  such a 

s tru c tu re ,  then i t  is  presumptious to assert the "im plications" o f  

one theory are " re a l ly "  "the same" as the "assumptions" o f  another 

theory, fo r  the same term w i l l  usually have d i f fe r e n t  meanings in 

d i f fe r e n t  th e o re tica l  systems. We have, in any case, determined 

nothing about the " v a l id i ty "  o f  the "assumptions" o f the f i r s t  theory  

upon which the " v a l id i ty "  o f  i ts  " im p lica tions ,"  and thus the " v a l i 

d ity"  o f  the assumptions o f  the second theory , must necessarily  

depend. Friedman's fundamental position i s ,  apparently, th a t i f  we 

push the foundations o f  our theories f a r  enough back, we w i l l  eventu

a l l y  a r r iv e  a t  obvious or in tu i t iv e  tru th s . But that was, o f  course, 

the very doctrine which he set out to re fu te .

The second o f  Friedman's arguments fo r  " in d irec t  te s t in g " - - th a t  

the "assumptions" o f  a theory could also be in terpreted  as "im plica

t io n s ,"  and were testab le  as such--is ( in  one sense, a t  le a s t )  quite  

tru e . This ra th e r s im p lis t ic  observation, however, d i r e c t ly  undermines 

Friedman's b e l ie f  in the empirical ir re levance  o f  "assumptions." I f  

one o f  the possible implications o f an hypothesis is i t s  own assump

tions , then the hypothesis is f a ls i f i e d  i f  these assumptions are
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fa lse  (but not, o f  course, i f  they are merely "incomplete").

In summary then, i t  seems f a i r  to assess Friedman's methodo

log ica l position as an attempt to evade certa in  basic ch arac te r is t ics  

o f  any system o f in ference; namely, the im p o ss ib il ity  o f  deducing 

p a r t ic u la r  statements (p red ict ions) about states o f  the world from 

universa l-conditional statements (laws) without the use o f  other  

pa rt icu la rs  (the empirical te s t  conditions or "assumptions" o f  the 

theory ),  and the fa c t  th a t  the tru th -va lue  of premises can only be 

perserved, not improved upon, via  in fe re n t ia l  reasoning. Friedman's 

view o f  the irre levance o f  assumptions leads to a "science" which is 

no more than a series o f  unconnected speculations about p a r t ic u la r  

cases. I f  an "accurate" prediction is  a rr ived  a t  by using an hypo

thesis conjoined w ith a statement o f ex is ting  conditions which is  

"inaccurate," then we cannot assert tha t the hypothesis has been 

tested. Put d i f f e r e n t ly ,  th is  s itu a t io n  is  ind is t ing u ishab le  from 

the case where a "prediction" is "guessed at" and l a t e r  proves true.  

That is ,  the "tes t"  o f  the hypothesis does not provide a usable rule  

fo r  formulating fu r th e r  predictions or ru ling  out possible future  

a lte rn a t i  ves.

Friedman was, o f  course, correct in ob jecting to the informal 

methods used to " re fu te"  the theories o f  early  Neoclassical micro

theory ( i . e . ,  the b e l ie f  th a t i t  was meaningful to assert that  

industry A was "obviously" non-competitive or th a t  firms "obviously" 

did not seek to maximize th e ir  re tu rn s ).  Yet his own i l l - d e f in e d  

discussion of " s ig n if ic a n t  d ifference" was but one step removed from 

appeals to the "obvious." In order to re a l ly  know whether a theory
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o f  perfect competition is  "applicable" to a p a r t ic u la r  industry, we 

must f i r s t  have defined a standardized measure o r  "scale" o f  "com

petitiveness" and a way o f  weighting the d ifferences in "competitive

ness" which may characterize the various "segments" o f  the industry.

I t  may then be possible to discuss the question of whether an indus

t ry  is  " s ig n if ic a n t ly "  non-competitive.

The Post-Friedmanian Period

Although Friedman's essay on "The Methodology o f  Positive  

Economics" was widely regarded as an a u th o r i ta t iv e  source during the 

decade a f t e r  i t s  pub lica tion , i t  was f a r  from the only such source, 

and i ts  claim to au thority  was frequently  questioned. In th is  sec

t io n ,  we turn to some o f  the complements to and crit ic ism s o f  Fried

man's work, as found in the w rit in g s  o f  F r i t z  Machlup, Eugene Rotwein, 

Ernst Nagel and Paul Samuelson. Although these were fa r  from the 

only contributors to the methodological controversies o f the post- 

Friedmanian era , the constraints o f  space have resulted in the con

signment o f  other contributions to a l a t e r  work.

F r i t z  Machlup and the Resurrection o f  Orthodoxy

The f i r s t  o f  the papers to attempt an extensive review of economic

methodology a f t e r  Friedman's own essay was F r i t z  Machlup's "The Prob-
•jzro

lem of V e r i f ic a t io n  in Economics" (1955). Machlup prefaced his 

presentation o f  methodological opinions by an e rud ite  and w e l l -  

documented discussion o f  various issues concerned with the character  

and tes ting  o f  economic hypotheses. He then turned to his primary
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concern, th a t  o f  d istinguishing and discussing the "U ltra -E m piric is t"  

and "Extreme A P r io r is t"  tra d it io n s  in economic methodology. A l

though his discussion is ,  as a whole, h ighly  suggestive and meticu

lously referenced with respect to both the economic and philosophic 

l i t e r a t u r e ,  only a few of Machlup's concerns are o f  importance w ithin  

our present study. I t  is notable, f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  th a t  Machlup appar

en tly  classed Friedman with the a p r io r is t s , ^ ^  a designation which 

he hemself was w i l l in g  to adopt in a somewhat modified form. Secondly, 

he drew a d is t in c t io n  in his methodological view between lower and 

higher leve l "assumptions," maintaining th a -; the former were subject 

to varying degrees o f  tes ting  while the l a t t e r  were not d ire c t ly  

t e s t a b l e . ^  Although w i l l in g  to admit to the log ica l p o s s ib i l i ty  

tha t higher-order "assumptions" might be f a l s i f i e d ,  Machlup stressed 

the high costs involved in such a f a ls i f i c a t io n  and the (soc io log ica l)  

requirement that they be replaced by a l te rn a t iv e  "assumptions":

Economists who are s t i l l  suspicious o f  non- 
v e r i f ia b le  assumptions, and worry about the 
leg itim acy o f  using them, may be reassured 
by th is  admission: The fac t th a t  fundamen
t a l  assumptions are not d i re c t ly  tes tab le  
and cannot be refuted by empirical in v e s t i 
gation does not mean th a t they are beyond 
the pale o f  the so-called  "p r in c ip le  o f  per
manent con tro l,"  th a t  i s ,  beyond possible  
challenge, modification or re je c t io n .  These 
assumptions may well be re jec ted , but only 
together with the theore tica l system o f  which 
they are a p a r t ,  and only when a more s a t is 
fac tory  system is  put in i t s  place; in  
Conant's words, "a theory is only overthrown 
by a b e tte r  theory, never merely be contra
d ic to ry  f a c t s ." ! 7 1

While there is nothing indefensible in these views, Machlup's char

a c te r iz a t io n  of the "U ltra -E m piric is t"  a l te rn a t iv e  was obviously
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nothing more than a straw-man, set up fo r  an attack from his own

perspective. The character o f  his own perspective is  apparent when

1 72he discusses the role o f  explanation in a science, when he stops

barely short o f  endorsing synthetic a p r io r i  propositions as the base

173fo r  a l l  social in q u iry ,  and when he concludes by s ta ting  that

"thus the fundamental assumptions o f economic theory are not subject

to a requirement o f  independent empirical v e r i f ic a t io n ,  but instead

to a requirement o f  understandability  in the sense in which man can

understand the actions o f  fellowmen.

Machlup's subsequent consideration o f  the problems involved in

"disconfirming" p ro b a b il is t ic  hypotheses and o f  tes tin g  those in

which " i t  is not possible to check the fu l f i l lm e n t  o f  a l l  the con- 

175ditions specified" led him ye t fu r th e r  into a conventionalist  

view o f  social in qu iry . His concluding position seemed to be redu

c ib le  to the view that social science was no more than a body of  

widely accepted explanations for social events wherein tests are 

"of the character o f  i l lu s t r a t io n s  ( ra th e r )  than o f  ve r if ic a t io n s  

. . . " ^  In support o f  th is  position, Machlup had what he believed  

to be exc e lle n t  evidence. He re lie d  most heavily  upon (1) the in 

a b i l i t y  o f  social s c ie n t is ts  (or economists) to te s t  each o f th e ir  

assumptions separately (meaning by th is  th a t hypotheses o f  social 

science contain "h ig h -leve l"  constructs not tes tab le  except in con

junction with a u x i l ia ry  h y p o th e s e s )^  and ( 2 ) the in a c c e s s ib il i ty  of 

the methods o f  contro lled  experimentation in economics, these methods

being required in order to iso la te  the e ffec ts  of one fac tor from 

1 78other fac to rs . ( In  order to appease econometricians and other
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advocates o f  empirical inves tiga tions, Machlup was, however, w i l l in g  

to distinguish "a large  body o f  economics apart from i t s  theore tica l  

or "hypothetico-deductive" system, namely, "the empirical r e la t io n 

ships obtained through corre la tion  o f  observations, but not derivab le ,
179or at le a s t  not y e t  derived, from h igher-leve l g en era liza t ions ."  ) 

The s im i la r i t ie s  between Machlup's and Marshall's methodological 

views s u f fe r  only from Marshall's  own hesitancy to c le a r ly  d e ta il  

his methodological p os it ion . Every id e n t i f ia b le  element in Marshall's  

meta-economics, excepting only his evolutionary views, was reproduced 

in Machlup's w r it in g s .  The emphasis upon e>planation and "under

standing" ( in  the Weberian sense), the willingness to accept casual

180observation as the "tes t"  of "fundamental assumptions," the re 

jec tio n  o f  experimentation and o f  empirical studies aimed a t c r i t ic a l  

tes tin g , the grotesque characterization  o f  the " u l t ra -e m p ir ic is t"  

a lte r n a t iv e ,  and, f i n a l l y ,  the dichotomy between " h is to r ic a l"  and 

"th eo re tica l"  in q u ir ies  (with the accompanying assumption th a t both 

are important— in th e i r  separate spheres) were major elements o f  

both men's methodologies. I f  Friedman may be said to have muddied 

the waters o f  methodological dialogue by cloaking his endorsement of  

in tu i t iv e  c e r ta in ty  in the rhetoric  o f  c r i t ic a l  te s t in g ,  Machlup's 

influence was to once again set Orthodoxy in i ts  proper framework. 

Les lie 's  comment concerning Cairnes, th a t "he said a l l  th a t was pos

sib le  in defense o f  the Orthodox position and demonstrated everything  

which could conceivably be 'gotten out' o f i t , "  is equally  applicable  

to Machlup.
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Rotwein's Positivism

One o f  the most d e ta i le d  and s ig n if ic a n t  c r it iq u es  o f  Friedman

from an "em piric is t"  perspective is contained in  Eugene Rotwein's
181

"On 'The Methodology o f  P os it ive  Economics1." Rotwein's method 

fo r  examining Friedman's paper involved a step-by-step consideration  

o f each o f  the points which Friedman had raised in his discussion, 

fo r ,  as he stated:

Friedman develops much o f  his argument 
through a series o f  analogies. For th is  
reason i t  is  d i f f i c u l t ,  w hile  considering 
his analysis in i t s  own context, to pro
ceed as d i r e c t ly  to a general treatment 
o f  his position as one would l ik e  fo r  pur
poses o f  c r i t ic is m J 8 2

Rotwein's mode fo r  organizing his own discussion, however, makes 

any summary o f his own views quite combersome. We are, th e re fo re ,  

constrained to a consideration of only a select sample o f his more 

orig in a l points.

Friedman had i l lu s t r a t e d  his endorsement o f  those hypotheses 

with "u n re a lis t ic "  or " fa lse"  assumptions by reference to the example 

o f  g rav ita t io n a l laws which were formulated fo r  a s itu a t io n  o f  a 

"pure vacuum" but which remained "valid" for f a r  d i f fe re n t  s itu at io n s  

( v i z . , fo r  those where there  was a considerable amount o f  atmos

pheric pressure). In p a r t ,  Rotwein agreed with Friedman's discussion 

and assented to his reasoning concerning this case. The p ro b a b i l i ty  

o f  an hypothesis being "successful" was, in Rotwein's view, determin

able only on the basis o f  numerous previous tests  o f  the hypothesis

183( v iz . , Rotwein believed in a "frequency view" o f  p ro b a b i l i ty ) .
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Rotwein was fu r th e r  w i l l in g  to agree th a t  the "realism" o f  an hypo

thesis' assumptions rested on the basis o f  the empirical " s ig n i f i 

cance" o f deviations from these assumptions ( v i z . , that " r e a l is t ic  

assumptions" depended on the degree to which the accuracy o f the 

theory suffered when i t  was applied to d i f fe r e n t  cases). Rotwein 

believed, however, tha t Friedman's own position concerning methodo

logical matters extended fa r  beyond e i t h e r  o f  these fundamental 

points.

Rotwein's own in te rp re ta t io n  of Friedman's vacuum example was

th a t i t  constitu ted  both an arqumentum ab icnoratum and a confusion

of what is  "conceivable" with what can ("reasonably") be expected.

On the one hand Rotwein maintained th a t Friedman had confused the

conceivable l im its  o f  an hypothesis' a p p l ic a b i l i t y ,  before any tests

of the hypothesis, with the l im its  to be expected on the basis o f

185
the results o f  numerous tests . On the other hand, while endorsing 

Friedman's re je c t io n  o f  in tu i t io n  as proper fo r  determining the s ig 

nificance of " a i r  pressure" or of any other "assumption" o f  a theory 

before tests had been performed, Rotwein noted th a t an admission o f  

ignorance regarding the i n i t i a l  s ign if icance o f  an assumption did not 

imply (as Friedman obviously believed i t  did) th a t an "assumption" was 

necessarily in s ig n i f ic a n t .  I f  we don't (ye t)  know, then we don't know,
I  Q g

and nothing fu r th e r  follows from our ignorance.

The consequence o f  Friedman's attempt to deduce ins ign if icance

from ignorance was, as Rotwein pointed ou t, tha t "there is  then no

187reason fo r  ever observing any re la tions  between matters o f  fa c t ."

In Rotwein's own terms, i f  "conceivability"  is identical to

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

383

"probability"  ( v i z . ,  i f  i t  is tantamount to "reasonable expecta

t io n " ) ,  we are a t  l ib e r t y  to maintain th a t our "assumptions" and 

th e i r  consequences are always to be considered "as i f "  they were 

" tru e ,"  regardless o f  observations. That Friedman would have never 

been w i l l in g  to assent to this formulation o f  his views and was, o f  

course, very concerned with observation, is only one ind ication  o f

his imperfect perception of the fu l l  implications o f  his own i 11 us -

. . .  188 tra t io n s .

One f in a l contradiction which Rotwein discerned in Friedman's 

discussion o f the vacuum example arose from Friedman's own emphasis 

upon the importance o f  precisely specifying those conditions to which 

an hypothesis was u lt im ate ly  found to be applicab le . As Rotwein no

ted, regarding Friedman's point, "This amounts to an abandonment o f  

his own position . The only reason we would . . .  be in terested  in 

specifying these ( r e a l )  circumstances is because we wish to use them

to t e l l  us when, in the fu ture , we may expect sa t is fac to ry  conformity  

189with the theory." Although Rotwein's c r it ic is m  overlooked Fr ied 

man's d is t in c t io n  between "specifying" and "determining" the condi

tions to which theories apply, we have already demonstrated that  

that d is t in c t io n  can only be used against the view o f "verbal r e a l -  

isn, . " 190

In a number of o ther instances Rotwein's crit ic ism s of "The 

Methodology o f Positive Economics" were both perceptive and devasta

t in g . In examining the "extreme case" where a theory's predictions  

were perfectly  in accord with observations, but i ts  empirical speci

ficatio ns  were not, he, for instance, noted th a t  i t  was unwise to
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"accept" the theory as a proper tool o f  s c ie n t i f ic  in q u iry .  Theories 

are, a f te r  a l l ,  intended to provide rules fo r  the prediction o f  future  

events, yet the predictions o f  a theory which has been previously  

tested only upon the basis o f  " fa lse  assumptions" are " l ik e  the mes

sages from a crysta l ball [s in ce ] i t  (the hypothesis) would ( in  vary

ing degrees) leave us with 'chance' or 'unreal fac to rs ' instead of

191'exp la in ing ' the behavior o f  f irm s ."

Rotwein also found fa u l t  with Friedman fo r  "arguing that unless

the c r i t ic s  o f  orthodox economics produce a b e t te r  theory, th e ir

192crit ic ism s are in  some sense im pertinent."  While one might d is 

agree with Rotwein's reasoning concerning th is  point and support 

Friedman's position i f  the "theory" being scru tin ized  were the 

Neoclassical "paradigm" as a whole, an opposite stance would become 

appropriate i f  "c r it ic ism s" were being directed against the t r a d i 

tional methodology connected with th is  paradigm or against i ts  non

sp ec if ic  character. The d is t in c t io n  between "paradigms," th e ir  parts 

and the deta ils  o f  th e ir  methodology is ,  in fa c t ,  central to the issue

of whether or not we would want to "judge 'an hypothesis' ( s t r i c t l y )

193on i t s  own in t r in s ic  m erits ."  I t  has been recognized by Popper, 

fo r  instance, th a t  in order fo r  a science to e x h ib i t  id e n t i f ia b le  

growth, i t  must ( 1) s ta r t  somewhere, ( 2) be w i l l in g  to accept and 

even a c t iv e ly  encourage c r i t ic is m  o f i ts  s ta r t in g  pos it ion , but (3) 

demand that theories not be abandoned unless they can be replaced 

by other theories with g reater  pred ictive  scope and/or accuracy. The 

tightrope strung between dogmatism and n ih i l is m  is  often d i f f i c u l t  to 

balance upon, but science cannot progress by becoming a fa i th  or by
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giving i t s e l f  up to the void.

Concerning other issues, Rotwein c r i t ic is e d  Friedman fo r  con

fusing "assumptions" which were "descrip tive ly  fa lse"  with those 

which were d escr ip t ive ly  incomplete. Although he held that i t  was 

desirable to have theories which require very few conditions fo r  

th e i r  app lica tion , fo r  they would then possess the widest possible 

"scope," this desire fo r  "abstractness" in no way ju s t i f ie d  em piri

cal specifications which c o n fl ic ted  with the s ituations  to which the

theory was to be applied. Incompleteness, in other words, is d is t in c t

194from contradictor!ness.

In constructing a sketch of Friedman's views in th e ir  most

general form and p ro ffe r in g  his own a lte rn a t iv e  to these views,

Rotwein endorsed a position  s im ila r  to that l a t e r  expressed by Ernst

195Nagel (but which he him self a t t r ib u te d  to Norman Campbell). In 

Rotwein's view, a science (any science) is composed of a hierarchy  

of lower-level hypotheses ("Law Hypotheses") and higher-level hypo

theses ("Theory Hypotheses"). Theory hypotheses are formulated at 

a "much higher leve l o f  g enera lity"  than law hypotheses and can be

used, in connection with c erta in  empirical t i e - r u le s ,  to deduce the

196pre -ex is ting  law hypotheses and new law hypotheses. While the

" e n t i t ie s "  re fe rred  to in the antecedent clause o f a law hypothesis

are always observable, those re ferred  to in the antecedent clause o f

a theory hypothesis are not observable, at le a s t  "a t the time the

197Hypothesis is  framed." (emphasis added) The l a t t e r  q u a l if ic a t io n  

connotes an important d is t in c t io n  between Rotwein's and Nagel's 

philosophy o f  science. For Rotwein al]_ " theore tic  terms" re fe r  to
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e n t i t ie s  which are "p o te n t ia l ly  capable o f  being 'seen' ( to  mention
1 Qft

one l i t e r a l  [s ic ]  mode o f  d e te c t io n ) ." Until these e n t i t i e s  are

"seen," however, "a s c ie n t i f ic  Theory . . .  is in an important sense
1QQ

the equivalent o f ' r e l ig i o n ' . "  The differences between the pur

su its  o f  science and the pursuits o f  re l ig io n  are also important in  

Rotwein's view, o f  course. These he connects with the s c ie n t is t 's  

continued s tr iv in g  to em p ir ica lly  is o la te  the "presumed e n t i ty "  and 

his refusal to accept any "assumption" which cannot, in p r in c ip le ,  be 

decided ( v i z . ,  " fa ls i f ie d " )  by observation procedures. That the 

th e o re t ic  e n t i t ie s  o f  Theory Hypotheses are not immediately observable 

forms the c r i t ic a l  d is t in c t io n  between these Hypotheses and Law 

H y p o th e s e s ,^  but i t  is  a d is t in c t io n  which, fo r  any given Hypothesis, 

should be ephemeral.

Other Developments in Economic Methodology

The 1963 annual meetings o f  the American Economic Association

hosted one o f  the most recent professional discussions o f  economic

methodology. In addition to a d e l ig h t fu l  paper by Andres Papandreou,

intended mainly as a summary and extension o f  his 1958 Economics as A 

201Science, and an enlightened but overly  terse comment by G. C.

202Archibald , the session heard Paul Samuelson's comments concerning

Friedman's "F-Twist" (considered below) and Nagel's defense and cor-

203rection  o f Friedman e n t i t le d  "Assumptions in Economic Theory."

Although a consideration o f  Papandreou and Archibald would disclose  

t r u ly  so lid  advances in economic methodology, we w i l l  r e s t r i c t  our 

a tte n t io n  in the body o f  th is  chapter to Nagel's and Samuelson's more
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popular contributions.

Nagel on Friedman

Nagel's evaluation o f Friedman's "Methodology o f  Posit ive

Economics" rested upon his own b e lie fs  concerning the s tructure  of

s c ie n t i f ic  investigations and the character o f  s c ie n t i f ic  theories.

He divided the component statements "in  a given co d if ica tio n  o f a

theory" in to  "three sub-groups": the "basic hypotheses," theorems

deducible from these hypotheses and statements o f  the correspondence

between " theoretica l terms" used in the hypotheses and the "observable 

204t r a i t s  o f  th ings." The concept of " theore tica l terms," i ts  role

in hypothesis formulation and i ts  in te rp re ta t io n ,  was centra l to

Nagel's description of the s c ie n t i f ic  en te rp r ise : "Theoretical terms

s ig n ify  e i th e r  various e n t i t ie s  that cannot be specified  except by

way o f  some theory which postulates t h e i r  existence, or certa in  ideal

205l im its  o f  th e o re t ic a l ly  endless processes . . . "  Although Nagel

recognized that "a s u f f ic ie n t  number o f  theore tica l terms (but not

necessarily  a l l ) "  should be t ie d  to the observable charac te r is tics  

?nfi
o f  th ings, he c le a r ly  believed that such terms were expressive of  

more than the observations to which they were "coordinated":

I t  must be emphasized, however, that these 
statements (o f  the correspondence between 
theoretica l terms and observations) do not 
define theoretica l terms by way o f  terms 
s ign ify ing  observable t r a i t s ,  so that theo
re t ic a l  terms cannot be elim inated from fo r 
mulations in which they occur . . .2 0 7

I t  was by use o f  this concept o f  a " th eo re tic  term" that Nagel was 

able to defend a highly re s tr ic te d  form o f  Friedman's "as i f "
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doctrine.

Nagel's position concerning the "Methodology o f  Positive  

Economics" was a c are fu lly  constructed combination o f  cautious c r i 

t ic ism  and cautious accord. While he f u l l y  agreed with Friedman's 

observations concerning the d i f f i c u l t i e s  involved in testing "as

sumptions" (o r  fundamental hypotheses) of a theory against "d ire c t ly  

perceived d escrip tive  inaccuracies," Nagel also noted Friedman's 

somewhat contrad ic to ry  stress upon the d i f f i c u l t y  o f  separating  

"assumptions" and "implications" into general categories ( i . e . ,  the 

d i f f i c u l t y  o f  distinguishing the components o f  these categories 

apart from some given formulation o f the hypothesis in which they 

were included). He also dissented sharply from Friedman's position  

concerning the acceptable f a ls i t y  o f  "fundamental statements," and 

he held th a t  i f  "assumptions" were in te rp re ted  to re fe r  to the 

"antecedent clause o f  some theoretica l statement," the f a ls i t y  of

the theory's  "assumptions" was equivalent to the admission o f  i ts

208in a p p l ic a b i l i t y  fo r  th a t p a r t ic u la r  "domain."

However, Nagel's own perspective did allow fo r  the existence

and central importance o f certain  statements "of dependence between

phenomena" which were formulated as: pure cases, ideal types,

th eo re tica l statements (o r  laws) "which formulate re la tions to hold

under highly 'p u r i f ie d '  conditions between highly ' id e a l iz e d ' objects  

209or processes . . . "  These "objects or processes" were of a pecu lia r

type such th a t  "none (o f them) . . .  is a c tu a l ly  encountered in ex- 

210perience . . . , "  and the "theoretica l statements" were also somewhat 

e x t r a - s c ie n t i f ic ,  "For they are not distinguished by th e i r  fa i lu re  to
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provide exhaustive descriptions nor are they l i t e r a l l y  fa lse  o f

anything; t h e i r  d istinguishing mark is the fa c t  th a t  when they are

211s t r i c t l y  construed, they are applicable to nothing a c tu a l ."

The mainline o f  Nagel's defense and c r it ic ism s  o f  Friedman thus 

rested upon his own case fo r  the use o f  " th e o re t ica l  statements" and 

"theore tica l terms" in empirical science. In so f a r  as Friedman had 

recognized the importance o f  certa in  irred u c ib le  concepts in prov i

ding a foundation upon which a theore tica l s tructure  could be con

structed, he was due both praise and commendation. To the extent,  

however, th a t  he ins is ted  upon the d irec t  or in d ire c t  reduction of

a l l  terms to observable conditions, he was e i th e r  "ambiguous" or 

212
contrad ictory . Nagel's concern was with "cleaning up" certain  

logical d i f f i c u l t i e s  in Friedman's view. He was d e f in i t e ly  not in te r 

ested in re fu t in g  Friedman's defense o f  Orthodox methodology.

Samuelson's Instrumental Economics

The proportion o f  Samuelson's w ritings concerned with questions 

of economic methodology is so s l ig h t  as to be e a s i ly  overlooked. Yet 

his views are c e r ta in ly  o f  some importance considering his position o f  

leadership w ith in  the profession and his well-deserved reputation fo r  

analy tic  c l a r i t y .

Of the three major sources of Samuelson's methodological opinions, 

the best organized, the e a r l ie s t  and the most nearly complete is his 

Foundations o f  Economic Analysis ( 1 9 4 8 ) . In the Foundations, 

Samuelson assumed a methodological position s im ila r  to ,  but even more 

"extreme" than, Hutchison's. On the f i r s t  page o f  his discussion, fo r
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instance, is  found an appraisal o f  the state o f  economic science, 

and an appraisal o f  the causes fo r  th is  condition, which is 

emphatically less than a complement to the Orthodox t ra d i t io n :

. . .  only the smallest frac tio n  o f  economic 
w rit in g s , theore tica l and applied, has been 
concerned with the deriva tion  o f  operation
al l,y meaningful theorems. In part a t  leas t  
th is  has been the re s u lt  o f the bad methodo
log ica l preconceptions th a t economic laws 
deduced from a p r io r i  assumptions possessed 
r igor and v a l id i t y  independently of any em
p ir ic a l  human behavior.

. . .  L i t e r a l l y  hundreds o f  learned papers have 
been w r it te n  on the subject of u t i l i t y .  Take
a l i t t l e  bad psychology, add a dash o f bad
philosophy and e th ic s ,  and l ib e ra l  quantit ies  
o f  bad lo g ic ,  and any economist can prove th a t  
the demand curve fo r  a commodity is negatively
i nclined.214

The claim that economic theorems would "one day" become opera

t iona l i f  only we were p a t ien t  enough, a claim which dated back to

the neo-Ricardians and which would la t e r  be revived in the w rit ings

215of Klappholz and Agassi, was trea ted  by Samuel son with equal 

severi ty :

The economist has consoled himself fo r  his 
barren resu lts  with the thought that he was 
forging tools which would eventually y ie ld  
f r u i t .  The promise is  always in the fu ture;  
we are l ik e  h igh ly  tra ined  ath letes who never 
run a race, and in consequence grow s ta le .
I t  is s t i l l  too e a r ly  to determine whether 
the innovations in thought o f  the la s t  decade 
w i l l  have stemmed the unmistakable signs o f  
decadence which were c le a r ly  present in econ
omic thought p r io r  to 1930.216

Although some o f  Samuelson's attempts to operationalize  economic 

terms were based upon a fa u lty  characterization  o f  professional usage
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21 7( e .g . ,  his discussion of "returns to s c a le " ) ,  his research in  

the Foundations was, on the whole, a w e ll-m erited  e f f o r t  to e lim inate  

" in t u i t i v e ly  defined" or in trospective ly  based economic concepts
2i8

( e . g . ,  his discussion o f " u t i l i t y "  and "preference").

I t  is notable th a t  nearly five years before the publication of  

Friedman's essay on "The Methodology o f  Posit ive  Economics," Samuelson 

had already stated the case against his doctrine o f  untestable assump

tions:

I t  is  c le a r  th a t every assumption e i th e r  places 
re s t r ic t io n s  upon our empirical data or is mean
in g les s . A price must be paid fo r  any s im p l i f i 
cations introduced in to  our basic hypotheses.
This price is  the l im it in g  of the f i e ld  o f  ap
p l i c a b i l i t y  and relevance o f  the theory because 
o f  the e x tra  empirical re s tr ic t io n s  to be im
posed on the data. Many w r ite rs  do not appear 
to be aware o f  th is ;  in any case few have in d i 
cated the costliness of th e ir  assumptions or have 
adduced any evidence to support a presumption of  
t h e i r  a d m is s ib i l i ty .219

In a s t r i c t  sense, o f  course, th is  passage i t s e l f  is untrue ( fo r  a 

d e f in i t io n  is "an assumption" o f  sorts but does not, in i t s e l f ,  "place 

re s t r ic t io n s  upon our empirical data" and is  not, in any ordinary  

sense, "meaningless"). Generosity and a due regard fo r  Samuelson's 

other statements, however, d ictates that the word "meaningless" 

should be in te rp re ted  with a modifier such as "operationally" or 

"e m p ir ic a lly ,"  th a t  Samuelson was attempting to estab lish  a "demar

cation p r in c ip le "  between empirical science and non-science ra ther  

than a c r i t e r io n  fo r  d istinguishing sense from nonsense.

I t  is somewhat i ro n ic  in the l ig h t  o f  the above considerations 

th a t  the same work which inspired a f lu r r y  o f  mathematical model-
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build ing  in Twentieth Century economics would be l ia b le  to the charge 

o f  an excessive Logical Positivism. There is c e r ta in ly  nothing ex

p l i c i t  in the Foundations which would lend support to a deepening o f  

the g u lf  between the "pure" th e o r is t  and the "applied" economist. Yet 

i t  seems equally certa in  that i t  had fo r  many years th a t  very e f fe c t .

In p a r t ,  the anomalous e ffec ts  o f  the Foundations were mirrored 

in Samuelson's own methodological evo lution . In his contribution to 

the 1963 A. E. A. session on "Problems of M e th o d o lo g y ,S a m u e ls o n  

expressed a grwoing distaste  fo r  methodological questions, commenting 

tha t:

When Maxwell's Demon rank orders s c ie n t i f ic  
discip lines by th e i r  " fru it fu ln es s "  and by 
th e i r  propensity to engage in methodological 
discussion, he finds a negative corre la tion  
and a strong inverse re la t io n sh ip . I t  is  i f  
a science could l i f t  i t s e l f  by i t s  own boot
straps: by maintaining a superlative  silence  
on method . . .  Like many "as i f "  statements 
th is  is nonsense. I t  is more correc t,  a lb e i t  
not very inform ative, to say th a t  so ft  s c i 
ences spend time in ta lk in g  about method be
cause Satan finds tasks fo r  id le  hands to do.
Nature does abhor a vacuum and hot a i r  f i l l s  
up more space than cold. When l ib e r t in e s  
lose the power to shock us, they take up 
moral po n tif ica tio n  to  bore u s . ^ l

He then, o f  course, proceeded to demonstrate his a b i l i t i e s  as a former 

l ib e r t in e .

Although Samuelson expressed approval fo r  Friedman's reduction o f  

s c ie n t i f ic  "explanation" to the pred ic tive  accuracy and pred ic tive  

scoDe o f the theories which dea lt  with the phenomena to be explained, 

and although he complimented Friedman fo r  refusing to engage in  

speculations concerning ultimate r e a l i t i e s ,  Samuelson was quite
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c r i t ic a l  of what "was special and d is t in c t iv e  in Friedman's metho-
???

dology," what he termed the "F-Twist." The "F-Twist," in  

Samuelson's eyes, was not re s tr ic te d  to Friedman's b e l ie f  in  the 

p r e fe r a b i l i ty  o f  e m p ir ica lly  fa lse  assumptions (as opposed to  as

sumptions which were merely incomplete empirical sp ec if ic a t io n s ) .  

Rather, Samuelson chose to attack the much weaker claim that "the

unrealism of the theory ' i t s e l f '  or o f  i t s  'assumptions' is quite

223ir re le v a n t  to i ts  v a l id i ty  or worth."

In carrying through his c r it ic is m  o f  the "F-Twist,"  Samuelson 

devised a lengthy s e t  o f  complex, not to say obscure, arguments. Of 

these, but three require  our a tten tio n . F i r s t ,  Samuelson seemed to 

want to argue th a t  i t  was strange to speak o f assumptions, hypotheses 

and consequences as three d is t in c t  sets o f  statements. The "as

sumptions" and "hypotheses" taken together do, a f te r  a l l ,  imply the 

conclusions; and im plica tion  is  simply a process of making e x p l ic i t  

what is  already contained in  the premises. Secondly, the same set 

o f  "conclusions" are not derivable from the o r ig ina l hypotheses con

joined with a d i f fe r e n t  but "s im ilar" set of "assumptions." Nor is 

the observation o f  "a to le rab le  degree o f approximation" to the pre

dicted state o f  things acceptable, unless the prediction was proba

b i l i s t i c  and/or a range o f "to lerab le" e rro r  had previously been 

spec ified . F in a l ly ,  "assumptions" w i l l  always be capable o f  implying 

themselves and, thus, must be " re a l is t ic "  ( v i z . , n o n -fa ls if ie d )  so

long as the theory with which they are conjoined is intended to apply

224to e x is t in g  conditions. I t  is  unclear to what extent Samuelson's 

crit ic ism s  were based upon an ambigous in te rp re ta t io n  o f economic
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theories as simultaneously p ro b a b i l is t ic  and determ in is tic  ( v i z . ,  as 

"interpreted" and "un in te rpre ted"),  but i t  does seem th a t  he located  

several ambiguities, i f  not o u tr ig h t  contradictions, in Friedman's 

paper.

Samuelson's concluding comments regarding Friedman were perhaps 

his most decisive. He maintained, in  contradiction to Nagel, th a t  a 

discussion o f  "ideal types" was only useful in  the realm o f the 

psychologically-suggestive, and he concurred with Nagel in asserting  

that models which contained demonstrable "empirical f a ls i t i e s "  must 

be " je tt isoned .

In what is perhaps his most recent a r t i c l e  to deal with method

ological considerations, a semi-popular speech delivered to "The
226

Twelfth Annual Conference on the Economic Outlook," Samuelson's 

views seem to have moved much c loser to the Orthodox paradigm. I t  

is possible, however, th a t  because o f  the s e tt in g  and purpose o f  the 

speech, he was simply less concerned with meticulously constructed 

and w ell-substantia ted  claims.

Almost a t  the outset o f  his paper, Samuelson drew a sharp d is 

t in c t io n  between the predictions y ie lded by a properly constituted  

economic (or econometric) theory and the procedures to be recommended 

in a rr iv in g  a t  predictions about fu ture  values o f macro-economic 

variab les . His opinions regarding the judgment of economic (or econ

ometric) theories remained la rg e ly  unchanged--their operational 

meaningful ness was s t i l l  to be determined by th e ir  capacity fo r  te s t 

ing. The relevant d is t in c t io n  between the predictions o f such 

theories and "good predictions" about the economy lay , however, in
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the fac t tha t "Nature has simply not performed the contro lled  experi-
227

ments th a t  enable us to predict as we should wish." Although 

w i l l in g  to concede th a t  "the men who develop topnotch judgment have 

an ana ly tica l framework within which they t r y  to f i t  the facts" and 

tha t such ind iv iduals  keep a constant watch upon "the evidence of

economic time series; the evidence o f  cross-sectional data; [and]
228the evidence o f  case studies," Samuelson appeared to  be w i l l in g  to

accord equal weight to "anecdotes," conjectures about psychological

ro le-p lay ing  and " a l l  the hunches and experiences" which the "master

economist" has "ever had."

In a l l  fa irness to Samuelson we should note that he, in fa c t ,

never demanded th a t  a theory need be more than "conceivably f a l s i f i -

able" in order to be "operationally  meaningful." In his reply to

Donald Gordon's "Professor Samuelson on Operational ism in Economic 

230Theory," fo r  instance, he quite e x p l i c i t l y  stated that the mark

of a "meaningful" statement was that " i t  is  conceptually an em pirica l-

231ly refutable  proposition" (emphasis added). He then proceeded to 

c la r i f y  what was his purpose in the Foundations (and elsewhere?):

Gordon's c r it ic is m  seems to me to be concerned not so 
much with the su ffic iency  o f  my reasoning but rather  
with the quite  d i f fe re n t  problem o f  how we go about 
deciding th a t a conceptually meaningful proposition is  
or is not a f r u i t f u l  hypothesis and whether as a resu lt  
o f any p a r t ic u la r  observation we are to decide that i t  
has or has not been refuted . . .

I do not th ink tha t I  discussed th is  issue anywhere in 
Foundations, and in retrospect I  fee l l i t t l e  urge to 
have done so. To te s t ,  r e fu te ,  or "ver ify"  a meaning
ful proposition is a tough empirical job and no amount 
o f flossy deduction can obviate th is  . . .2 3 2

Despite his brave declaration o f  devotion to an "operationally

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

396

meaningful" theory, i t  is apparent tha t Samuelson never, in fa c t ,  was

w i l l in g  to engage in  the "tough empirical job" o f demonstrating how
233his theory was a c tu a l ly  operational. Although he would eventually  

publish many studies which were nominally "em pirica l,"  the task of  

ass ist ing  in the establishment o f  professional standards fo r  tying  

economic concepts to w e ll-d e fin ed  observations procedures was beyond 

his in te re s ts .  While there w i l l  always be room fo r  the "pure 

th eo r is t"  in any science, i t  is  always preferab le  that such sp ec ia lis ts  

c la r i f y  th e i r  intentions a t  the outset o f  th e i r  s tudies, rather than 

re fe rr in g  to th e ir  research as something which i t  is not.

More Recent Methodological Writings

The previous discussion o f  recent contributions to economic

methodology is fa r  from exhaustive. Certain recent works have been

excluded simply because they f a l l  outside the ra ther narrowly defined

234scope o f  th is  study while others, often o f  great importance, were

excluded, not because of any lack of relevance, but because o f  th e ir

235ra ther "technical" character. Included in th is  l a t t e r  group are 

considerations o f the formal ( lo g ic a l )  s tructure  o f an economic 

theory or considerations o f  specialized issues involved in the ap p lica 

tion o f  economic theories to certa in  classes o f  phenomena. These 

l a t t e r  types of studies (dealing  e ith e r  w ith the formal character o f  

economic theories or with th e i r  app lica tion) are themselves very 

encouraging, fo r  they demonstrate a w ill ingness to build upon the 

notion of economics as an empirical science. Yet they are, in one 

sense a t  le a s t ,  too o p tim is t ic .  We have already seen, fo r  instance,
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th a t  many economists are simply unw illing to assent to the conception 

o f  a re fu tab le  body o f economic theories. And given such a tt itu d es  

the construction o f extensions (o r  c la r i f ic a t io n s )  of empirical method

ologies seems to be both a thankless and premature task.

Some Miscellaneous Methodological Topics 

Synthetic A P r io r i  Statements

The concept o f  a statement which is necessarily true ( i . e . ,  which

is  a tautology) but which is  also informative about classes o f non-

l in g u is t ic  events or "causal sequences" in the world ( i . e . ,  which is

"synthetic" or "em pirical") was f i r s t  e x p l ic i t ly  considered in an

organized fashion by Immanuel Kant in his C ritique of Pure Reason and

Prolegomena to A ll  Future Metaphysics. I t  was Kant's b e l ie f  that

the axioms of Euclidean geometry were, in fa c t ,  synthetic a p r io r i  ‘s ,

th a t  i s ,  th a t  they were true o f  the world but were knowable as true

apart from or p r io r  to any experiences o f  the world. Kant also

believed th a t  i t  would u lt im a te ly  be possible to ground each of the
236e x is t in g  sciences upon some set o f  such synthetic a p r io r i  axioms.

This Kantian idea has long met w ith  a favorable response in economics, 

beginning, in a re s tr ic te d  form, in the writings o f  William Whewell 

and culminating, in a much less re fined  and cautious formulation, in  

the Orthodox methodologies o f  C a im es, Keynes, Knight and Machlup.

The issues surrounding the status and use of synthetic a p r io r i  

statements are as numerous and .varied as the divisions o f  philosophy 

i t s e l f .  There have been attempts to organize v i r t u a l ly  every branch
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of human inquiry  in terms of such statements, but none o f  the pur

portedly "se lf-ev id en t"  axioms proposed fo r  these projects have ever 

proved very useful in organizing the observations o f empirical 

studies.

The issue o f  a synthetic  a p r io r i  base for empirical science has 

recently  been replaced by in q u ir ies  concerned with the scope and the 

extent o f  the methodological conventions binding given sciences ( v i z . , 

by inqu ir ies  in to  the extent to which the terms o f  a science are 

"theory-laden"). This newer approach i s ,  undoubtedly, a more pro

ductive perspective on the problems of "u n fc ls if ia b le  assumptions," 

for i f  one is w i l l in g  to accept a s t r i c t  d is t in c t io n  between analy tic  

and contingent statements then the key question must become "How fa r  

do we want to in te rp re t  the terms o f  our discussion as purely analy

tic?" Although a s ingle  answer cannot be formulated for a l l  possible 

types o f  empirical investiga tions  or even fo r  a l l  the types o f inves

tiga tions  carr ied  on w ith in  a given science, i t  is  possible to say 

something in general about th is  question.

I f  a theory is  to be empirical ( v i z . , i f  i t  is  to assert some

thing as true o f the world which is  not e n t i re ly  dependent upon the 

rules fo r  l in g u is t ic  usage already established within a given study), 

i t  must: ( 1) rule out certa in  types of non-1in g u is t ic  events; ( 2 ) be

stated in such a way th a t  i t s  c o n d it io n a l i ty  ( i . e . ,  i t s  conditional 

truth or f a ls i t y )  is dependent upon certa in  observation statements); 

and (3) be "applied" o r  tested according to standardized application  

c r i t e r ia  and standardized te s t  methods ( th a t  is ,  the observation 

statements against which the theory is tested must be derived in some
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standardized and repeatable fashion).

"Theories" which do not meet the f i r s t  c r i te r io n  are purely  

"analytic" and can, i f  t ru e , t e l l  us only about l in g u is t ic  usage.

While i t  is  permissible fo r  a theory to "assume" conditions which are 

at present unobservable (although " p o te n t ia l ly "  observable), i t  must 

also be the case that ( 1) these "assumed" conditions are e i th e r  

inconsequential (and could thus be e lim inated  from the theory w ithout  

e ffec ting  i t s  predictive  consequences), or ( 2 ) that they are re a l ly  a 

disguised p a r t  o f  the theory's d e f in i t io n  system or the methodological 

rules fo r  the d is c ip l in e ,  or (3) th a t  they are founded in "psychological 

assumptions" ra th e r  than being e x p l i c i t l y  defined, or (4 )  tha t the 

theory, given our present tools and/or circumstances, cannot be f u l l y  

tested, i . e . ,  th a t  a " tes t"  o f  the theory is always conditional upon 

circumstances which we in fac t know nothing about.

F in a l ly ,  a fa i lu re  to formulate and proceed according to standard

ized "app lica tion  c r i t e r ia "  or " te s t  methods," accompanied by fa i lu re s  

to e x p l i c i t l y  specify the i n i t i a l  t e s t  s itua tions  and the to o ls ,  

measures and procedures fo r  tes tin g , w i l l  in e v ita b ly  lead to unrepeat

able, and, thus, to la rg e ly  f u t i l e  " te s t"  resu lts .  Issues of th is  

type are o f  the same character as Hutchison's concern with "unspecified  

ceteris  paribus assumptions." As the example o f  modern empirical 

economics has shown, i t  is  as easy to become u n c r it ica l  about our 

"tests" by ignoring the d e ta ils  of the te s t  methods and the te s t  s i tu a 

tion as i t  is  to become " tau to log ica l"  in our testing  by re liance  upon 

an unlim ited, and therefore unspecified, set o f  possible "s tructu ra l  

disturbances." Although a complete sp e c if ic a t io n  o f the tes t s i t u e t io r
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and data requirements fo r  any experiment is  ju s t  as impossible as 

a t o t a l l y  unambiguous technical language, the example o f  other  

sciences, even some o f  the other social sciences, seems to indicate  

tha t economics is unnecessarily backward in these areas.

"Mental Testing" and Casual Empiricism

Of the two stra ins in  e a r ly  Orthodox thought, th a t founded by 

J. S. M i l l  and that founded by J. E. Cairnes, one has always tended 

toward the "empiricism" o f  the B r i t is h  psychological t ra d i t io n  ( i . e . ,  

associationism) and the o ther toward a modified form o f  the Kantian 

view o f science as a system founded upon synthetic  a p r io r i  proposi

tions . Within the former t ra d i t io n  the dominant means of "testing"  

hypotheses has been not to deduce them from " f i r s t  princip les" but to  

re ly  upon common sense and common experience, in te rpreted  by a body 

o f  "experts." The ju s t i f ic a t io n s  fo r  these procedures are, however, 

ne ither  so naive nor so commonsensical as they might a t  f i r s t  appear.

The B r i t is h  assoc iation is t-em pir ica l t r a d i t io n  was constructed 

upon Hume's doctrine of the association, through re p e t i t io n ,  o f  se

quences o f  sense impressions. Although "causality" was thus a matter 

o f  "mentally" imposed re la t io n s ,  and induction, in the Baconian sense 

o f  "a movement from the p a r t ic u la r  to the general (o r  the un iversa l) ,"  

was non-logical and dependent upon "h a b it ,"  we could, in Knight's apt

expression, "not help ourselves." That i s ,  according to those in the

orthodox t ra d it io n  founded by M i l l ,  human beings as such must believe  

in certa in  causal connections i f  exposed to the same stimuli because

o f the mechanical processes o f  th e ir  minds.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

401

On th is  same basis, then, i t  would seem reasonable to assert th a t  

"experts" in a given f i e ld  o f  study, v i z . , those "most fa m il ia r"  with  

the phenomena i t s e l f  and/or with descriptions o f  i t ,  are in a p r iv i 

leged pos it ion  to judge hypotheses concerned with th e i r  f i e ld .  "Test

ing ,"  according to th is  view, is thus possible, and even p re ferab le , by 

reference to the associations b u i l t  up in the minds o f  "experts"; and 

the way to become an "expert" is to have a "wide experience" (Marshall's  

phrase) o f  the phenomena.

The "operational s ignificance" o f  th is  M i l l ia n  view is ,  o f  course, 

no d i f f e r e n t  than the s ignif icance o f  neo-Kantianism. In both cases 

we must end up by re ly ing  upon "tests" which are non-in tersubjective .

The M i l l ia n  characteriza tion  o f  science is ,  i f  anything, even more 

pernicious than the Kantian, fo r  by v ir tu e  o f  i t  we do not even have 

an id e n t i f ia b le  set o f  f i r s t  p rinc ip les  open fo r  inspection. For the 

Kantian philosopher a man who would not assent to  the a p r io r i  charac

te r  of a science's " f i r s t  pr inc ip les" was e ith e r  "mad" or did not 

understand the language being spoken. For the M i l l ia n  " s c ie n t is t ,"  

however, the dissenter had proved his own i n e l i g i b i l i t y  fo r  entry in to  

the class o f  "experts."

Unspecified Ceteris  Paribus Assumptions

One o f  the fa v o r ite  charges o f  B r i t is h  H is to r ica l w r i te rs ,  l a t e r  

resurrected by Hutchison, was th a t  Orthodox economists ju s t i f i e d  th e ir  

empirical "predictions" by reference to a seemingly endless l i s t  o f  

" im p l ic i t"  or unspecified ce ter is  paribus assumptions. This procedure 

was, o f  course, devastating to the p o s s ib i l i t ie s  o f any real empirical
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tes tin g  o f  economic theories since in any uncontrolled s itu a t io n  

there would in e v ita b ly  be several things,changes in which "conceivably" 

could a f fe c t  a theory's  predictions. There ne ither was nor i s ,  how

ever, any way to curb such ad hoc re in te rp re ta t io n  o f  a theory's  

predictions under uncontrolled conditions. As both Kuhn and Popper 

have argued, there is  no c r i t ic a l  science possible i f  s c ien tis ts  

refuse to be c r i t ic a l  o f  th e ir  own theories and methods. I t  is only  

when contro lled te s t in g  o f economic theories becomes more frequent 

and more standardized that we w i l l  see some curb to Bagehot's social 

th e o r is t  who can "always argue th a t  he was r ig h t ."

Concluding Remarks

In the opening paragraphs o f  th is  dissertation we decried the 

neglect o f  methodological issues by historians o f  economic thought.

In th is  chapter we have seen the f r u i ts  o f  that neglect, best sum

marized by the oft-abused aphorism, "Those who are ignorant o f h is 

tory  are doomed to repeat i t . "  Knight, Machlup and, to a lesser  

e x te n t ,  Friedman are symptomatic o f  the fa i lu re  o f  economic h is torians  

to root out the methodological errors o f  the past. I t  would be mis

taken to say th a t t h e i r  views are indistinguishable from those of 

M i l l ,  Cairnes or M arshall, but they are certa in ly  much c loser to th a t  

camp o f  w riters  than to the more modern perspectives o f Rotwein or  

Hutchison.

A t o t a l ly  pessimistic  in te rp re ta t io n  o f the development o f  economic 

methodology over the past hundred years is no more j u s t i f i e d ,  however, 

than a purely id y l l i c  view. There are s ig n if ic a n t  d ifferences in the
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views o f Friedman and those of Cairnes, even though many o f  these 

differences are re s tr ic te d  to th e i r  stated goals or apparent " in ten

tions" ra ther than extending to the ultim ate consequences o f  th e ir  

views. The v is ib le  differences between the writings o f  modern metho

dologists and those o f  Nineteenth Century Orthodox economists revolve  

around the ju s t i f ic a t io n s  which are o ffered in support o f  th e ir  

respective positions. Although many economists may s t i l l  believe  

th a t  economic theories are best "tested" via "expert in tu i t io n ,"  most 

r e a l iz e  th a t  i t  is no longer acceptable to say so in public . Yet the 

gradual e lim ina tion  o f  a priorism in economic research has occurred 

despite the dominance o f  e x p l ic i t  a p r io r is ts  in methodological c i r 

c les . Given the structure o f the economics d isc ip l in e  and i t s  role  

as the handmaiden fo r  p o l i t ic a l  policy-making, i t  is perhaps not sur

pris ing  th a t the works o f  authors such as the B r it is h  H is to rica l  

School and o f  such la t e r  em piric ists as Rotwein and Hutchison would 

have less o f  an impact on e x p l ic i t  methodological positions than the 

positions o f  w r ite rs  who promised immediate "relevance."

Despite p o l i t ic a l  pressures fo r  in s tan t  solutions and ins tan t s c i 

ence, however, there has been substantial progress w ith in  the la s t  

f i f t y  years in the transformation o f  economics from social mythology 

to social science. What used to be considered as the e x i le  o f  the 

unworthy— the "applied" f ie ld s  such as ag r ic u ltu ra l  economics or the 

economics o f  regulation— have r ig h t ly  gained new respect as the har

bingers of a t ru ly  empirical economic science. Perhaps one day economic 

methodologists w i l l  awake to find  tha t th e i r  " in tu i t iv e ly  obvious" 

study has been replaced by a body o f  w e l l - te s te d  empirical theories ,
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and h is torians  o f  economics w i l l  awake to f in d  an e n t i r e ly  new set  

of authors who "antic ipated" th is  new development.
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reprin ted  Tn E th ics , op. c i t . , pp. 105-147. Special a tten tio n  is  
due pp. 129-130 of th is  essay and the following passages:

There are no laws regarding the content o f  
economic behavior, but there are laws uni-  
versa lly  va lid  as to i t s  form. There is  an 
abstract ra tionale  o f a l l  conduct which is  
rational at a l l ,  and a ra t io n a le  o f  a l l  so
c ia l re lations a r is in g  through the organi
zation o f  ra tional a c t iv i t y .  We cannot t e l l  
what p a r t ic u la r  goods any person w i l l  des ire ,  
but we can be sure tha t w ith in  l im its  he w i l l  
pre fe r  more o f  any good to les s , and th a t  
there w i l l  be l im its  beyond which the opposite 
w il l  be true. We do not know what sp ec if ic  
things w i l l  be wealth a t  any given time and 
place, but we know qu ite  well what must be 
the a tt i tu d e  o f  any sane individual toward 
wealth wherever a social s itu a t io n  exists  
which gives the concept meaning, (emphasis 
in o r ig in a l )

Ethics, op. c i t . , p . 136.

The way in which economic laws are arr ived  a t  and t h e i r  "necessary" 
character is also discussed in the following:

I t  is not necessary to regard the general, a_ 
p rio r i  laws o f  mathematics or economics or  
such mechanical princ ip les  as in e r t ia  as being 
" in tu i t iv e ly "  known in any inscrutable  way.
They may a l l  be more advantageously treated  as 
mere facts of observation, c h ara c te r is t ic s  o f  
the world we l iv e  in ,  but ch arac te r is t ics  so 
obvious that i t  is impossible to escape re 
cognizing them and so fundamental th a t to 
think them away would necessitate c reating  in 
the imagination a d i f fe r e n t  type o f  universe.
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The "necessary" character o f  axioms is  un
doubtedly due, not to th e ir  being created  
or given to experience by the mind, but
ra ther on the contrary to the fa c t  th a t
the mind has not the creative  power to  
imagine a world fundamentally d i f fe r e n t  
from th a t  in which we a c tu a l ly  l i v e .

Ib id . ,  p. 136.

65. Some examples o f  Knight's continued in te r e s t  in methodological 
questions are to be found in the fo llowing: Frank Knight, "Economics
a t  i t s  Best,"  American Economic Review, Vol. 14 (1926 ),  pp. 51-58;
----------------------   11 Review: David Atkins, The Measurement o f  Economic
Value," Journal o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Vol. 35 (1 9 27 ) ,  pp. 552-557;
--------------  , " S ta t ik  und Dynamik, Z e i t s c h r i f t  fu r  Nationaloekonomie,
Vol. 2 (1930 ),  pp. 1 -26; ------------------- - ,  uRelation o f  U t i l i t y  Theory to
Economic Method," in  S tuart Rice ( e d . ) ,  Metiods in the Social Sciences
(Chicago: Un ivers ity  o f  Chicago Press, 1931), pp. 59-69.

66.. Frank Knight, "Social Economic Organ ization ,"  in The Economic 
Organization (New York: Augustus K e lley , 1951; o r ig in a l ly  published in 
1933), pp. 3-30.

67. Frank Knight, "Review: Lionel Robbins, The Nature and S ig n i f i -  
cance o f  Economic Science," In ternational Journal o f  E thics, V o l. 44 
TfiprTl, 1934), p. 3 5 ^

68. Ib id . ,  p. 361.

69. For a most enlightening discussion o f  Knight's  p o l i t ic a l  
views, see Don P a t in k in ,  "Frank Knight as Teacher," American Economic 
Review, Vol. 63 (1973 ),  pp. 798-808.

70. Knight's a t t i tu d e s  toward the grounds fo r  "social control"
and the ro le  o f social science in th is  process are c le a r ly  delineated
in the fo llow ing:

I  doubt whether " s c ie n t i f ic "  method w i l l  ever
be very important to the ordinary man or the
s c ie n t is t  as a means for understanding o r  con
t r o l l in g  h is  own behavior . . .

Surely the study o f  social phenomena must be 
to a considerable extent id e n t ica l  w ith  and 
dependent upon self-knowledge; and socia l con
tro l  w i l l  be meaningless or monstrous i f  not 
associated with individual s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  and 
unless the main ingredient is  mutual under
standing and regulation o f  action through d is 
cussion, which is a very d i f fe r e n t  th ing from 
observation and inference. I t  is to be noted,
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too, that social "science" i t s e l f  is  a social 
phenomenon of the most typ ica l and important 
sort,  communication aimed a t agreement. And 
i t  seems doubtful whether the term "science" 
would be used without warning q u a l i f ic a t io n s ,  
to characterize discourse which must explain  
the discourse i t s e l f ,  and which is addressed 
to i ts  own subject m atter, and must change, 
and is p r im ar i ly  intended to change, th a t sub
je c t -m a t te r .

Relevant discussion o f  social phenomena, w ith in  
a moral society i t s e l f ,  must s t r iv e  to minimize 
the s c ie n t i f ic - in s t ru m e n ta l is t  a t t i tu d e  o f in 
vestigation  o f techniques of manipulation o f an 
external sub ject-m atter,  . . .  and must aim a t  the 
mutual establishment of a consensus in the making 
o f rules.

Frank Knight, "Economic Science in Recent Dis
cussions," American Economic Review, Vol. 24 
(June, 1934), pp. 236-237“

71. Frank Knight, " 'What is Truth' in Economics," Journal of 
P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Vol. 48 (1940 ),  pp. 1 -32. Knight's opening ob
servations on the worth of methodological in q u ir ie s  are most reveal-
i ng:

I t  seems that a great many thoughtful people in
the world are l ik e  Pontius P i la te  in that they
ask the question o f  our t i t l e ,  but "do not wait 
fo r  an answer." But a considerable number d i f 
fe r  from him in the in te res t in g  respect th a t in 
stead o f  asking others the question they volun
teer to give the answer themselves, to others, 
and to the world, without wait ing to be asked.
This leads to the w r i t in g  o f books o f  varying  
character and size which one suspects are more 
in te res t in g  on the average to th e i r  authors than 
they are to any considerable number o f  readers.
And to the many o f those who do read them th is  
may be a comforting thought, since i t  means that  
books on methodology probably do not do much 
damage. The c h ie f  reservation would be th a t  
they are most l i k e ly  to be read and taken s e r i 
ously by the young.

I b i d . , p. 1 .

72. I b id . ,  p. 3.

73. Ib id .
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74. Ib id . , pp., 5-6.

75. Ib id . , P- 6 .

76. Ib id . , pp.. 8-9 , 10-11.

77. I b i d . , P. 20fn.

•
C

O
r-. Ib id .

79. Frank Knight, "The Role of Princip les in Economics and 
P o l i t ic s ,"  American Economic Review, Vol. 41 (March, 1951), pp. 1-
29. Se^ p. 8 fo r  th is  c i ta t io n .

80. Ib id . , p. 11.

81. Ib id . , p. 12.

82. Lionel Robbins, An Essay on the Nature and Significance of 
Economic Science (London: Macmillan, 1st ed it io n ,  1932; 2nd ed it io n ,
1935). All references are to the second ed it ion  v/hich d i f fe rs  f r o r  
the f i r s t  in the addition o f  several explanatory passages and notes 
and in the softening o f  an accusatory tone which pervaded the c r i t i 
cisms o f  the f i r s t  ed it io n .  The second ed it ion  of Robbin's Essay
has long been more ava ilab le  and has c e r ta in ly  been more in f lu e n t ia l
than the f i r s t  ed it io n .

83. T. W. Hutchison, The Significance and Basic Postulates cf 
Economic Theory (New York: Augustus Kelley,"~T960; f i r s t  published
in 1938). The 1960 p r in t in g  is identica l to the 1938 prin ting  ex
cept fo r  the addition of a lengthy and informative preface.

84. See Robbin's e x p l ic i t  declaration o f this goal in his Essay, 
op. c i t . , p. xv.

85. I b id . , p. x iv .

86 . Ib id . , p. x v i .

87. I b id . ,  p. 1.

88 . For an extensive argument against the separation of economic 
actions and other human actions, see Ib id . , pp. 7-12.

89. The d is t in c t io n  between the "condition of scarcity" or the 
"condition o f  something being scarce" and scarcity  as "a r e la t io n 
ship between wants and supply" is  seldom e x p l ic i t ly  considered in 
more modern discussions. The former conception does seem to possess 
the connotations o f  a social or non-subjective standard o f  sca rc ity ,  
and th a t  was unquestionably the reason that Robbins found i t  ob
jec tionab le . However, i t  should be noted, fo r balance, that the
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l a t t e r  conception is  somewhat more d i f f i c u l t  to " t ie "  o pera t io na lly .  
For Robbins' discussion o f  these two senses o f " s c a rc ity ,"  see his 
Essay, op. c i t . , pp. 12-13.

90. Ib id . , p. 15.

91. I b i d . , pp. 2 -5 fn .

92. I b i d . , P. 24.

93. Ib id . , P. 30.

94. I b i d . , P- 38.

95. I b i d . , pp. 38-39.

96. The fo llow ing passage seems somewhat odd in the l ig h t  of  
Robbins' expressed desire not the r e s t r ic t  "the economic" to that 
which involved monetary considerations:

I t  is  c le a r  th a t  the influence of the German 
H is to r ica l  School was responsible fo r  the in 
trusion o f  a l l  sorts o f  sociological and e th 
ica l elements which cannot, by the widest ex
tension o f  the meaning o f words, be described  
as Economic H is tory , (emphasis in o r ig in a l )

Ib id . , p. 40fn.

I t  almost seems th a t  by objecting to the introduction o f  "sociological 
elements" in economic h is to ry  th a t Robbins has regressed to the defini 
t ion  o f  economics by the character of i ts  subject m atter ( i . e . ,  the 
"economic" as opposed to "the so c ia l ,"  "the p o l i t i c a l , "  e t c . ) .  This 
conclusion may be an exaggeration, however, fo r but a few paragraphs 
l a t e r  we discover th a t  one o f  Robbins' main concerns was with the 
confusion of economic h is to ry  and h is to r ica l materialism.

97. I b id . , P- 42fn.

98. Ib id . , pp. 47-48.

99. Ib id . , pp. 50-52.

100 . Ib id . , P- 53.

101. Ibi d . , P- 56 fn.

102. Ib id . , P- 58. See
o f welfare economics.

103. Ib id . , pp. 63-66, 68 .

104. Ib id . , p. 66 .
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105. I b i d . ,  p. 103.

106. The passage in Robbins' Essay appears on p. 133. This was 
the precise flaw which Popper la t e r  id e n t i f ie d  as the A c h il ie 's  
Heel o f  h is to r ic ism . See the Preface to the la t e r  ed itions o f  his  
Poverty o f  H is toric ism .

107. The question o f  the costs o f  decision-making ( in  the sense 
o f  the time and e f f o r t  required to examine all_ a va ilab le  a lte rn a 
t iv e s )  and the costs o f  formulating a complete t r a n s i t iv e  ordering  
o f a lte rn a t iv es  in accord with pre ference-ind ifference relationships  
are discussed by Robbins in his Essay, op. c i t . , p. 92.

108. The Jevonian concept of a "minimum sensible" is considered 
in  Robbins' Essay, op. c i t . , p. 99.

109. Robbins' comments in endorsement o f an analysis of the legal 
framework and o f  "the subject-m atter o f  p o l i t ic a l  science" in terms 
o f  constrained maximization (sca rc ity )  can be found on p. 134 of his 
Essay.

110. I b i d . , p. 74.

111. Ib id . , p. 79. When discussing the quantity  theory o f  money
and prices , Robbins states that "This proposition is  deducible from
the most elementary facts o f experience o f the science, and i t s
truth is independent o f  fu r th e r  inductive te s t ."  ( I b i d . ,  p. 117)

112. I b i d . ,  p. 74.

113. I b i d . , pp. 82-83, 114-116.

114. I b i d . ,  pp. 87-88. In what was almost a d i r e c t  quote from
Knight, Robbins stated that:

I t  is  re a l ly  not possible to understand the 
concepts o f choice, o f  the relationships o f  
means and ends, the central concepts o f our  
science, in terms o f observation of external  
data. The conception of purposive [s ic ]  con
duct in  th is  sense does not necessarily i n 
volve any ultimate indeterminism. But i t
does involve links in the chain o f  causal
explanation which are psychical, not phys
i c a l ,  and which are, for th a t reason, not 
necessarily susceptible o f  observation by 
behaviourist methods.

I b i d . , p. 90.

115. Ib i d . , pp. 88-89.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

415

116. Robbins' debt to von Mises and Wicksteed is acknowledged in 
An Essay, op. ci_t. ,  p. x v i .  For a representative sample o f Mises' 
"economic epistemology," see his Human Action, Revised Edition (New 
Haven: Yale University  Press, 1963), pp. 1-11, 30-72. For a tran s 
la t io n  of the e a r l i e r  epistemological a r t ic le s  c ited  by Robbins, see 
Ludwig von Mises, Epistemological Problems o f Economics (Princeton:
D. Van Nostrand, 1960).

117. Robbins characterized the "postualtes" o f economic theory as 
fo llow s:

I t  is ch ara c te r is t ic  o f  s c ie n t i f ic  generalizations  
[s ic ]  th a t they re fe r  to r e a l i t y  . . .

In this respect . . .  the propositions o f  Economics 
are on a l l  fours with the propositions of a l l  
other sciences. As we have seen, these proposi
tions are deductions from simple assumptions r e 
f le c t in g  very elementary facts  of general exper
ience . . .

I t  may be admitted that our knowledge o f  the facts  
which are the basis o f economic deductions is d i f 
ferent in  important respects from our knowledge o f  
the facts which are the basis o f  the deductions of  
the natural sciences . . .  But i t  does not fo llow  in 
the le a s t  that i t s  generalisations have a "merely 
formal" status . . .  i t  may be urged, on the contrary  
( th a t )  there is  less reason to doubt th e ir  real 
bearing th a t th a t  o f  the natura l sciences. In 
Economics we have seen, the u ltim ate constituents of 
our fundamental generalisations are known to us by 
immediate acquaintance.

An Essay, op. c i t . , pp. 104-105.

118. Ib id . , p. 110.

119. Ib id . ,  p. 111-112.

120. Ib id . , p. 107.

121. T. W. Hutchison, The S ignificance and Basic Postulates of 
Economic Theory (New York: Augustus P. KelTiy, 1960), p. 3 (here-
a f te r  c ited  as The S ign if icance).

122. Ib id . , d . 34.

123. Ib id . , p. 9.

124. Ib id .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

416

125. For Hutchisons' references to the German e d it io n  o f  Popper's 
Logic o f S c ie n t i f ic  Discovery, see Ib id . , pp. 48-49 n, 126 n.

126. I b i d . , pp., 26-27.

127. Ib id . , pp.. 26-27 n.

128. Ib id . , P- 12 .

129. I b i d . , P. 26.

130. Ib id . , P- 31.

131. I b i d . , P- 7.

132. To assert th a t  the
changed s ig n if ic a n t ly  from 1776 to the 1930's does not, o f  course, 
deny the s ig n if ic a n t  improvements in i t s  d e f in it io n  system.

133. I f  an economic theory is axiomatized, i t  w i l l  necessarily  
include some "pr im itive  terms" used in the d e f in it io n  of other terms 
but themselves undefined, e .g . ,  "wants" or "desires." The existence  
o f "pr im it ive  terms" does not necessarily lead to "a lack o f  c la r i t y , "  
however. Hutchison's claim is  be tte r  in te rpre ted  to mean that  
economists were themselves unclear about the d i f fe re n t  (d is t in c t )  
senses o f  the terms they used, and th a t they often "reasoned" 
psycho log is tica lly .

134. The S ign if icance , op. c i t . , p . 4.

135. Ib id . , pp. 36-40.

136. Ib id . ,  pp. 40-46.

137. Ib id . ,  pp. 131-143.

138. Hutchison did not, however, ru le  out mental experiments as 
a "psychologically useful" way fo r  an in v es tig a to r  to imagine and 
describe to himself the working of some p a r t ic u la r  model community 
representing an extreme case. He quickly added, however, that "th is  
cannot be anything more than a pre lim inary thought-clearing exeric ise  
. . .  i t  would be fan tas tic  to suggest th a t  one could thus achieve
the concrete results obtainable from laboratory  experiments fo r  which 
this procedure constitutes a (supposed) replacement." ( I b i d . , p. 38.)

139. Ib id . ,  d . 143.

140. Although Hutchison had been remiss in acknowledging the 
extent o f  nis indebtedness to German philosophers and s c ie n t is ts
in the o rig ina l ed it ion  of his volume, he attempted to atone fo r  th is  
offense in  the Preface added to the 1960 reprin t ing  of th is  volume.
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In th is  Preface he was especially  s o lic it io u s  o f  Popper's reputation  
and achievements.

141. In addition to Knight's '"What Is Truth" In Economics," supra, 
Hutchison's essay was also c r i t ic iz e d  in Machlup's "The Problem of 
V e r i f ic a t io n  In Economics," Southern Economic Journal, Vol. 22 (July, 
1955), in Klappholz and Agassi's "Methodological Prescriptions In 
Economics," Economica, N. S . ,  Vol. 26 (February, 1959), pp. 63-65, 
and in A. W. S ton ie r 's  "Review," Economic Journal, 49, pp. 114-5.

142. M ilton Friedman, Essays In Positive Economics (Chicago: 
U nivers ity  o f  Chicago Press, 1953T7 pp. 3-43. (H e re a fte r  c ited  as 
Positive Economics. )

143. I b i d . , p. 3.

144. I b i d . , p. 4.

145. I b i d . , pp. 4 -5 ; fo r a recent restatement of Friedman's b e l ie f  
in in trospective  techniques, see "An Interview  With M ilton Friedman," 
Reason, Vol. 6 (December, 1974), p. 8 .

146. Posit ive  Economics, op. c i t . , pp. 7-8.

!47. I b i d . ,  p. 20.

148. American Economic Review Proceedings, Vol. 53 (May, 1963), 
pp. 233-236.

149. Posit ive  Economics, op. c i t . , pp. 14-15.

150. I b i d . , p. 14.

151. I b i d .

152. I b i d . ,  pp. 21, 21 fn ,  25, 30-31.

153. I t  i s ,  o f course, true that economic inqu iry  is becoming 
s u p e r f ic ia l ly  more concerned with empirical tests of theories . I t  is 
somewhat unclear, however, whether Friedman's essay aided this  
e f f o r t  or, to a great extent, helped to subvert i t .

154. Positive  Economics, op. c i t . , pp. 18-19.

155. I b i d . ,  p. 10.

156. I b i d . , pp. 10-11.

157. I b i d . , p. 18.

158. I t  is  in te res t in g  that th is  way o f looking a t  hypotheses
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does provide some grounds for re je c t in g  an hypothesis even though no 
other e x p l ic i t  a l te rn a t iv e  is a va ilab le  to replace i t .

159. Positive Economics, op. c i t . ,  p. 18.

160. Ib id . , pp. 24-25.

161. I b id . , p. 22 .

162. Ib id . , p. 23.

163. I b i d . , pp. 21- 22 , 21fn.

164. I b id . , pp. 22-23.

165. I b i d . , p. 31.

166. Ib id . , pp. 26-27.

167. I b i d . , p. 28.

168.
Southern

F r i tz  Machlup, "The Problem o f V e r i f ic a t io n  
Economic Journal, Vol. 22 (J u ly ,  1955), pp.

169. Ib id . , p. 17.

170. Ib id . , pp. 8 -9 .

171. I b id . , p. 11 .

172. Ib id . , pp. 9 -10, 17.

173. See F r i t z  Machlup's "A Rejoinder to a Reluctant U ltra -  
E m p iric is t ,"  Southern Economic Journal, Vol. 22 (1956), p. 486 fo r  
another instance o f  Machlup's appeal to an "intermediate category 
o f propositions, which are neither a_ p r io r i  or a posteriori in the 
s t r i c t  sense . . . "

174. Machlup

175. Ib id . ,

176. Ib id .

177. Ib id . ,

173. Ib i d . ,

179. Ib id . ,

180. Ib i d . ,
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181. Eugene Rotwein, "On 'The Methodology o f  Positive Economics' 
Quarterly Journal o f  Economics, Vol. 73 (Novermber, 1959), pp. 554- 
575.

182. I b id . ,  p. 556.

183. For a concise discussion o f  several d i f fe re n t  senses o f  
"probab ility"  ("m e ta lin g u is t ic ,"  "propensity theory" and "frequency 
theory"), see J. J . C. Smart's Between Science and Philosophy (New 
York: Random House, 1968), pp. 40-51. RotweinTs- comments re la ted
to this discussion appear in his paper ( supra, pp. 5 5 8 fn . ) .

184. Rotwein, 0£. c i t . , pp. 559, 561 .

185. I b id . ,  pp. 558-560.

186. According to Rotwein's in te rp re ta t io n ,  then, Friedman's 
argument constituted a curious reversal o f more tradior.a l forms o f  
" l in g u is t ic  realism."

187. Rotwein, 0£. c i t . , p. 560.

188. Ib id . , pp. 560-561 .

189. Ib id . , pp. 559-560.

190. The d is t in c t io n  between "specifying" and "determining" the 
conditions to which an hypothesis applies is  discussed by Friedman 
in his "Positive Economics," ojo. c i t . , p. 19. This d is t in c t io n  does 
tend to undermine the t ra d i t io n a l  forms of l in g u is t ic  or verbal real 
ism by c la r i fy in g  the fa c t  th a t  we need not have complex or compre
hensive models in order to pred ict certain  types of events.

191. Rotwein, 0£. c i t . ,  pp. 562, 563-564.

192. Ib id . , p. 562fn.

193. Ib id . This is simply to say that theories , esp e c ia l ly  well 
developed and w ell-e labo rated  theories, should not, as a ru le ,  be 
given up simply because they are ne ither p e rfec t ly  accurate or as 
comprehensive in scope as we might id e a l ly  desire. "Critic ism s"
o f  established theories a re ,  o f course, never "impertinent" so long 
as they aid in the refinement o f the theories or present w e l l -  
developed a lte rn a tives  to them. Purely "destructive" c r it ic ism s  
may, however, be " im pertinent."

194. Rotwein, 0£. ci t . , p. 565.

195. Ib id . ,  p. 569fn.

196. Ib id . ,  pp. 572-573.
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197. Ib id . ,  p. 571.

198. Ib id .

199. Ib id . ,  p. 573.

200. Ib id .

201. Andres G. Papandreou, "Theory Construction and Empirical 
Meaning in Economics," American Economic Review (Proceedings), Vol.
53 (May, 1963), pp. 209-221. See a lso , Andres G. Papandreou,
Economics As A Science (Chicago: J. B. L ipp inco tt,  1958). Although
Papandreou1"? work is presented in a form which I am not competent to  
judge ( i . e . ,  mainly in  topology and other forms o f  advanced set 
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ing of and appreciation fo r  the most subtle d is t in c t io n s  in economic 
methodology.

202. G. C. Archibald , "Comment on Papandreou," American Economic 
Review (Proceedings), Vol. 53 (May, 1963), pp. 227-229. In’ Tins 
comment Archibald was mainly concerned with c la r i fy in g  the notions of  
a "generic anchorage" and/or a "space-time anchorage" fo r  economic 
theories. In his discussion concerning the steps in a r r iv in g  a t  
such a c la r i f i c a t io n ,  however, he considered many of the questions 
(e .g . ,  problems in  the id e n t i f ic a t io n  o f  an instance o f  a gen erica lly  
specified economic concept, the meaning of " to lerab le"  e r ro r  in 
predictions and the re la t io n sh ip  between "explanation" and "predic
t ion") which we have discovered to be o f  central importance in modern 
methodological controversies. For an e a r l i e r  statement o f Archibald 's  
concern with the vagueness o f many o f the terms bandied about in 
these discussions, see his a r t ic le  in the May, 1959 issue o f  the 
B rit ish  Journal fo r  the Philosophy o f  Science.

203. Nagel's a r t i c l e  became ra ther popular a f te r  i t s  f i r s t  
appearance and was frequently  reprin ted  in readings books concerned 
with microeconomic top ics . Our c ita t io n s  to the a r t ic le  are to the 
read ily  ava ilab le  re p r in t  appearing in W illiam B re it  and Harold 
Hochman's Readings in Microeconomics (New York: H olt, Rinehart &
Winston, 1968), pp. 60-66.

204. Nagel, op. c i t . ,  pp. 61-62.

205. I b i d . , P. 61.

206. Ib i d . , P- 62.

207. Ib id . , P- 62.

208. Ib id . , P- 63.

209. I b i d . , pp.. 63-64.
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211. Ib id .

212. Ib id . , p. 66 .

213. Paul A. Samuel son, Foundation of Economic Analysis (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1947).

214. Ib id . ,  pp. 3-4.

215. K. Klappholz and J. Agassi, "Methodological Prescriptions  
In Economics," Economica N. S . ,  Vol 26 (1959), pp. 60-74 argue th a t  
many modern methodological w rit ings  are to be fau lted  fo r  th e i r  
impatience, that by demanding too much from the new science of  
economics too soon they a c tu a lly  retard  thei progress o f  the d is c ip l in e .  
This same theme was re ite ra te d  in Klappholz and Agassi's "Rejoinder
to Hutchison," Economica N. S . ,  Vol. 27 (1950), pp. 160-161.

216. Samuel son, Foundations, op. c i t . , o. 4.

217. Ib id . , p. 84.

218. Ib id . ,  pp. 91-92.

219. Ib id . ,  p. 172.

220. Paul A. Samuelson, "Discussion," American Economic Review 
(Proceedings), Vol. 53 (May, 1963), pp. 231-236.

221. Ib id . ,  p. 231.

222. I b id . ,  p. 232.

223. Ib id .

224. Ib id . ,  p. 234.

225. Ib id . ,  p. 236.

226. The speech, e n t i t le d  "Economic Science and Forecasting,"  
f i r s t  appeared in p r in t  in 1956 and was subsequently reprinted in 
Robert C. Merton ( e d . ) ,  The Collected S c ie n t i f ic  Papers o f  Paul A. 
Samuelson, Vol. I l l  (Cambridge: M. I .  T. Press, 1966), pp. 774-780. 
All c ita t io n s  are to the re p r in t .

227. Ib id . , p. 775.

228. Ib id .

229. Ib i d . , pp. 775-776
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230. Donald Gordon, "Professor Samuelson on Operational ism in 
Economic Theory," Quarterly Journal o f Economics, Vol. 69 (May,
1955), pp. 305-310. Samuel son's reply appeared in the same issue o f  
the Quarterly and was subsequently reprinted in Joseph E. S t i g l i t z  
(e d . ) ,  The Collected S c ie n t i f ic  Papers of Paul A. Samuelson, Vol.
I I  (Cambridge: M. I .  T. Press, 1966), pp. 1767-1771. A ll  c ita t io n s  
are to the re p r in t .

231. Ib id . ,  p. 1768.

232. Ib id .

233. These comments are not meant in  any way to b e l i t t l e  
Samuelson's achievements as an economic th eo ris t  o f  the greatest 
m erit .  I simply wish to point out th a t  the pursuits o f  the "theor
is t "  are not necessarily those o f  the "applied economist"; and even 
when they are the same, i t  is  best to be e x p l ic i t  about what en te r
prise one is  c u rren t ly  engaging in .

234. I have not, fo r  instance, discussed the recent controversy  
over "s itua tional determinism" in economics. For the primary sources 
to th is  debate, see Spiro J. L a ts is ,  "Situational Determinism in 
Economics," B r i t is h  Journal fo r  the Philosophy of Science, Vol. 23 
(1972), pp. 207-245; F r i t z  Machlup's "SituationaT Determinism in 
Economics," B r i t is h  Journal fo r  the Philosophy of Science, Vol. 25 
(1974), pp. 271-284; and A. W. Coats1 '‘S ituational Determinism in 
Economics: The Implications o f  L a ts is ' Argument fo r  the H istorian
o f  Economics," Ib id . , pp. 285-288.

235. For a r t ic le s  which are "technical" in th is  sense but which 
s t i l l  have a great deal to o f f e r  to those seriously in te res ted  in 
economic methodology, see R. L. Basmann, "The Role o f  the Economic 
Historian in the P redictive  Testing o f  Proffered 'Economic Laws'," 
Explorations in Entrepreneurial H is to ry , Second S eries , Vol. 2 
(1965), pp. 159-185; ------------------- - - ,  "Modern Logic and the Supposi
tious Weakness of the Empricial Foundations o f  Economic Science," 
Schweizerische Zei tschri f t  fu r  Volkswirtschaft und S t a t i s t i k , Vol.
I I I  (1975), pp. 153-175, e sp e c ia l ly  pp. 153-156; and H. Wold, 
"Causality and Econometrics," Econometrica, Vol. 23 (1954 ),  pp. 
162-177.

236. Kant probably had not conceived of social phenomena as 
organizable in to  a "science" of the same character as the physical 
sciences.
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APPENDIX A

THE ROLE OF J. S. MILL IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF 

BRITISH META-ECONOMICS

The ro le  played by J. S. M il l  in the methodological controversies 

of Nineteenth Century p o l i t ic a l  economy has been clouded by the twists  

and turns o f his own mental development and by his unfortunate i n t e l 

lectual and personal association with the worst elements of both Or

thodox and H is to r ica l economics. M i l l ' s  e a r ly  education under the 

heavy-handed supervision of his Benthamite fa th e r  has been a favored 

topic in surveys of the cu ltura l and social development o f V ictorian  

England. His la te r  in te l le c tu a l  and emotional "c r is is"  and subse

quent conversion to the Romanticism o f  Coleridge and the social theo

ries  o f  Comte have also been documented and appraised by scores of  

competent h is to r ians . His p o l i t ic a l  speculations and economic theo

r iz in g  were praised and damned by his contemporaries and excited s ig

n i f ic a n t  in te r e s t  fo r  many generations a f t e r  his death. Yet his con

tr ib u tio n s  to the one f i e l d  in which he f e l t  himself most competent--

log ica l theory and i ts  application to s c ie n t i f i c  method^--have re -
o

ceived only a few, rather h a lf-h earted , appraisals.

Perhaps one s ig n if ic a n t  reason fo r  the neglect of M i l l 's  method

ological w r i t in g s  is the ambiguity in in te rp re ta t io n  to which they 

are subject. M i l l  was regu larly  regarded as an Orthodox economist 

by w rite rs  o f  the H is torica l School and was both worshiped and mis- 

trusted by Cairnes . 0 He was at the same time a champion of induction, 

an advocate o f  research into a science o f  h is to r ic a l  development and
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a proponent o f the "geometric" or a p r io r is t ic  approach to economic 

problem solving.

In what follows we do not attempt to consider the fu l l  range of 

M i l l 's  thoughts regarding epistemology, the theory of loqic and 

"pure" philosophy of science. A task o f those dimensions is fa r  

beyond the scope of a minor appendix. The following comprises only 

the b r ie fe s t  sketch of M i l l ' s  methodological views concerning eco

nomics, but i t  i s ,  hopefu lly , extensive enough to i l lu s t r a te  some of 

the major influences he exerted on his own time and on the fu tu re ,  

and some of the major themes and conflic ts  in his own b e lie fs  c o n 

cerning social theory.

Economics as a Psychology Without a Subject

M i l l ' s  views as an economic methodologist have often been por

trayed as l i t t l e  more than an e x p l ic i t  expression of the practices
4

and procedures o f  James M il l  and David Ricardo. More recent re

search has, however, disclosed numerous respects in which M il l  actu

a l ly  deviated from the Ricardian t r a d i t io n ,  both in his characteriza

tion of the scope and nature of economic theory and in his opinions 

concerning the methodology o f and results  to be expected from any 

social science.

Robert B. Ekelund, J r .  and Robert H. Hebert, in th e ir  recent 

History of Economic Theory and Method, have noted the Comtist o rien 

ta t io n  of those sections in M i l l 's  Princip les devoted to the scope 

o f economic theory. They quote the following passage in th e ir  

assessment of his views as evidence for th is  bias:
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For pract ica l purposes, P o l i t ic a l  Economy is in 
separably intertwined with many other branches of  
Social Philosophy. Except on matters o f  mere de
t a i l  there are perhaps no practica l questions, even 
among those which approach nearest to the character  
o f purely economical questions, which admit o f being 
decided on economical premises a l o n e . ^

Pedro Schwartz in his New P o l i t ic a l  Economy o f J. S. M il l  has 

concisely summarized three additional ways in which M il l  was untrue 

to the t ra d i t io n a l  doctrines of economic Orthodoxy.^ M il l  o r ig inated  

the d iv is ion  of economic laws into those which were "absolute," that  

i s ,  beyond human m odificat ion , and those which were " re la t iv e ,"  or 

subject to modifications a r is in g  from Law and Custom. He e x p l ic i t ly  

l im ited  the a p p l ic a b i l i ty  of economic theory to those cases where 

i t s  model o f  an "economic man" was approximately true of the world, 

but allowed that the predictions o f the theory might represent 

"tendencies" even when i ts  assumptions were not precisely  met. F i

n a l ly ,  he reintroduced the " h is to r ic a l"  or i l lu s t r a t i v e  form of eco

nomic w rit in g  f i r s t  popularized in Adam Smith's Wealth o f Nations ,'7 

spurning the purely axiomatic or "geometric" format which had been 

favored by James M i l l  and, to a lesser  extent, by Ricardo.

While Schwartz's d is t in c t io n s  between M i l l ' s  economic perspec

t iv e  and th a t  o f the Orthodox Ricardians are c e r ta in ly  of some im

portance to a complete evaluation o f  his impact on subsequent eco

nomic writers,more s ig n if ic a n t  aspects o f  M i l l 's  philosophy of eco

nomic investigation  had previously been iso lated by historians  

whose research had apparently escaped Schwartz’ s a tten tio n . Of 

the many economists who have puzzled over M i l l 's  social and method

ological writings none have been more perceptive than Jacob Viner.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

426

In a 1917 a r t ic le  f i r s t  published in the Journal o f  P o l i t ic a l  Econ-
g

omy, Viner id e n t i f ie d  M il l  as the ind iv idual most responsible for  

a re jec tion  of experimental techniques in economics, and fo r  the 

longstanding professional prejudice against more informal empirical 

techniques. Viner then proceeded to system atica lly  debase M i l l 's  

sharp d is t in c t io n  between the pursuits and methods of the physical 

and moral sciences and to c r i t i c a l l y  examine the remaining d i f f e r 

ences in the procedures by which the two types o f  enterprises went 

about th e i r  respective research programs. Viner noted, f i r s t  of a l l ,  

th a t  M ill  "considered p o l i t ic a l  economy to  be a psychological 

science," but that he also believed th a t "the immense multitude of 

influencing circumstances" which molded each person's l i f e  in any 

complex social setting e f fe c t iv e ly  barred the path to a d irec t con

s ideration  of individual psyches. In order to say anything about 

economic questions M ill  was driven to what he considered as second-
g

best procedures. Among the several a l te rn a t iv e  techniques open to 

economic problem-solvers he soon f e l l  back upon the methodological 

f a i t h  of his childhood ( v i z . a modified version of Ricardian a_ 

priorism ) .

Even though M il l  may have believed th a t  he was e s s e n tia l ly  in 

agreement w ith the basics of Ricardian methodology, the q u a l i f ic a 

tions and defenses which he introduced in to  the t r a d i t io n  o f Ortho

doxy were o f  overwhelming s ig n if icance . He both undermined the 

o rig ina l supports fo r  the Orthodox approach to economics and then 

reintroduced s im ila r  i f  not iden tica l procedures based upon new and 

more subtle defenses. Schwartz and many other of M i l l ' s  commentators
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have, fo r  instance, recognized the key ro le  assigned to the explana

tory  model o f an "economic man" in his w r it in g s . Yet, they have 

f a i le d  to understand the reasons motivating M i l l 's  endorsement of 

th is  doctrine and the p a r t ic u la r  ta in t  which he, himself, imparted 

to  i t .  C lassical methodology p r io r  to M i l l  had im p l ic i t ly  assumed 

both the model of an economic man and an in s t i tu t io n a l  framework of  

"competitive" capita lism , i . e . ,  a framework of economic in s t i tu t io n s  

s im ila r  to those which prevailed in Great B r ita in  during the ea r ly  

h a lf  o f  the Nineteenth Century.1  ̂ Those assumptions were, in fa c t ,  

the very points most frequently c r i t ic i z e d  by H is torica l economists 

who were seeking to re fu te  the supposed "universal a p p l ic a b i l i ty "  or 

"absolutism" o f  Classical theory. M il l  strengthened the H is to r i -  

c is ts '  case against the generic u n iv e rs a l i ty  of Classical theory by 

e x p l i c i t l y  id en tify in g  and analyzing the assumptions and l im its  im

p l i c i t  w ith in  the C lass ica l 's  system. Yet he also added certa in  

provisions to his own reformulation o f economic a priorism which 

moved economic theory fu rther  from the status of an empirical enquiry 

and transformed i t  into l i t t l e  less than a set o f in te rre la te d  

tau to log ies .

In addition  to championing the notions of a purely hypothetical 

economic man, and a purely hypothetical economic environment in which 

he operated, M i l l  also introduced the idea that a l l  predictions  

based upon economic theories were necessarily  "hypothetical" ( th a t  

i s ,  tha t economics could only pred ict socia l "tendencies" ra th e r  than 

classes of social events). M i l l  fu r th e r  believed that the only  

tests  which were meaningful fo r  "hypothetical" social theories were
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"mental" or "psychological" tests  ( i . e . ,  " tests" resting  upon in tro 

spective examination of the contents o f  one's own m in d ).^

The a p r io r is t ic  and "deductive" approach o f  the p re -M il l ia n  

Classicals was, fo r  M i l l ,  a s e l f - ju s t i f y in g  necessity , based upon the 

fundamental character o f  economic theory as a psychological and 

hypothetical science. The world o f social a c t io n , according to M ill  

could be examined only through a p r io r is t ic  models resting upon " . . .  

assumed premises . . .  premises which might be t o t a l l y  without founda

tion in fa c t ,  and which are not pretented to be universally  in 

12accord with i t . "  Premises of th is  type were not, o f  course, te s t 

able by reference to ex is ting  conditions since they were not in 

tended to  re fe r  to  any conditions whatsoever. " P o l it ic a l  economy . . .  

is conceived by M i l l , "  s tated V iner, " as a study of human psychology. 

But not o f  a l l  human psychology, or even o f  real human psychology, 

but only of an assumed psychology (o f an "economic man") . . .  A 

hypothetical psychology and a hypothetical environment," he con

tinued, "cannot, of course, be subjected to anything but hypothetical

13examination or experimentation." The premises of economic theory, 

then, could only be tested against those " f i r s t  princip les" of human 

psychology which were essential to man qua man, i . e . ,  the same pre

sumptions about universal "psychological laws" from which they had

14f i r s t  been derived. The facts of the world were, according to 

M i l l ,  "no part o f  the business o f science a t a l l , "  fo r  facts had no 

necessary re la tionship  to the content or the conclusions of economic 

speculation. Empirical p red ic tion , insofar as i t  was required for  

public and p r iva te  decision-making was relegated to the less-worthy
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p rac t it io n ers  o f  "applied economics" (an obvious contradiction in 

1 5terms). M il l  apparently had l i t t l e  esteem fo r  most "applied" 

social " th e o r is ts ,"  find ing that they commonly substituted s loganiz

ing and theore tica l chicanery for the arduous and less appealing 

task of the conditional application o f  economic theory.

The doctrines of hypothetical prediction and the support which 

they le n t  to the c h a ra c te r is t ic  "unrealism" o f economic assumptions 

proved extremely useful to future Orthodox th eo ris ts . Although the 

"hypothetical view" recognized that real social s ituations were too 

varied and too complex to serve as d ire c t  checks on the assumptions 

made by economists, thus freeing them from the tiresome duties of  

empirical te s t in g , i t  also allowed th a t  many social s ituations  might 

be "explainable" in  terms o f "economic tendencies." The application  

of p o l i t ic a l  econoniy was not a flawless procedure, fo r  many motives 

influenced real men which would not concern an economic man, but 

th is  was not, in i t s e l f ,  a disadvantage. When economists guessed 

wrong about the consequences of leg is la t io n s  or business po licy  i t  

was c e r ta in ly  because the economic tendencies present in the given 

s itu a t io n  were outweighed by other types o f "non-economic motives." 

There was never any question of possible flaws in the economist's 

analysis of a s itu a t io n  "in general" or o f  flaws in his basic 

theore tica l s t r u c t u r e .^

M i l l  and those less scrupulous p o l i t ic a l  economists who succeed

ed him were, however, not so w i l l in g  to  place a s tra ig h t - ja c k e t  on 

th e i r  p ract ica l impact as th e ir  characterization  o f the l im its  of 

economic analysis might i n i t i a l l y  ind icate . M il l  and the post-
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Mi I l ia n s  maintained that the analysis o f p o l i t ic a l  economy was 

applicable even to those cases where the desire fo r  wealth did not 

hold exclusive sway. I f  only the predictions o f the economist could 

be "corrected" fo r  the e ffec ts  o f disturbing influences then they 

would become p e r fe c t ly  accurate and universa lly  a p p l ic a b le .^  The 

continued occurrence o f th is  argument from ignorance is  a top ic  con

sidered more f u l ly  in the la t e r  sections of th is  d is s e r ta t io n .  I t  

should be noted, however, th a t  no Orthodox economist, including M i l l ,  

ever sought to develop the idea o f  "correcting" economic predictions  

or ever was able to suggest a systematic procedure fo r  a tta in in g  

acceptable "corrections." I t  is obvious that the attempt to in v e s t i 

gate these questions would have involved ju s t  that sort of method

ological inquiry in to  the foundations of "economic epistemology" 

which most p o s t-M il l ian  Orthodox economists were anxious to avoid.

The Forming Up of the Troops

The various reactions to M i l l 's  methodology among B r i t is h  social 

theorists  played a major ro le  in the formation and l a t e r  r e v i t a l i z a 

tion of the Methodological Schools. M i l l 's  p ro c l iv i ty  to divorce 

theory from fact and the fo r th r ig h t  s ty le  o f  his p re s e n ta t io n ^  led  

to a number of ra ther  extreme reactions.

In an address to Section F o f the Royal S ta t is t ic a l  Society  

L. L. Price suggested that economists had been both mistaken and over

ly  r e s t r ic t iv e  in viewing th e i r  study as a properly constituted (or  

properly constitu tab le ) pos it ive  science. Economics, according to 

Price , was best conceived as a means fo r  correcting and strengthening
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19"common-sense" notions about the conduct o f  public p o licy . I ts

purpose was therapeutic ra th e r than informative. The apparently

widespread sentiment in favor o f  removing the economics section

from the program of the Royal S ta t is t ic a l  Society, and the continuing

attacks on B r it is h  p o l i t ic a l  economy in the in te l le c tu a l  journals  of

the time seem to ind icate  th a t Price was not alone in concluding that

20the study was an "art"  or social perspective ra ther than a science.

While those trained in the methodology of the physical sciences 

reacted with revulsion to M i l l ' s  prescription fo r  the i l l s  o f  p o l i t 

ica l economy, the defenders o f  Orthodoxy seized upon his "hypothet

ica l"  re in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the subject as a reassuring defense for  

th e ir  own pursuits . Cairnes and those who followed him in both the 

Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries were able to deny any d ire c t  ro le  

fo r  " fact-gathering" in e i th e r  the construction or the te s t in g  of 

economic hypotheses. The Orthodox economist's a b i l i t y  to  regard 

his own studies as purely p o s it iv e ,  without any necessary connection 

to observable cases, but s t i l l  of relevance to the formulations of 

public po licy , l e f t  him in an enviable position. Unlike p o l i t ic ia n s  

he could choose to act as a social prophet or as a d is in teres ted  and 

im partia l observer, ju s t  as his tastes and the s itu a t io n  demanded.

And in neither of these ro les could he be held responsible fo r  the 

accuracy of his pred ictions , fo r  a l l  such predictions were merely 

"hypothetical."

A th ird  and f in a l  type o f reaction to M i l l 's  methodology ex

pressed i t s e l f  in the w ritings of the B rit ish  H is to r ica l  School. 

Pospite the sea of psycholoqistic, evolutionary and h is to r ic is t  fads
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which surrounded them in the in te l le c tu a l  climate of V ic to rian  Eng

land, many o f these w r ite rs ,  and most o f  those considered in this  

d is se rta t io n , managed to s teer a middle-path between the "abolutism" 

of the Classicals and the th eo re tica l n ih ilism  of authors l ik e  Price 

and the German H is to r ic is ts .  Although re jec ting  M i l l ' s  tauto log ical  

reformulation o f  economic theory, which they m isleadingly labelled  as 

"the deductive view," the B r i t is h  H is to r ic is ts  attempted to construct 

an a lte rn a t iv e  th eore tica l s tructure  based upon a recognition of the 

impact on acting men of d i f fe re n t  in s t i tu t io n a l  and customary social 

structures.

Although the true in te n t o f  the B r it is h  H is to r ic a l movement and 

the actual character o f the doctrines to which they were reacting  

was subsequently obscured in la t e r  h is to r ica l  accounts of the period, 

Viner was able both to reconstruct and c leverly  defend th e i r  central 

views. He also pinpointed the most important influences a ffec tin g  

the methodological evolution o f  Orthodox p o l i t ic a l  economy and he 

proffered several useful suggestions regarding the steps necessary in 

order to free  economics from these regressive methodological in 

fluences. Like Symes, Viner wished to l ib e ra te  economic speculation 

from the clutches o f  a "m entalis tic" perspective, i . e . ,  one which 

stated explanantions for human actions in terms of "motives." Like 

the early  H is to r ica l economists in B r i ta in ,  he attacked the idea of

unconditioned and unspecified "disturbing causes" which could be

21used to ju s t i f y  the most fa l lac io u s  social conceptions. Oddly 

enough, V iner 's  scant c ita t io n s  to the V ictorian c r i t ic s  of economic 

Orthodoxy may ind icate  that his views were large ly  o r ig in a l .  H e  d o e s
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ind icate  some passing fa m i l i a r i t y  with the writings of Jones and 

Ingram, but his understanding of these authors is c le a r ly  i n s u f f i 

c ien t to explain the extent to which his own w ritings p a ra l le l  those 

o f Whewell, Leslie  and the other competent w riters  in the H is to r ica l  

t r a d i t io n .

As a re s u lt  o f  V iner 's  extensive analysis and c r it ic is m  of  

M i l l ' s  psychologistic p o l i t ic a l  econorny i t  becomes possible to  more 

c le a r ly  define his ( M i l l ' s )  ro le  in the controversies which perturbed  

Nineteenth Century economics. Past h is torians have correc tly  

evaluated M i l l 's  part in weakening the core of Classical theory ( i . e .  

the Classical "paradigm"). S ig n if ic an t in th is  respect are (1) his 

d is t in c t io n  between the laws of production and the laws of d is t r ib u 

t io n ,  (2) his abandonment o f  the Wages-Fund doctrine and (3) his 

expressed doubts about the unconditional v a l id i ty  o f  Ricardian wel

fa re  economics. Current and past attempts to evaluate M i l l ' s  i n 

fluence on Classical and Neoclassical methodology have been, however, 

generally  inaccurate. Even though M i l l ' s  form alization of the assump 

tions im p l ic i t  in Classical theory e l ic i t e d  an eventual uproar over 

the "relevance" o f p o l i t ic a l  economy, his analysis of the meaning and 

a p p l ic a b i l i ty  of economic speculations formed the foundation fo r  a l l  

subsequent Orthodox discussions o f  these issues. Cairnes' Character 

and Logical Method o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy, fo r  many years the standard 

reference on the subject, is  l i t t l e  more than an expansion o f  M i l l ' s  

central methodological pos it ions, l i b e r a l ly  sprinkled with t id b i ts  

from Senior and the medievals. Frank Knight's "What Is Truth In 

Economics?" (1940) is mainly a condensation o f M i l l  and Cairnes
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in terlaced  with Kant and Pragmatism. The even more modern writings

of Coats, Machlup and Friedman are s im i la r ly  M i l l ia n  in  th e i r  attempt

to maintain the positions o f  in tu i t iv e  certa in ty  and the v ir tua l
22u n f a ls i f ia b i l i t y  of basic economic models. The practice  of eco

nomics as an empirical science may have made apparent advances in 

the la s t  hundred and f i f t y  years, but the way in which most economists 

perceive and practice  t h e i r  enterprise has a ltered  only s u p e r f ic ia l ly .

M il l  and the Science o f  History

While the character and consequences o f  M i l l ' s  psychologism are 

f a i r l y  evident there remains another aspect to his thought which 

worked i t s  influence along more devious and in d ire c t  routes, that  

is ,  his b e l ie f  in a theore tica l or " s c ie n t i f ic "  h is tory . I t  is most 

important, f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  to d istinguish M i l l 's  concern with a science 

of h is to r ic a l  change from the s u p e r f ic ia l ly  s im ila r  b e lie fs  of la t e r  

"social evo lu tion is ts"  and/or "social Darwinists." Although Mill  

acknowledged the existence o f  Darwin's Origin o f  the Species in the 

f i f t h  edition of his own Logic (1862), and while he was well ac

quainted with his younger contemporary, Herbert Spencer, there is no

evidence to indicate  that he was impressed by, or f u l l y  understood,

23the notion o f Darwinian evolution and "natural se lec t ion ."  Insofar  

as M i l l ' s  b e l ie f  in a science o f h is to ry  was anything more than the 

product o f  the V ic to rian  idea of Social Progress, or a re f lec tio n  of 

certa in  vague impressions which he may have extracted from the works 

of Coleridge and the essays of Macaulay, i ts  roots probably are to be 

found in M i l l 's  appreciation fo r  the w ritings o f the French social
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24h is to r ia n s ,  Guizot and M ichelet, and in his b r ie f ,  but s ig n if ic a n t ,  

in fa tu a t io n  with Comtist philosophy. In M i l l 's  review o f  M ichele t 's

History o f France we find  one o f  the e a r l ie s t  and most complete s ta te 

ments o f his b e l ie f  in a science o f  h is to r ica l  change:

There is a th i r d ,  and . . .  highest stage of h is to r 
ic a l  in v e s t ig a t io n ,  in  which the aim is  not simply 
to compose h is to r ie s ,  but to construct a science 
o f  h is to ry  . . .  A ll  h is to ry  is conceived as a pro
gressive chain o f  causes and effec ts  . . .  The fac ts
o f  each generation are looked upon as one complex 
phenomenon, caused by those o f the generation pre- 
ceeding, and causing, in i t s  turn , those of the  
next order. That these states must follow one
another according to some law, is considered cer
ta in :  how to  read th a t  law, is  . . .  the fundamental
problem o f  the science o f  h is to r y .25

In th is  same work M il l  also expressed his evaluation o f  what had

so fa r  been accomplished in  th is  "ultimate" social science as well as

his appreciation to those most responsible fo r  i ts  accomplishment:

" . . .  th is  greatest achievement is  ra ther a p o s s ib i l i ty  to be one day 

r e a l iz e d ,  than an enterprise in which any great progress has yet been 

made. But o f  the l i t t l e  y e t  done in th is  d irec tio n , by f a r  the great-  

er part has h ith e rto  been done by French w r ite rs ."

These scattered endorsements o f a science o f  h is to ry  ne ither  

exhaust nor f u l l y  exp licate  M i l l ' s  views concerning the study of  

Social Progress, however. His pecu lia r  perspective on the p o s s ib i l i ty  

o f constructing a theore tica l h is to ry  were but another, a lb e i t  im

p o rtan t,  branch o f  his overrid ing b e l ie f  in a science o f  develop

mental psychology. As Karl Popper has observed: "Society being

(in  M i l l ' s  view) the product o f  in te rac tin g  minds, social laws must 

u lt im a te ly  be reducible to psychological laws, since the events o f
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social l i f e  . . .  must be the outcome o f motives springing from the

27minds o f ind iv idual men.1' As M il l  himself expressed a s im ila r

thought in  a passage which Popper overlooked: " . . .  we are ju s t i f i e d

in concluding, th a t the order of human progression in a l l  respects

w i l l  mainly depend on the order o f progression in  the in te l le c tu a l

convictions of mankind, that is ,  on the law o f the successive

28transformations o f  human opinion."

I t  would be a mistake, however, to assume th a t  M i l l 's  use of the 

term "psychology" was l im ited  to a study of "the laws of thought" for  

th a t  phrase b e tte r  defines the narrower s u b -f ie ld  of psychology 

which the V ictorians called "Logic." "Psychology," in the V ictorian  

sense o f  the term, was concerned both with the temporary and passing 

sequence o f thoughts that were immediately evident in men's words and 

actions and also with the more permanent "association o f  ideas" which 

led to the formation of a man's habits and his future reactions to 

various s itu a t io n s .

I t  was upon a foundation provided by the study of the (h is to r 

ic a l )  determinates of an in d iv id u a l 's  reactions and propensities to 

a c t ,  upon a proposed d isc ip l in e  of "Ethology, or the Science o f  the

Formation of Character," th a t  M il l  hoped to construct his own

29sciences of H istory and Social Progress. Yet even though he was

f irm ly  convinced that: "there ex is t  universal laws of the formation

30of Character" (and, thus, that i t  should be possible to formulate  

laws o f  h is to r ic a l  development which were equally  un iversa l) ,  M i l1 

eventually  rea lize d  that a knowledge of these re la tionships  would be 

a tta ined  only at the expense of prolonged and laborious e f fo r ts .
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"Before we can trace the f i l i a t i o n  o f  states of society one from

another," he cautioned, "we must r ig h t ly  understand and c le a r ly  con-

31ceive them, each apart from the re s t ."  The c lear conception o f each

individual social s ta te  was i t s e l f  a complex process, resulting  from

a synthesis of the knowledge gained from many separate forms o f  social 

32
study.

While in a burst of i n i t i a l  enthusiasm over Comte's philosophy 

M ill  had envisioned the rapid composition of a multi-volumed t re a t is e  

on "ethology." He eventually concluded, a f te r  more extensive con

s id era tion , that he must f i r s t  content himself with a more l im ite d  

contribution to that area of social study with which he was most 

fa m i l ia r ,  v i z . , p o l i t ic a l  economy. The "h is to r ica l  character" o f  

M i l l 's  Principles was, th ere fo re , f a r  more than a consequence of his 

admiration fo r  Adam Smith or his desire to exemplify as well as 

"c la r i fy "  the Ricardian system. The Principles was intended as a 

sketch of the h is to r ica l  evolution of one aspect o f  Social Progress-- 

the accumulation and use o f  wealth. As he stated in his in troduction  

to the P r in c ip les , however, the goal o f the volume was not to consider 

the topic of wealth in iso la tion  from the remainder o f social and

moral philosophy or in iso la tion  from the various non-economic

factors influencing social l i f e ,  i t  was rather to trace out the in t e r 

connections between the p r in c ip le  and the motive of wealth maximiza

tion and the numerous other social and p o l i t ic a l  influences which

33molded men's behavior. In pursuing th is  goal M il l  was probably 

jus t as true to Smith as he was to Comte, fo r Smith himself was 

interested in the results  of s e l f - in te r e s t  not as the only spur aoad-
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ing men to action but as one o f the most pers is tent and r e l ia b le  

motives around which a dependable social system might be constructed. 

Neither Smith nor the Comtian M i l l ,  then, were true believers in what 

M i l l ,  h im self, would l a t e r  construct as a pure and hypothetical 

science of the economic man.

M i l l 's  In fluence: A Concluding Note

From the foregoing discussion i t  may appear that M i l l ' s  p h ilo s 

ophy has few q u a l it ie s  to  recommend i t  to advocates o f a c r i t ic a l  

empiricism, and th a t ,  in those instances where he influenced the de

velopment o f economic methodology his influence was, at le a s t ,  un

healthy. That impression is  not a t  a l l  weakened by M i l l ' s  obvious 

disregard fo r  any real attempts to operationalize  economic theory, 

or by his own history  o f  p o l i t ic a l  crusades on the basis o f  "eco

nomic considerations." Concerning the one topic  of his day which 

approached a modern version of property -r ights  analysis, M i l l ' s  own 

record was less than admirable. As Cairnes noted in examining M i l l ' s  

contributions to the science o f p o l i t ic a l  economy: " . . .  there is  no

portion o f the economic f i e ld  in which M i l l ' s  o r ig in a l i ty  is  less

34conspicuous than in th a t  which deals with land." And in perhaps 

the major instance where M i l l  seemed close to making a s ig n if ic a n t  

contribution to the study o f a lte rn a t iv e  land systems and the d i f f e r 

e n t ia l  incentives which they generate, he deleted the relevant

passages from a la te r  ed it io n  of his essay dealing with the ques- 

35tion .

Although the methodological aspects o f M i l l 's  economic w rit ings
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close ly  resemble the methodological views la te r  expressed by A lfred  

Marshall, who may, in fa c t ,  have modeled his own re f lec t io n s  a f te r  

M i l l ' s ,  there is at least one respect in which M i l l ' s  methodological 

w ritings  were superior to  those o f Cairnes, Marshall o r  any o f  the 

l a t e r  Orthodox methodologists, v i z . , he was always impatient with  

obscurity and in to le ra n t  of attempts to avoid c le a r-c u t  methodological 

positions. Being o f  often generous s p i r i t  M i l l  would frequently  

excuse his contemporaries fo r  what he believed to  be elements in 

th e i r  s ty les which revealed a weakness of character or an in d ec is ive 

ness o f  expression. He did, a f t e r  a l l ,  believe that his own age was 

characterized by a s p i r i t  o f  t ra n s it io n ,  i . e . ,  that he was l iv in g  

through a period in which old opinions and patterns o f thinking had

been re jected while th e ir  newer replacements remained ye t im perfectly  

37formed. Even so, however, M i l l  himself expressed a continued 

devotion to strong opinions and a continued admiration for those who 

were w i l l in g  to take th e ir  positions "to an extreme." This w i l l in g 

ness to  submit his own opinions to the vic issitudes of c r i t ic a l  de

bate was one o f the most consistent elements o f M i l l 's  in te l le c tu a l

perspective. I t  is e x p l ic i t ly  argued for in his e a r l ie s t  Comtist
38essays and in one o f  his la s t  social works, On L ib e r ty .

Although we are to ld  by Cairnes, in his essay on M i l l ' s  p o l i t ic a l  

econonty, tha t:

The character of his in te l le c t  . . .  led  him to s t r iv e  
to connect his thoughts . . .  with the p rev ious ly -ex is t
ing body of speculation, to f i t  them into the same 
framework, and e x h ib it  them as parts of the same 
scheme; so th a t . . .  he was a t  more pains to con
ceal the o r ig in a l i ty  and independent value o f  his 
contributions to the stock o f  knowledge than most
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39
w r i t e r s  a re  to set  f o r t h  those q u a l i t i e s  . . .  "

I t  seems c e r t a i n  t h a t  these a t t r i b u t e s  o f  M i l l ' s  l i t e r a r y  s t y l e  were  

i n s p i r e d  more by h is  honest i n t e l l e c t u a l  modesty than by a mot ive o f  

" p r o f e s s i o n a l  t r a d e -u n io n is m "  o f  a d e s i r e  to p r o t e c t  economics from 

c r i t i c i s m ,  both o f  which were,  however ,  prime mot ives f o r  s i m i l a r  

l i t e r a r y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  found in  the  w r i t i n g s  o f  Cairnes and Mar

s h a l l .  Even though M i l l ' s  p h i l o s o p h i c  p e r s p e c t i v e  on matt er s  o* 

economic methodology proved as a f a u l t y  guide f o r  many o f  h is  succes

s o r s ,  h is  b e l i e f s  were always h o n e s t l y  pursued to  t h e i r  u l t i m a t e  

conclusion and presented  in a f o r t h r i g h t  manner. The f a i t h  o f  the  

e a r l y  L i b e r a l s  in  the  v i c t o r y  o f  " t r u t h "  through the mechanism of  open 

and u n r e s t r i c t e d  debate  remained a l i v e  in  the man who was arona the  

f i r s t  to  abandon the  creed o f  l i b e r a l i s m .
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FOOTNOTES TO APPENDIX A

1. In w r i t in g  his f r ie n d ,  John S te r l in g ,  in 1831 M i l l  remarked 
th a t:  " I f  there is any science which I am capable of promoting, I
th ink i t  is  the science o f science i t s e l f ,  the science o f  in ves tig a -  
t io n - - o f  method." Quoted in Bruce Mazlich, James and John Stuart 
M il l  (New York: Basic Books, 1975), p. 403.

2. The evaluation o f  M i l l 's  Logic and his other methodological 
w ritings in Joseph Schumpeter, A H istory  of Economic Analysis (New 
York: Oxford Un ivers ity  Press, 1954), pp. 451-452 can only be ranked 
as one o f Schumpeter's le a s t  perceptive w r it in g s . According to th is  
in te rp re ta t io n ,  M i l l  was no more than an e c le c t ic  philosopher who 
combined elements of the t ra d i t io n a l  a p r io r is t ic  methodology of the  
early  c lass ica ls  with the "inverse h is to r ic a l"  method of Comte.
Somewhat more perceptive are R. P. Anschutz, "The Logic o f  J. S.
M i l l , "  contained in J . B. Schneewind (ed ),  M i l l : A Collection of
C r i t ic a l  Essays (Garden C ity ,  New York: Anchor Books, 1968), pp.
46-83 and Anschutz's book-length The Philosophy o f J. S. M i l l
(New York: Oxford Un ivers ity  Press, 1953). Tne best examination o f
M i l l ' s  philosophy of log ic  and philosophy o f  social science is ,  how
ever, Alan Ryan's John S tuart M i l l  (New York: Pantheon Books, 1970).

3. Ingram held th a t:  " M i l l 's  e f f o r t  is  usually to v indicate
his master (Ricardo) while  others have c r i t ic iz e d  him and to p a l l i a t e  
his admitted la x i t i e s  o f expression." (J . K. Ingram History  o f  
P o l i t ic a l  Economy (London: A & C Black, 1923), p. 145.) For the 
even less sympathetic assessments o f  Les lie  and Bagehot see T. E. C. 
L e s l ie ,  Essays In P o l i t ic a l  Economy (New York: Augustus K elley , 1969 ),  
pp. 56-57 and Walter Bagehot, Economic Studies (Stanford: Academic
Reprints, 1962), pp. 180-181.

J. E. Cairnes leaned heavily  on M i l l 's  Logic and his 
Unsettled Questions o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy in developing his own 
methodological viewpoint (see J. E. Cairnes, The Character and Logical 
Method o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, Second Enlarged Edition (London: Mac
m il la n , 1875), pp. 27-31 , 64-65 and 66- 68 ; y e t  he also found M i l l ' s  
methodological comments to be somewhat "inconsistent" and invented the  
concept o f  "valued matter" to remedy what he believed to be th e ir  
central f la w -- th e  characterization  o f economics as a study concerned 
only with the "laws o f  mind," Ib id . , p. 30.

4. For a more or less typ ica l appraisal of M i l l 's  methodology 
as merely an extension and exp lication  o f  the methodology o f e a r l i e r  
classica ls  see Lewis H. Haney, H istory o f  Economic Thought, Fourth 
Edition (New York: Macmillan, 1970), pp. 473-474. An explanation
fo r  this in te rp re ta t io n  may l i e  in M i l l 's  propensity to deemphasize 
his own o r ig in a l i t y  in  matters of both economic theory and economic 
methodology. For comments on and evaluations of th is  t r a i t  see 
Ingram, 0£. c i t . , pp. 145-146 and the material in Note 39 below.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

442

5. Robert  B. Ekelund and Robert  F. H e b e r t ,  A H i s t o r y  of  
Economic Theory and Method (New York:  H a r p e r  and Row, 1975T7 p. 117.

6. Pedro Schwartz ,  The New P o l i t i c a l  Economy o f  J .  S. M i l l  
(London: We idenfe ld  and N ic h o ls o n ,  L t d . ,  1 9 7 2 ) ,  pp. 6 2 - 6 6 .

7. In a passage quoted in M a z l i c h ,  o£.  c i t . , p. 353 and in  the 
s u b - t i t l e  t o  h is  P r i n c i p l e s  M i l l  makes i t  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  " h i s t o r i c a l "  
d is cu ss io n s  con ta ined  w i t h i n  h is  w r i t i n g s  were not in tended  as 
at temp ts  to t e s t  o r  " v e r i f y "  economic t h e o r y  but  we re,  r a t h e r ,  
" i l l u s t r a t i o n s "  o f  the a p p l i c a b i l i t y  o f  the  th e o r y .  The s o e c u l a t i c r  
t h a t  M i l l  may have been i n f l u e n c e d  by Comte,  r a t h e r  than by the 
example o f  Sm ith ,  to  g iv e  up the p u r e l y  "geom etr ic"  d is cussions  o f  
h is  f a t h e r  and r e tu r n  to a more " h i s t o r i c a l "  mode o f  w r i t i n g  is  
discussed i n  Robert  B. Ekelund,  J r .  and Emi le  Olsen,  "Comte,  M i l l  and 
C ai rn es :  The P o s i t i v i s t - E m p i r i c i s t  I n t e r l u d e  in  Late  C l a s s i c a l  
Economics,"  Journal  o f  Economic I s s u e s , V o l .  7 (September ,  197 3) ,
pp. 3 8 9 - 3 9 0 ,  411 ,  and is i l l u s t r a t e d  in a quote from M i l l  in M a z l i c h ,  
0£ .  c i t . , p.  357.

8.  Jacob V i n e r ,  "Some Problems o f  L og ic a l  Method in  P o l i t i c a l  
Economy," Journa l  o f  P o l i t i c a l  Economy, V o l .  35 ( 1 9 1 7 ) ,  pp. 236-260  
r e p r i n t e d  in  Ea r l  L. Hami l ton ( e d . ) ,  Landmarks In P o l i t i c a l  Economy, 
V o l .  1 (Ch icago:  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Chicago Pr es s ,  136 2 ) ,  pp. 101-1 24 .
The H am i l ton  r e p r i n t  is  used as t h e  source f o r  a l l  f o l l o w i n g  c i t a t i o n s  
and is  r e f e r r e d  to s imply  as " H a m i l to n . "

9. For M i l l ' s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  i n  the  soc ia l  
sciences see H am i l to n ,  o£.  c i t . , pp. 1 0 7 - 1 0 9 ,  Karl  Popper ,  The 
Pover ty  o f  H i s t o r i c i s m  {New York: Harp e r  & Row, 1 9 6 4 ) ,  p. 85fn and 
the  quote f rom M i l l ' s  Logic  in J .  E. C a i r n e s ,  0£. c i t . , pp. 67 -68 .

10. The com ple te ly  " h y p o t h e t i c a l "  c h a r a c t e r  o f  M i l l ' s  "economic 
man" and the  s i m i l a r  s ta tu s  o f  the  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c i a l  environment  
in  which he l i v e d  and acted is d iscusse d  in  Ham i l t on ,  ojq. c i t . ,
p.  109.  For  a d d i t i o n a l  comment on M i l l ' s  "economic man" and the  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  t h i s  concept to h is  economic t h e o r y ,  s t r i c t l y  speak
i n g ,  see Popper ,  "The Autonomy o f  S o c i o l o g y , "  ojd. c i t . ,  p. 429.

11. H am i l t on ,  o£. c i t . , pp. 1 0 8 -1 0 9 ,  111.

12. Quoted from M i l l ' s  U n s e t t l e d  Quest io ns  o f  P o l i t i c a l  Economy 
in H a m i l t o n ,  ojd. c v t . , p. 109.

13. I b i d .

14. M i l l  d iv id e d  the sciences not  o n l y  on the b as is  o f  t h e i r  use 
o f  c o n t r o l l e d  exp er im e nta t io n  as a p o s s i b l e  i n v e s t i q a t i v e  d e v ic e ,  but  
a l s o  on the basis  o f  the c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e i r  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r s .  The 
f o l l o w i n g  is  a passage f rom his  Log ic  i l l u s t r a t i n g  j u s t  t h a t  v iew:
" . . .  laws o f  m a t te r  and laws o f  mind a r e  so d i s s i m i l a r  in t h e i r
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nature that i t  would be contrary to a l l  p r inc ip les  o f ra tional  
arrangement to mix them up as part of the same study. In a l l  scien
t i f i c  methods, there fore , they are placed a p ar t ."  Quoted in Mazlich, 
op. c i t . , p. 410.

15. Hamilton, o£. c i t . , p. 110.

16. I b i d . See also the chapter on Cairnes in th is  d issertation  
fo r  fu rth er  refinements upon the idea th a t economic predictions were 
necessarily t ru e ,  but conceivably could be inapplicab le  to certa in  
s itu a t io n s .

17. Hamilton, o | k  c i t . , p. 110. The doctrine o f  "disturbing  
influences" played a mjor ro le  in the future  development of orthodox 
economics, espec ia lly  in the writings of Cairnes and Marshall. I t  
would also, eventua lly , develop in to  the unspecified caeteris  paribus 
clauses of e a r ly  neoclassical economics, discussed more f u l l y  in the 
concluding section o f th is  d isserta t io n .

18. As is  noted in the tex t of Chapter I  and in  Note 38, below, 
M il l  always attempted to c la r i f y  his position so fa r  as possible by 
considering "pure" or "extreme" cases. He was also quite  h o s ti le  to 
those who valued good w i l l  over honest debate o r  attempted to confuse 
the obscure w ith  the profound.

19. "The Relation o f  Economic Science To P ractica l A f fa i rs ,"  
reprinted in Essays In Economic Method (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963), 
pp. 146-148. The issue involved in the separation o f  "positive"
and normative economics (or in the separation o f  pos it ive  and 
normative assertions by economists) has ag ita ted  controversy almost 
since the beginning o f  the d is c ip l in e .  For two recent discussions o f  
the issues involved in th is  controversy see T. W. Hutchison's  
"P os it ive" Economics and Pol icy Objectives (Cambridge: Harvard
University  Press, 1964) and a recent paper, y e t  unpublished, by 
Alfred F. Chalk of Texas A&M U nivers ity , e n t i t le d  "Myrdal and 
Schumpeter On the Role Of Value Judgments In Classical Economics."
The paper by Professor Chalk contains a b r ie f  but in s ig h tfu l exam
ination  of the differences between the early  Ricardians and J. S.
M il l  concerning the issue o f a "normative economics," see especially  
pp. 9-11 and 14-16.

20. For a discussion of the attempt to disband the economics 
section of the Royal S ta t is t ic a l  Society see J. K. Ingram, "The 
Present Position and Prospects of P o l i t ic a l  Econonty," printed in 
Essays In Economic Method, op. c i t . , pp. 41-42, note especia lly  the 
reference in fn . 1 to page 41 and the reference to the work by 
BonaiT\y Price o f  Oxford on p. 44.

For one example of the Comtist reaction to orthodox p o l i t ic a l  
econonty see W. Cunningham, "The Comtist C r it ic is m  o f  Economic Science 
Science," prin ted  in Essays In Economic Method, o£. c i t . , pp. 98-111. 
See also the reference to the w ritings of Harrison in Ekelund and
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O ls en ,  oja. c i t . ,  p. 415 f n .

21.  H am i l to n ,  oja. c i t . , pp. 1 14-1 17,  123-124 .

22 .  These var ious  m eth odolog ica l  w r i t i n g s  a re  d iscussed in  the
c on c lu d in g  c ha p te r  to  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n .

2 3 .  M a z l i c h ,  oja. c i t . ,  p. 424.

2 4 .  See John M. Robson ( e d ) , John S tu ar t  Mi 1 1 : A S e l e c t i o n  of
His Works (New York: The Odyssey Pr es s ,  196 6) ,  pp.  4 3 6 -4 3 7 .

2 5 .  I b i d . ,  p.  436.

2 6 .  I b i d . , p.  437.

2 7 .  Quoted in  M a z l i c h ,  oja. c i t . ,  p. 417.

2 8 .  J .  B. Schneedwind ( e d . ) ,  M i l l ' s  Essays on L i t e r a t u r e  and
S o c i e t y , (New York: C o l l i e r - M a c m i l l a n ,  1965 ) ,  p. 10.

The c lose connect ion between lo g ic  and psychology in the  
N i n e t e e n t h  Century was the  basis  f o r  M i l l ' s  b e l i e f  in the ' i n d u c t i v e  
c h a r a c t e r "  o f  a l l  human knowledge. (See the essay on "His ( M i l l ' s )  
Work In  Phi losophy" by J .  H. Levy p r i n t e d  in John S t u a r t  Mi 11 : His 
L i f e  and Works (Boston: James R. Osgood and Company, 18731,  pp. 55-  
6117

2 9 .  M a z l i c h ,  oja. c i t . , pp. 4 0 4 ,  414.

30.  I b i d . , p.  415.

31.  Robson, 0£ .  d _ t . ,  p. 437.

32.  For a le n g th y  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the d i f f e r e n t  components or  
asp ec ts  o f  a soc ia l  s t a t e  and the methodological  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in volve d  
i n  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  each o f  these  so as to  o b ta in  a w e l l - r o u n d e d  p i c t u r e  
o f  t h e  whole see passages f rom M i l l  quoted in  M a z l i c h ,  oja_. c i t . ,
pp. 4 1 8 -4 1 9 .

33.  M a z l i c h ,  oja. c i t . , p. 357.

34.  J .  E. Ca i rn es ,  "His ( M i l l ' s )  Work In P o l i t i c a l  Economy," as 
co n ta in e d  in John S t u a r t  M i l l : His  L i f e  and Works (Boston:  James R.
Osgood and Company, 1 8 7 3 ) ,  p. 70.

35.  The passage occurs in  M i l l ' s  essay on "The Claims o f  Labour ,"  
co n ta in e d  in  M i l l 's Essays On Economics and So c i e t y  (London:
Rout ledge  X keqan Paul ,  1 % 7 T ,  pp. 387-389’.

36.  The resemblances between the general  methodolog ica l  .and
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s o c i a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  M i l l  and Marshal l  a r e  t r u l y  re m ar ka b l e .  Both 
were i n t e r e s t e d  p r i m a r i l y  in  the in f l u e n c e s  e f f e c t i n g  t h e  format ion  
o f  human c h a r a c t e r  (see the chapte r  on M a r s h a l l ,  e s p e c i a l l y  those  
sec t ions  d e a l i n g  w i t h  Parson's  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  h is  s o c i a l  w r i t i n g s ) ,  
both had the  same v iew o f  the r o l e  o f  h i s t o r y  and t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of  
in d u c t io n  in the i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  o f  a s o c i a l  s c i e n c e ,  both b e l ie v ed  
in  a utopian f u t u r e  s t a t e  which would a r i s e  due to  the  improved  
c h a r a c t e r  o f  mankind, and both had a w e l 1-deve lo p ed  t h e o ry  o f  h i s t o r y  
which they a t t em pted  to support  by a loose and g e n e r a l i z e d  form of  
" h i s t o r i c a l  r e s e a r c h . "

37. T h a t  p o r t i o n  o f  M i l l ' s  t h e o ry  o f  h i s t o r y  which was concerned 
w i t h  the e f f e c t s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  h i s t o r i c a l  per iods  on the  types o f  
opinions he ld  by men o f  those per iods  ( " t h e  s p i r i t  o f  the  age")  is  
i l l u s t r a t e d  by quotes f rom M i l l ' s  works in  Robson, o£. c i t . , pp. 15-
18.

38. For examples o f  M i l l ' s  im p a t i en ce  w i t h  a n y t h i n g  less than 
c l e a r l y  s t a t e d  o p in io n s  and r igorous l o g i c  see h is  " S p i r i t  o f  the 
Age,"  in Schneewind, oja. c i t . , p. 34 and h is  essay "On L i b e r t y "  in 
Robson, 0£ .  c i t . , p .  28.

39. C a i r n e s ,  "His  Work In P o l i t i c a l  Economy," o£. c i t . , p. 65.
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APPENDIX B 

THE TERMINOLOGY USED IN THIS WORK

Much of  the  confusion  which has c h a r a c t e r i z e d  s tu d ie s  o f  eco

nomic methodology i s  a t t r i b u t a b l e  to  th e  v a r i e d  meanings which  

d i f f e r e n t  authors  have assigned t o  the  "same" t e c h n i c a l  term and tc 

t h e i r  a p p a r e n t  o b l iv io u s n e s s  to the  d i f f e r e n t  senses given these  

terms by o t h e r  a u t h o r s .  Al though any d is cu s s io n  o f  fundamentals  "'ust 

n e c e s s a r i l y  i n v o l v e  some undef ined o r  " p r i m i t i v e "  concepts,  the  

e x p l i c i t  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  o t h e r  im p o r tan t  terms can o f t e n  reduce f u r t h e r  

c o n t r o v e r s y  t o  a minimum. The d e f i n i t i o n  o f  key terms to be used i r  

t h i s  s tu d y  i s  the  purpose o f  t h i s  appendix .

Concerning " H i s t o r i c i s m "

The te rm  o f  c e n t r a l  importance to  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  i s ,  o f  

c o u r s e ,  " h i s t o r i c i s m "  i t s e l f .  Yet  t h i s  concept is f rau g h t  w i t h  many 

a m b i g u i t i e s  and has been used in at  l e a s t  t h r e e  s e p ar a te  senses in  

pas t  s t u d i e s  o f  B r i t i s h  H i s t o r i c a l  economists .

The most sea rch in g  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  h i s t o r i c i s m  in the s o c ia l  

sciences is  found in Karl  Popper 's  P o v e r ty  o f  H i s t o r i c i s m  ( l a t e r  

supplemented by m a t e r i a l  appear ing  in  r e c e n t  e d i t i o n s  o f  h is  Open 

S o c i e t y  and I t s  Enemies, h is  Logic o f  S c i e n t i f i c  Discovery and his  

C o njec tu res  and R e f u t a t i o n s ) .  Popper d i v i d e d  the var ious  s t r a i n s  in 

the  h i s t o r i c i s t  ou t l oo k  i n t o  those which were p r o n a t u r a l i s t i c  ( v i z . , 

f a v o r a b l e  t o a u n i f i e d  s c i e n t i f i c  method) and those which were a n t i -  

n a t u r a l i s t i c  ( v i z . , f a v o r i n g  s epara te  methodologies f o r  s o c i a l  and
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n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s ) .

Among the  p r o n a t u r a l i s t i c  d o c t r i n e s  o f  h i s t o r i c i s m  he in c lu d ed  

the  f o l l o w i n g  ideas o r  o r i e n t a t i o n s :

( 1 )  A concern w i t h  l a r g e  s c a l e  f o r e c a s t s ,  on the  

model o f  re searc h  c a r r i e d  on in s p e c u l a t i v e  

astronomy or  s p e c u l a t i v e  geology:  p r e d i c t i o n s  

r e s u l t i n g  from such researc h  u s u a l l y  being e x 

pressed in a t e m p o r a l l y  unbounded form ( i . e . ,

g iven these c o n d i t io n s  we can expect  ____________

t o  e v e n t u a l l y  a r i s e ) .

( 2 )  A concern w i t h  h i s t o r y  as the only o b s e r v a t i o n a l  

bas is  f o r  s o c ia l  s c i e n c e ,  and a r e o r i e n t a t i o n  

o f  a l l  s o c ia l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  toward l a r g e - s c a l e  

p r e d i c t i o n s  about  f u t u r e  " s o c i a l  s ta g e s . "  That  

i s ,  t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  sc ience  i n t o  a 

" t h e o r e t i c a l  h i s t o r y "  o r  a study o f  s o c i e t a l  

development .

( 3 )  An e x h a l t a t i o n  o f  dynamics ( t h e  theory  o f  s o c i a l  

development as dete rm ined  by " h i s t o r i c a l  f o r c e s " )  

o ver  s t a t i c s  ( th e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  the i n t e r r e 

l a t i o n s h i p s  between s o c i a l  u n i t s  a t  any one 

i n s t a n t  o f  t i m e ) .

( 4 )  A search f o r  laws o f  h i s t o r i c a l  development  

which are  s p a t i a l l y  and t e m p o r a l ly  l i m i t e d  to  

a p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i e t y  ( o r  a t e m p o r a l ly  and 

s p a t i a l l y  d e f in e d  se t  o f  such s o c i e t i e s ) ,  as
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opposed to  a search f o r  s o c ia l  laws which are  

" u n i v e r s a l "  in the sense o f  be ing  a p p l i c a b l e  

to any t ime o r  p lace (but  n o t ,  o f  c ou rs e ,  to 

any s oc ia l  s t r u c t u r e ) .

( 5 )  A concern w i t h  h i s t o r i c a l  prophesy r a t h e r  than 

w i t h  the technology o r  mechanics o f  s o c ia l  

s t r u c t u r e s .

( 6 ) A r e l e g a t i o n  o f  every  s o c ia l  s c ie nce  to  a mere 

branch o f  a general  sc ience  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  change.  

Although a l lo w in g  f o r  the l e g i t i m a c y  o f  a d i v i s i o n  

between s oc ia l  s tu d ie s  on the  bas is  o f  t h e i r  sub

j e c t  m a t t e r  ( i . e . ,  on the b a s is  o f  the  " type" o*  

phenomena which they  s t u d i e d - - t h e  " p o l i t i c a l , "  the  

"economic" o r  the " s o c i a l " ) ,  any h i s t o r i c i s t

v iew o f  soc ia l  sc ience  would r e q u i r e  t h a t  each 

f i e l d  be considered as o n ly  one component o f  a 

more general  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  the i n f l u e n c e s  

e f f e c t i n g  the "motion o f  human s o c i e t y . "

( 7 )  An i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the  p o l i c y  s tu d ie s  and 

p o l i c y  recommendations o f  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  as 

examples o f  " so c ia l  m i d w i f e r y . "  That  i s ,  as mere 

means f o r  hasten ing  t h a t  which i s  a l r e a d y  i n e v i 

t a b l e  r a t h e r  than as a t tem pts  to  c o n s c i e n t i o u s l y  

improve s o c ia l  s t r u c t u r e s  a ccord ing  to  w e l l - d e f i n e d  

standards o f  " b o t t e r n o s s ."

h e  a n t i n a t u r a l i s t i c  d o c t r in e s  o f  h i s t o r i c i s m  ( th o se  connected w i t l i
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arguments f o r  the  un iquely  s p e c i a l i z e d  c h a r a c t e r  o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  

w i t h i n  soc ia l  s c ie n ce )  inc luded  the f o l l o w i n g :

(1)  An advocacy o f  " p o l i c y - a c t i v i s m "  r a t h e r  than an 

emphasis on p o s i t i v e  s tu d ie s  (as represen ted  by 

Marx 's  comment, "The ph i losophers  have only  

i n t e r p r e t e d  the  w o r l d ,  the p o i n t  is  to change 

i t " ) .

(2 )  An oppos i t io n  to e x p e r im e n ta t io n  in the s o c i a l  

sci  ences.

(3)  A b e l i e f  in the e s s e n t i a l  uniqueness o f  each 

s o c ia l  e v e n t ,  r a t h e r  than an a t te m p t  to group 

any such e v e n t  i n t o  an a n a l y t i c  c a tegory .

(4)  An emphasis on the  com plex i t y  o f  s oc ia l  phe

nomena and t h e  r e l a t i v e  s i m p l i c i t y  o f  phys ic a l  

phenomena.

(5)  A concern w i t h  f a c t o r s  which h in d e r  " o b j e c t i v i t y "  

in the o b se rva t io n  o f  s o c i a l  e v e n ts .

( 6 ) A b e l i e f  in  the im p re c ise  c h a r a c t e r  o f  s oc ia l  

p r e d i c t i o n s  as c o n t ra s ted  w i t h  the  p r e c i s i o n  

o f  p r e d i c t i o n s  in  the phys ical  s c ie nces .

(7)  An emphasis on t h e  "organ ic"  o r  " d i a l e c t i c "  

development  o f  s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e s ,  r a t h e r  than  

upon t h e i r  mechanical  f u n c t i o n i n g .

( 8 ) A b e l i e f  in  the importance o f  " f a m i l i a r i t y  

w i t h "  ( o r  "a f e e l i n g  f o r " )  the s ub je c ts  o f  

s o c ia l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s .  That  i s ,  a r e l i a n c e
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upon the " exper ienced  i n t u i t i o n s "  o f  " e x p e r t "  

s o c i a l  i n v e s t i g a t o r s  r a t h e r  than upon w e l l  

d e f in e d  problems and t e s t  methods.

(9 )  An o p p o s i t io n  t o  the use o f  q u a n t i t a t i v e  o r  

mathemat ical  methods i n  the  s o c ia l  s c ie n c e s .

(10 )  An endorsement  o f  "methodological  e s s e n t i a l i s m "

( i . e . ,  the  d o c t r i n e  t h a t  t h e re  are  h i s t o r i c a l  

essences o r  " s p i r i t s  o f  an age,"  which a r e  both  

d is c o v e r a b l e  and meaningful once d i s c o v e r e d ) .

Popper 's  d is cussion  o f  the  " h i s t o r i c i s t "  o u t loo k  does not  r e 

q u i r e  t h a t  a me thodolog ica l  p e r s p e c t i v e  possess a l l  o f  t h e  above 

f e a t u r e s  in  o r d e r  to p r o p e r l y  be c lasse d  under t h i s  l a b e l .  I t  is 

s u f f i c i e n t  t h a t  some of  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  be p r e s e n t  and t h a t  the  

advocates o f  the p o s i t i o n  ado pt  an u n c r i t i c a l  a t t i t u d e  tow ard  the  

r e s u l t s  o f  t h e i r  i n q u i r i e s .  I f  " s c i e n t i s t s "  o f  any v a r i e t y  become 

more i n t e r e s t e d  in  a defense o f  t h e i r  t h e o r i e s  as " a b s o l u t e "  t r u t h s  

than they  a re  in the t e s t i n g  o f  the se  t h e o r i e s  they  have taken the  

major s te p  on the road t o  h i s t o r i c i s m ,  according to  P o p p er 's  d e f i n i 

t i o n .

Another  and q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  sense o f  the te rm " h i s t o r i c i s m "  was 

advanced by F r e d e r i c k  A. Hayek in h is  C o u n te r -R e vo lu t io n  o f  S c ie n c e . 

According to  Hayek's  t r e a t m e n t  " h i s t o r i c i s m "  is  c l o s e l y  a l l i e d  to and 

o f te n  i n t e r m i n g l e d  w i t h  what  he has v a r i o u s l y  r e f e r r e d  t o  as " f a l s e  

r a t i o n a l i s m "  o r  " th e  r e l i g i o n  o f  the  engineers"  ( i . e . ,  t h e  b e l i e f  

t h a t  s o c i e t y  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a machine sub jec t  to the consci ous  con

t r o l  o f  s o c i a l  d e s i g n e r s ) .  I t  is f u r t h e r  r e i n f o r c e d  by the
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i n f l u e n c e s  o f  French " sc ien t is m "  ( t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  the  " i n d u c t i v e "  

methodology o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  sc iences to  the  s o c ia l  s c ie nces)  and is  

i t s e l f  a d e r i v a t i v e  o f  the confusions  o f  German Hegel ism.  The ma jor  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  an h i s t o r i c i s t  view according to  Hayek a re  a 

r e l i a n c e  on " d i a l e c t i c a l  reas oning"  ( i n  which he does not  b e l i e v e )  

and a f a i t h  in  h i s t o r i c a l  f a t a l i s m .  The d o c t r in e s  o f  s o c ia l  e v o l u t i o n  

and the  a t t em pts  to  develop  a sc ie nce  o f  s oc ia l  h i s t o r y  a re  a lso  

recognized  by Hayek as i m p o r ta n t  components o f  the  h i s t o r i c i s t  view, 

but  h is  main i n t e r e s t s  r e v o lv e  around t h e  combinat ion o f  r a t i o n a l i s t  

s c i e n t i s t i c  and h i s t o r i c i s t  p e r s p e c t i v e s  in t o  an id eo logy  adv oca t i ng  

s o c i a l  p r e d i c t i o n  and c o n t r o l .

Al though Hayek was to  e v e n t u a l l y  become an admirer  o f  Popper 's  

work in the  ph i lo sophy  o f  s c i e n c e ,  and was to modi fy  h is  a n t i n a t u r a l -  

i s t i c  views a c c o r d i n g l y ,  h is  o r i g i n a l  c r i t i q u e  o f  the  t r i p a r t a t e  

view of  r a t i o n a l i s m - s c i e n t i s m  and h i s t o r i c i s m  e x e r te d  a major i n f l u 

ence on A. W. Coats in h is  1954 a r t i c l e ,  "The H i s t o r i c a l  React ion  In 

Eng l ish  P o l i t i c a l  Economy, 1870-1890." That  Coats a p p a r e n t ly  o v e r 

looked the  d i s t i n c t i o n  between h i s t o r i c i s m  per  se and the  o th e r  two 

components o f  t h e  id e o l o g y  o f  s o c ia l  c o n t r o l  in  no way d e t r a c t e d  

f rom his  w h o le hearted  acceptance o f  Hayek's  a n t i n a t u r a l i s m  or  h is  

d i s t o r t e d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  the  goals o f  the  l e a d in g  B r i t i s h  H i s t o r -  

i c i s t s .

.- t h i r d  and f i n a l  major  sense g iven  to  the term " h i s t o r i c i s m "  

gained i t s  p o p u l a r i t y  from the w r i t i n q s  o f  J.  N. Keynes and A l f r e d  

M a r s h a l l .  " H i s t o r i c i s m "  in  t h e i r  v iew was p re dom ina te ly  concerned  

w i t h  the re d u c t io n  o f  a l l  economic i n q u i r y  to  economic h i s t o r y  or
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economic s t a t i s t i c s  w i t h o u t  re gard  f o r  (and,  in f a c t ,  w i t h  much 

contempt f o r )  the  t h e o r e t i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  such e m p i r i c a l  s tu d i e s .  

(Th is  same v iew was l a t e r  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  from the mainstream o f  

h i s t o r i c i s m  by Karl  Popper ,  and was given the l a b e l  of  " h i s t o r i c i s m . "  

Although M a r s h a l l ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  " h i s t o r i c i s m "  might  be a c c u r a t e l y  

a p p l i e d  to  the views o f  the  l a t e r  German H i s t o r i c a l  School,  and the  

v ar io u s  reformed Comtists and neo-German "economists"  who b ed e v i le d  

B r i t i s h  economics dur ing  t h e  c l o s i n g  decades o f  the  n in e te e n th  

C en tu ry ,  i t  would be t o t a l l y  i n a c c u r a t e  to use t h i s  sense o f  the term  

to  r e f e r  to  the  w r i t i n g s  o f  Jones,  Whewel l ,  Bagehot ,  Symes o r  L e s l i e .

" H i s t o r i c i s m "  in t h i s  Study

The term " H i s t o r i c i s m "  as used in t h i s  study shares some of  the  

f e a t u r e s  o f  Popper 's  use o f  the te r m ,  but does not  in c lu d e  h is  cen t ra  

d o c t r i n e  o f  u n c r i t i c a l  o r  "devout"  adherence to  a body o f  d o c t r i n e s .  

Although some o f  the authors w r i t i n g  dur ing the d e c l i n i n a  yea rs  o f  

the movement ( e . g . ,  Ingram and to  a l e s s e r  e x t e n t  L e s l i e )  employed 

e v o l u t i o n a r y  n o t i o n s ,  sought  a f t e r  l a r g e - s c a l e  s o c i a l  p r e d i c t i o n s  

and s t r e s s e d  the  importance o f  a u n i f i e d  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e ,  these  

views a lways seemed secondary to  t h e i r  more c e n t r a l  involvement  wi th  

e m p i r i c a l  methods and e m p i r i c a l l y  e n r ic h e d  s oc ia l  t h e o r i e s  ( a g a i n ,  

Ingram may be an exc ep t ion  t o  t h i s  general  r u l e ) .  I have used the  

term " H i s t o r i c i s m "  (always c a p i t a l i z e d  when r e f e r r i n g  to  t h i s  usage)  

to  r e f e r  to matt er s  more c on c re te  than those which were the concern  

o f  e i t h e r  Popper or  Hayek. S p e c i f i c a l l y .  " H i s t o r i c i s m "  in t h i s  d i s 

s e r t a t i o n  ' v  ? the body p* d o c t r i n e s  and the group o*' w r i t e r s
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opposed to  the  p r io r is m  o f  or thodox economic methodology and o f f e r 

ing in i t s  p lace some s o r t  o f  e m p i r i c a l l y  supported o r  e m p i r i c a l l y  

enr iched  economic t h e o r i z i n g .  By d e f i n i n g  the term in  t h a t  way the  

term becomes p a r t l y ,  but not  c o m p l e t e l y ,  s t i p u l a t i v e .  I f  a p a r t i c u l a r  

economic w r i t e r  c laimed t o  be an H i s t o r i c i s t  and was recognized as 

such by h is  contemporar ies then he was, f o r  our purposes,  a proper  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  the v iew.  The main exc ep t io n s  to t h i s  s t i p u l a t i v e  

and convent io na l  r u le  f o r  d e f i n i n g  the term " H i s t o r i c i s m "  are  those  

d e r i v e d  f rom the temporal scope o f  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n .  That  i s ,  a l 

though the re  were many economic w r i t e r s  dur ing the l a s t  decades o f  the  

N in e te en th  Century and the  e a r l y  decades o f  the T w ent ie th  Century who 

were recognized  as " h i s t o r i c i s t s "  our concern is  s t r i c t l y  w i t h  the  

B r i t i s h  H i s t o r i c a l  School o f  t h e  p er io d  1830- 18 80 .  Al though t h i s  

l i m i t a t i o n  i s  in p a r t  imposed by the  c o n s t r a i n t s  o f  t ime and s i z e  f o r  

t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  an even more im p o r ta n t  f a c t o r  i n f l u e n c i n g  t h i s  

dec is io n  i s  the r a t h e r  r a d i c a l  a l t e r a t i o n  in  the  c h a r a c t e r  o f  H i s t o r 

i c a l  economics i n  England which took p la c e  in the  l a s t  y ears  o f  the  

nin th  decade.

Other  Terms o f  Importance

Seve ra l  o th e r  terms f r e q u e n t l y  encountered in t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  

r e q u i r e  e x p l i c i t  d e f i n i t i o n ,  both because t h e i r  usage i s  somewhat 

non-s tandard  and because the  ways in  which they are  employed may 

oth erw is e  seem ambiguous. The terms a r e ,  as f o l l o w s :

Absolute  -  i n c o n t e s t a b l e :  a p p l i c a b l e  to any s i t u a t i o n  w i t h o u t  

regard f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  c o n s t r a i n t s  or  i n s t i t u t i o n a l
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s t r u c t u r e s ;  or thodox  methodolog is ts  sometimes 

main ta ined  t h a t  economic t h e o r i e s  were "ab solute"  

( i . e . ,  t h a t  they  were c o n t e x t u a l l y  as we l l  as 

s p a t i a l l y - t e m p o r a l l y  n o n - s p e c i f i c ) .

A p r i o r i  -  l o g i c a l l y  o r  e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l l y  p r i o r  to  the

o r g a n i z a t i o n  or  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  e xper ie nces ;  

p r o f f e r e d  w i t h o u t  regard f o r  e s t a b l i s h e d  " f a c t s . 1 

Although the former meaning is  common in p h i l o s 

ophy, the l a t t e r  means was f r e q u e n t l y  used by 

the B r i t i s h  H i s t o r i c i s t s  in r e f e r r i n g  to  the  

process by which Orthodox economists a r r i v e d  a t  

and j u s t i f i e d  the b a s ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o f  economics

Em pi r ic ism -

Baconian -  the v iew t h a t  sc ience  is  a s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  arranged  

body o f  " g e n e r a l i z e d  f a c t s , "  t h a t  i t s  r o l e  is not  

to  e x p l a i n  or  p r e d i c t  the sequence o f  o cc urr ences,  

but merely  to  d es c r ib e  the components o f  th i s  

sequence. (See a ls o  " I n d u c t i o n . " )

Modern -  the v iew t h a t  s c i e n t i f i c  t h e o r i e s  or  hypotheses

should be t e s t a b l e  by r e f e r e n c e  to  f a c t s  ( o r  ot =r  

v a t io n  s t a t e m e n t s ) ,  t h a t  they  should a s s e r t  some

t h i n g  about  the wor ld  which can be determined to  

be e i t h e r  t r u e  o r  f a l s e  through some w e l l - d e f i n e d  

i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  t e s t  p rocedures.

E v o lu t io n ism  -  a d o c t r i n e  which is  concerned w i t h  the  p a t t e r n  o f
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changes o c c u r r in g  d u r in g  the  " l i f e  h i s t o r y "  o f  an 

i n d i v i d u a l ,  a s p e c i e s ,  o r  a s o c i e t y ,  which seeks  

to  f o r m u la t e  "laws o f  development" to  d e s c r ib e  

t h i s  sequence,  and w h ic h ,  when a p p l i e d  t o  s o c i a l  

i n v e s t i g a t i o n s ,  c on s id er s  " t im e"  or " h i s t o r i c a l  

stage" to  be the  p r i m a r y  v a r i a b l e  e f f e c t i n g  the  

l i k e l i h o o d  o f  any type  o f  s o c ia l  occurrence .

Fact -  an o b s e r v a t io n  s ta te m e nt  d e r iv e d  on the bas is  o f  

s ta n d a r d iz e d  and acc epted  o b se rva t io n  r u l e s .  Not  

i d e n t i c a l  to  g e n e r a l l y  agreed upon, or "common 

s e n s i c a l "  no t ions  about  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  which " s e e r  

r e a s o n a b le . "

In d u c t io n  -

Baconian -  a p s y c h o l o g i c a l - e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l  d o c t r in e  concerned  

w i t h  the d e r i v a t i o n  o f  " c o r r e c t "  t h e o r i e s ;  the  

b e l i e f  t h a t  " c o r r e c t "  t h e o r i e s  can be der iv e d  

from the e xam in at io n  o f  a body o f  " f a c t s . "  

Connected w i t h  a b e l i e f  in " i n s i g h t f u l , "  " g i f t e d "  

o r  " e x p e r t "  i n t u i t i o n s  about  the " t r u e "  r e l a t i o n 

ships in  the w o r l d .

General -  a concern f o r  " f a c t - g a t h e r i n g "  as a means f o r  

dev e lo p ing  a base a g a i n s t  which t h e o r i e s  may be 

t e s t e d  and suggested m o d i f i c a t i o n s  to t h e o r i e s  

may be judged  as " p r o d u c t i v e "  o r  " u n p r o d u c t iv e . "

-  in the w r i t i n g s  o f  J.  S. Mi 11- - a  movement from the  

" s p e c i f i c "  o r  " p a r t i c u l a r "  to  the g e n e r a l ;  a s e t
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o f  r u l e s  f o r  d e r i v i n g  c o r r e c t  o r  complete  

hypotheses under c o n d i t io n s  o f  c o n t r o l l e d  

e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n .

I n t u i t i o n  -  a l o g i c a l  i n s i g h t  i n t o  the " t r u e "  o r  " e s s e n t i a l "  

n a t u r e  o f  t h i n g s ;  u s u a l l y  used w i t h  r e fe re n c e  

t o  some r e l a t i o n ,  s t a t e  o r  p r o p e r t y  o f  th inos  

which e i t h e r  cannot be determined  on the bas is  of  

i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  procedures o r  which has not been 

determ ined .

Methodology -  t h e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  the "scope and l i m i t s "  

a p p r o p r i a t e  to  a science  and o f  i t s  research  

pro ce d u res .

Metaphysics  -  any i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n v o l v i n g  a s s e r t i o n s  about

p r o p e r t i e s  o f  o r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between " th in g s  in 

the  w o r l d , "  based upon s p e c u l a t i o n s  which are  

u n t e s t a b l e  or procedures which a re  u n rep e a tab l e .

O b serva t io n

( r u l e )  -  any w e l l - d e f i n e d  process by which the observ a t io ns  

undertaken to t e s t  p a r t i c u l a r  t ypes  o f  hypotheses  

may be c a r r i e d  o u t .

As p r e v i o u s l y  a l l u d e d  t o ,  t h e r e  is  a t  l e a s t  one a d d i t i o n a l  

t e r m i n o l o g i c a l  con vent io n  used in t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n  which might  cause 

unnecessary c o n f u s io n ,  i . e . ,  the convent ion  concern ing  the  c a p i t a l i z a 

t i o n  o f  the  terms " H i s t o r i c i s m "  and " H i s t o r i c a l . "  In those cases 

where the se  terms are  used to r e f e r  to  a meth odo lo g ic a l  procedure or  

p e r s p e c t i v e  or  the ty oe  discussed by Karl  Popper the y  remain
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u n c a p i t a l i z e d .  When they  a r e ,  however ,  used to r e f e r  to  the members 

o r  v iews o f  the  B r i t i s h  H i s t o r i c a l  School the y  a re  c a p i t i a l i z e d .

This  d i s t i n c t i o n  is  r e q u i r e d  both because Popper 's  d e s c r i p t i o n  does 

not  a p p l y  to  e a r l y  B r i t i s h  H i s t o r i c a l  economics and because many of  

the p r a c t i c e s  o f  the Orthodox School were h i s t o r i c a l ,  in  Popper 's  

sense o f  t h e  term.

Al though the  above c l a r i f i c a t i o n s  may he lp  to  avo id many 

u n p ro d u c t i ve  misunders tand ings  which might  o th e rw is e  a r i s e  in  the  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  var io us  s ec t io n s  o f  t h i s  d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  I am c e r t a i n  

t h a t  t h e r e  a re  a number o f  issues remaining which w i l l  engender real  

d is agre em ents .  I a ls o  b e l i e v e ,  however ,  t h a t  i t  would be a mis take  

to a t t e m p t  to  " s o f te n "  these  issues  so as to  avoid any t r u l y  

s u b s t a n t i v e  c r i t i c i s m s .

Progress w i t h i n  any a rea  o f  knowledge i s  not  the same t h i n g  as 

change,  even i f  t h a t  change is  both s y s te m a t ic  and c o n s t r u c t i v e .  

Q uest ions about  which d is cuss io n  and debate are  pro scr ibed  by custom 

and t r a d i t i o n  o f t e n  i n v o l v e  issues which ,  r a t h e r  than being t r a n s 

p a r e n t l y  o b v io u s ,  are  u n n e c e s s a r i l y  obscure.  Economic methodology  

has been and is  one such a r e a ,  and the  only  cure f o r  i t s  degenerate  

s t a t e  i s  a new wave o f  c o n s t r u c t i v e  c r i t i c i s m  and open debate .  So 

long as the  m eth odolog ica l  f o u n d a t io n s  o f  economic i n q u i r y  are  r e 

garded e i t h e r  as barren ground f o r  f u r t h e r  research o r  as a " s e n s i t i v e  

and em barr ass in g  a r e a , "  bes t  avoided f o r  t h e  sake o f  p ro fe s s io n a l  

u n i t y ,  we can be assured t h a t  the f u t u r e  o f  economics as a sc ience  

w i l l  be no b r i g h t e r  than i t s  p as t .
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APPENDIX C 

HISTORICISM AND THE SCIENCE OF HISTORY1

One o f  the  most i n f l u e n t i a l  and d e s t r u c t i v e  d o c t r i n e s  ever  to  

be spawned i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  s o c ia l  thought  was t h a t  o f  S o c ie ta l  

Progress and the  accompanying a t tem pt  to  d escr ib e  and con t ro l  t h i s  

Progress through a Science o f  H i s t o r i c a l  Change. A w e l l  developed  

a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  the  meaning o f  t h i s  d o c t r i n e  is  e s s e n t i a l  to  a n  

a c c u r a te  a p p r a i s a l  o f  the  darke r  s id e  o f  s o c ia l  thought  in  the N in e 

te e n th  and e a r l y  Twe nt ie th  Centur ies and to  the d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

the p o s i t i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f  the e a r l i e r  B r i t i s h  h i s t o r i c i s t s  and 

the o f t e n  r e g r e s s i v e  i n f l u e n c e s  e x e rc ise d  by l a t e r  h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t e r s  

in  bo th  Germany and B r i t a i n .  Yet  the  d i s t i n c t i o n  between a t temp ts  to  

c o n s t r u c t  a sc ience  o f  h i s t o r y  and the  p e r f e c t l y  l e g i t i m a t e  p u r s u i t s  

o f  t h e  economic h i s t o r i a n  have been too f r e q u e n t l y  b l u r r e d  in  past  

d is cuss io ns  o f  economic methodology.

What then i s  the  meaning o f  "a law o f  h i s t o r i c a l  change"? And 

what i s  the d i s t i n c t i o n  between the d is c o v e r y  o f  laws o f  t h i s  type  

and t h e  more standard quest  a f t e r  u n iv e rs a l  s oc ia l  laws? A h i s t o r i c a l  

law i s  a means o f  f o r e c a s t i n g  the dominant f e a t u r e s  o f  the successive  

stages  o f  a s o c i e t y ' s  development.  I t  does not  c la i m  to  p r e d i c t  the  

d e t a i l s  o f  f u t u r e  developments or  even the  p a r t i c u l a r  events  which 

w i l l  b r in g  these  development to  f r u i t i o n ,  b u t  i s  on ly  concerned w i t h  

the "broad s t ro k es "  in the movements o f  s o c i e t a l  development .  H i s 

t o r i c a l  laws a re  d e r i v a b l e  only  on the  bas is  o f  e x p e r t  examinat ion o f  

a s o c i e t y ' s  p a s t ,  examinat ion d i r e c t e d  a t  a s s e r t a i n i n g  the  " p a t te r n "

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

o f  past  developments and p r o v i d i n g  a bas is  by which i n t u i t i o n  ( o r  

" d i a l e c t i c a l  reasoning" )  can de te rm ine  the  path o f  f u t u r e  changes.

The r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  type  o f  e n t e r p r i s e  is  i t s e l f  app ea l in g  

and s u p e r f i c i a l l y  c o n v in c i n g ,  and demands exa m in at io n .

I n s t i t u t i o n s  are  c o n t i n u a l l y  e v o l v i n g  in any but  t h e  most p r i m 

i t i v e  s o c i e t i e s  y e t  s t a t i c  laws r e q u i r e  a f i x e d  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  s t r u c 

t u r e  as a con d i t io n  f o r  t h e i r  a p p l i c a b i l i t y .  The " r e l e v a n c e "  o f  

s o c i a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  i t s  c a p a c i t y  t o  become more than an ex post  

e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  pas t  e v e n t s ,  thus seems to  depend upon the  determine  

t i o n  o f  a constant  sequence o f  s o c i a l  change o r  a cons ta n t  p a t t e r n  o f  

s o c i a l  development . Constancy i s  n o t ,  however,  to  be equated w i t h  

l o g i c a l  con s is te n cy ,  f o r  l o g i c  i t s e l f  i s  a too l  a p p l i c a b l e  on ly  to  

s t a t i c  s i t u a t i o n s .  I t  is not  t h a t  s o c i e t i e s  develop " d e t e r m i n i s t i -  

c a l l y "  in  accord w i t h  measurable  changes in  g r o w t h - r e l a t e d  v a r i a b l e s  

( i . e . ,  the  s i z e  o f  the  c a p i t a l  s tock  o r  the s k i l l  and educat ion  o f  

t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e ) ,  i t  is  r a t h e r  t h a t  they  evo lve  d i a l e c t i c a l l y  as a 

r e s u l t  o f  the i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  fo r c e s .  Such are the basi  

arguments f o r  a science  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  change.

S c i e n t i f i c  laws o f  the more s ta ndard  type  d i f f e r  from laws o f  

h i s t o r i c a l  change in a number o f  r e s p e c t s .  They a r e ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  

u n i v e r s a l  in scope. That  i s ,  th e y  do not s p e c i f y  any p a r t i c u l a r  t ime  

o r  p la ce  t o  which they  are  a p p l i c a b l e  and do not  con ta in  any proper  

names (a l though  they  may c o n t a i n  the  names o f  c l a s s e s ) .  H i s t o r i c a l  

laws must,  however, name the  t ime  and p la ce  t o  which th e y  r e f e r  or  

th e y  remain too vague to  s p e c i f y  any events  ( o r  s o c ia l  developments)  

o f  any t y p e . 1-
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This d i f f e r e n c e  between h i s t o r i c a l  laws and t h e  usual laws o f  

science has r a t h e r  im portan t  consequences which may not  be imm ed ia te 

l y  a ppare n t .  I f  a "law" is  s p a c e - t im e  s p e c i f i c  then i t  i s  n o t  sub

j e c t  to  successive t e s t s .  That  i s ,  i f  i t  re fe r s  to  a p a r t i c u l a r  

sequence o f  events  or  s o c ia l  s tages  then i t  e i t h e r  c o r r e c t l y  f o r e c a s t s  

t h e  occurrence  o f  these events  o r  i t  does n o t .  In  e i t h e r  case we 

a r e  l e f t  w i t h  no basis  on which to  judge the t r u t h  o r  f a l s i t y  o f  

f u t u r e  p r e d i c t i o n s  and w i t h  no l o g i c a l l y  d e r i v a b l e  r u l e  which can be 

a p p l i e d  in  making f u t u r e  p r e d i c t i o n s .  H i s t o r i c a l  laws a re  thus  

e q u i v a l e n t  t o  a s e r ie s  o f  guesses about  what  forms a s o c i e t y  w i l l  

t a k e  a t  p a r t i c u l a r  t imes in  the  f u t u r e .  In  c o n t r a s t ,  the standard  

laws o f  s o c ia l  science are  u n i v e r s a l  i n  form;  they a r e  a p p l i c a b l e  to  

any s i t u a t i o n  which corresponds to  the i n i t i a l  c o n d i t io n s  s p e c i f i e d  

in  the s ta te m ent  o f  the law. S ince  no term in  the s ta te m e n t  o f  a 

u n i v e r s a l  s o c i a l  law may be a p ro p e r  name such laws a r e  t y p i c a l l y  

a p p l i c a b l e  t o  a l a r g e  number o f  d i f f e r e n t  t imes and p la c e s .  They a r e  

thus s u b j e c t  to  repeated t e s t i n g  and do y i e l d  ru les  by which f u t u r e  

p r e d i c t i o n s  may be made.

A second d i f f e r e n c e  between h i s t o r i c a l  laws and u n i v e r s a l  s o c ia l  

laws a r i s e s  from t h e i r  d i f f e r e n t  sou rces .  I t  has been argued t h a t  

s in ce  h i s t o r i c a l  laws are  " d e r iv e d "  from h i s t o r i c a l  re searc h  they  are  

a t  l e a s t  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  "obvious" h i s t o r i c a l  t rends and may, in  f a c t ,  

suggest p a t t e r n s  which are  n o n - l o g i c a l  but  h ig h ly  " u s e f u l . "  Th is  

t yp e  o f  c o n te n t io n  i s ,  however,  open t o  ques t ion  in  more than one 

r e s p e c t .  F i r s t ,  h i s t o r y  is  not  mere ly  a statement  o f  a l l  pas t  

occu r re nc e s ,  i t  is  an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  those p a r t i c u l a r  eve nts  or
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aspects  o f  events  which a c e r t a i n  h i s t o r i a n  has found i n t e r e s t i n g ,  

i n f o r m a t i v e ,  or o f  r e l e v a n c e  to one o f  h i s  own s p e c u l a t i o n s .  Even i f  

an at tem pt  were made t o  w r i t e  a "comprehensive" h i s t o r y  o f  f u t u r e  

events i t  would be foredoomed to f a i l u r e .  E v e r y t h in g  which occurs in  

even a very  smal l  and s im p le  s o c i e t y  is  s im p ly  u n r e c o r d a b le ,  and w i t h 

out  some d e c is io n  about  what i s  i m p o r ta n t  i t  is  im poss ib le  to  decide  

what should be l e f t  o u t  o f  the re co rd .  Second, i t  i s  im poss ib le  to  

d e r i v e  or i n f e r  u n i v e r s a l  s tatements from p a r t i c u l a r  sta tements  o r  

p a r t i c u l a r  s ta tements  f rom o th er  p a r t i c u l a r  s ta te m e n ts .  Any a s s e r t i o n

o f  a " t re n d "  is  thus no more than a d i s g u i s e d  a s s e r t i o n  o f  a h i s t o r i -
3

cal law and must be t r e a t e d  as such. I n  f a c t ,  any at tem pt  to un ique

l y  connect  a p a r t i c u l a r  u n iv e rs a l  hypothes is  w i t h  a f i n i t e  se t  o f  

h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s  is  s i m i l a r l y  foredoomed to  f a i l u r e ,  f o r  i t  is  im

p o ss ib le  to  d e r i v e  a u n i v e r s a l  s ta tement  f rom a f i n i t e  s e t  o f  p a r t i c 

u l a r  s tatements which do n o t  exhaus t  the domain o f  d isco urs e  to  which
4

the u n iv e r s a l  s ta te m e n t  r e f e r s .

In  o r d e r  to  c l a r i f y  t h e  remarks in the  l a s t  s en tence ,  and s e t  

the  stage f o r  a f i n a l  p o i n t  o f  c r i t i c i s m  d i r e c t e d  a g a i n s t  the h i s t o r 

i c a l  o u t l o o k ,  we must d i s t i n g u i s h  between t h e  s ta te m ent  o f  a u n iv e r s a l  

law and an e m p i r i c a l  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n .  I f  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  to  a c t u a l l y  

examine each i t em  i n  o u r  domain o f  d isco urse  and determ ine  whe ther  or  

not  a u n iv e r s a l  s ta te m e n t  c o r r e c t l y  d e s c r ib e s  some r e l a t i o n s h i p  be

tween i tems ( o r  between t h e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  i t em s)  then we 

can f o r m u la t e  a u n iv e r s a l  s ta te m e nt  about  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  which is  

e i t h e r  t r u e  o *  a l l  i t e r s  ( o r  a s s o c ia t i o n s  o f  q u a l i t i e s )  o r  i s  f a l s e ,  

( i . e . ,  i f  we have a v a i l a b l e  a l l  ru b ie s  we can determ ine  whether  the
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g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  " i f  a n y th i n g  is  a ruby the n  i t  i s  red" is  t r u e  o f  each 

i t e m  or  i f  i t  i s  f a l s e  o f  some ) .  U n i v e r s a l  s c i e n t i f i c  laws ,  however,  

d i f f e r  from e m p i r i c a l  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  in  t h a t  they  r e f e r  not  o n ly  to 

i tems or events  which a r e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  our  in s p e c t i o n  but a lso  to  

events  which may be beyond our s p a t i a l  o r  temporal  r e a c h - - t h a t  i s ,  

they  are  e m p i r i c a l  s ta tements  about  c l a s s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  which a s s e r t  

something beyond t h e  imm ed ia te ly  a v a i l a b l e  e v id e n ce .  This d i s t i n c 

t i o n ,  between u n i v e r s a l  s tatements which s e rv e  as e m p ir ic a l  g e n e r a l 

i z a t i o n s  and u n i v e r s a l  s ta tements  which s erv e  as s c i e n t i f i c  laws ,  

suggests a n o t h e r  p o s s i b l e  c r i t i c i s m  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  laws,  but we must 

l e a d  up to  t h i s  c r i t i c i s m  by t a k in g  a somewhat roundabout path .

Let us assume t h a t  in some f as h io n  we can s t a t e  a p a r t i c u l a r  

h i s t o r i c a l  law in  t h e  form o f  a u n i v e r s a l  p r o p o s i t i o n  (perhaps by 

p r o f f e r i n g  a path o f  development  a long which each s o c ie ty  must 

n e c e s s a r i l y  e v o l v e ) .  In  p o s t u l a t i n g  such a " l a w , "  however,  we are  

s t i l l  faced w i t h  one u n c o n t r o l l e d  e le m e n t :  t h a t  o f  in n o v a t i o n .

Al though i t  i s  u n d e n ia b ly  t ru e  t h a t  d i s c o v e r i e s  in the  phys ical  or  

b i o l o g i c a l  s c i e n c e s ,  or  even in the s c i e n c e  o f  economic o r  p o l i t i c a l  

o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  w i l l  have some impact on the  f u t u r e  course o f  s o c i e t a l  

e v o l u t i o n ,  such occ urre nces  a r e ,  by d e f i n i t i o n ,  u n p r e d i c t a b l e .  I f  a 

s c i e n t i f i c  b re ak th ro u g h  is  p r e d i c t e d  then  the p r e d i c t i o n  must conta in  

some account  o f  t h e  s p e c i f i c  na tu re  o f  the  b re ak th ro u g h ,  in o r d e r  to  

c o r r e c t l y  e v a l u a t e  i t s  impact .  But such a p r e d i c t i o n  would v i r t u a l l y  

c o n s t i t u t e  the  d i s c o v e r y  i t s e l f ,  and thus  would not  be a " p r e d i c t i o n "  

o f  a " f u t u r e "  e v e n t .  This  seeming paradox f lows  from the basic  

c h a r a c t e r  c*  a h i s t o r i c a l  law and is  c o m p l e t e l y  avo id ab le  in  the case
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o f  the more usual type o f  s c i e n t i f i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .

Since a h i s t o r i c a l  law c laims t o  d e f i n i t e l y  p r e d i c t  what w i l l  

occur w i t h o u t  c o n d i t io n  i t  must n e c e s s a r i l y  account  f o r  a l l  those  

events which a c t u a l l y  w i l l  occur.  (We l i m i t  our c o n s i d e r a t i o n  to  

s o c i a l l y  endogenous events  such as d i s c o v e r i e s ,  but  t h e r e  is  a c t u a l l y  

no reason to  do so. H u r r ic a n e s ,  e a r th q ua ke s ,  volcano e r u p t i o n s  and 

o th e r  acts  o f  na ture  should a lso  be i n c l u d e d . )  The o n l y  evidence  on 

which such a c la i m  can p o s s i b l y  r e s t  is the h i s t o r i c i s t ' s c l a i m  to 

have a c t u a l l y  examined, or to a c t u a l l y  have knowledge o f ,  a l l  f u t u r e  

e vents .  Tha t  i s ,  t h e  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  a h i s t o r i c a l  law is  tantamount  

to  a c la i m  o f  p ro p h e t ic  i n s i g h t .  T h i s  problem does not  a r i s e  w i t h  

the  usual s c i e n t i f i c  law,  s in ce  the  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  the s e  p r o f f e r e d  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  always re q u i r e s  a f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  t h e  t e s t  c on d i t io n s  

s p e c i f i e d  w i t h i n  them. That  i s ,  t h e y  are  c o n d i t i o n a l  s ta tements  to 

begin w i t h  and may w e l l  become simply  i n a p p l i c a b l e  to  c e r t a i n  s i t u a 

t i o n s  as an a l t e r n a t i v e  to  being e i t h e r  t r u e  o r  f a l s e .

I t  seems r a t h e r  l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  above d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  what is  

p r o p e r l y  i m p l i e d  by the no t ion  o f  an " h i s t o r i c a l  law" reduces t h i s  

concept  to t h e  p o i n t  of  a b s u r d i t y - - i n  the sense t h a t  no s o c ia l  s c ie n 

t i s t  would c a re  t o  defend i t  in  i t s  f u l l  and e x p l i c i t  f o r m u l a t i o n .

That  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  the  case,  as is  c l e a r  from the r e a c t i o n  o f  a l e a d 

ing M a r x i s t  t h e o r e t i c i a n  to Karl  Po pper 's  a t t a c k  upon the  M a r x i s t  form 

o f  h i s t o r i c i s m . ^  What i s  o f  more i n t e r e s t ,  however ,  i s  the way in  

which the n o t i o n  o f  " h i s t o r i c a l  laws" is reworked so as to  become 

a c c e p ta b le .  The usual b eh av io r a l  p a t t e r n  ( f o r  i t  cannot  p r o p e r l y  be 

r e f e r r e d  to  as an "argument")  which i s  engaged in  by those  who endorse
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t h e  concept  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  laws i s  to  ( 1 ) a s s e r t  the  "obvious i n t u i t i v e  

appeal"  o f  t h e  no t ion  o f  a law o f  h i s t o r i c a l  change,  ( 2 ) to  p r o f f e r  

an example o f  such a r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  coached,  o f  c o u r s e ,  in  vague and 

undef in ed  macro- terms ( i . e . ,  " c l a s s , "  " h i s t o r i c a l  s t a g e , "  " r a c i a l  

s p i r i t , "  e t .  a l . ) ,  and then ( 3 ) to  im m ed ia te ly  hedge aga in s t  p r e d i c 

t i v e  f a i l u r e s  o f  t h e  "law" by no t i ng  t h a t  i t s  conc lusions  r e f e r  to  

" h i s t o r i c a l  n e c e s s i t i e s "  not to  t e m p o r a l l y  bounded p r e d i c t i o n s .  This  

ommission o f  any t ime  frame w i t h i n  which p r e d i c t i o n s  can be te s te d  is  

t h e  most f r e q u e n t  p loy o f  the h i s t o r i c i s t .  I t  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  out  o f  

c h a r a c t e r  f o r  any s c i e n t i f i c  i n q u i r y  to  assume t h i s  form,  however,  

f o r  i t  i m p l i e s  no less  than the  f a t a l i s m  o f  the a n c i e n t  p r e - s c i e n t i f i c  

(a n d ,  i n d e e d ,  p r e - p h i l o s o p h i c )  Greeks. N ev er th e les s  statements about  

necessary  f u t u r e  s o c i a l  stages have i n c r e a s e d  in  t h e i r  p o p u l a r i t y  

s in c e  a t  l e a s t  the t ime o f  Comte and t h e  En g l ish  e v o l u t i o n i s t s ,  and 

i t  seems t h a t  we w i l l  " e v e n t u a l l y "  a l l  be engul fed  by the f u t u r e  

u t o p i a ,  g i v e n  some i n d e t e r m i n a t e l y  long per iod  o f  t ime  whether or  not  

any o f  us c a r e  f o r  the prospect .
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FOOTNOTES TO APPENDIX C

1. Th is  appendix  i s  based p r i m a r i l y  on the  w r i t i n g s  o f  Karl  
Popper ,  i n c l u d i n g  The Poverty  o f  H i s t o r i c i s m  (New York: Harper  and
Row, 1 9 5 7 ) ,  Sect ions  14 -16 ,  The Open S o c i e t y  and I t s  Enemies, Vo l .  i i ,  
Second E d i t i o n  (New York:  H a r p e r - T o r c h , 1 9 6 7 ) ,  pp.  264,  268 and
Conj ec tu re s  and R e f u t a t i o n s ,  (New York: H a r p e r - T o r c h ,  1 9 6 9 ) ,  pp.
3 1 2 -3 3 5 ,  3 3 6 -3 4 0 .

2 .  T h is  is  p r e c i s e l y  the d i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  M a r x i s t  and C h r i s t i a n  
( A u g u s t i n i a n )  forms o f  the phi losophy o f  h i s t o r y .  While any type  o f  
h i s t o r i c a l  i n q u i r y  i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  n o n - s c i e r i t i f i c ,  i n  the sense o f  
p r o f f e r i n g  n o n - r e p e a t a b l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  most do a t  l e a s t  a t te m p t  
some vague e s t i m a t e  o f  the t ime-f ram e w i t h i n  which t h e i r  " p r e d i c t i o n s "  
a re  p la c e d .  An h i s t o r i c a l  p r e d i c t i o n  w i t h o u t  any s p e c i f i c a t i o n  o f  
the  t ime  l i m i t s  on p r e d i c t e d  events  i s  n o t  on ly  bad science but  a lso  
bad prophecy.

3. I t  should be noted t h a t  Popper d is ag re es  w i t h  t h i s  c h a r a c t e r 
i z a t i o n  o f  " t r e n d s , "  but  i t  seems t h a t  h i s  acceptance o f  the  proce
du re ,  as w i t h i n  the bounds o f  s c i e n t i f i c  r e s e a r c h ,  spr ings from his  
n o n -s ta n d ard  usage o f  the term.

4.  Th is  is  n o t ,  o f  course,  to  a s s e r t  t h a t  known f a c t s  are  i r r e l 
evant  to  t h e o r y  f o r m u l a t i o n .  They may be " p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y  s u g g est iv e"  
o f  c e r t a i n  hypothes es ,  o r ,  more i m p o r t a n t ,  they  can serve to  r u le  out  
c e r t a i n  hypotheses which would be im m ed ia te ly  c o n t r a d i c t e d  ( o r  
f a l s i f i e d )  i f  p r o f f e r e d  f o r  t e s t i n g .  We must ,  however,  assume, in 
t h i s  way o f  lo o k i n g  a t  t h i n g s ,  t h a t  the  r u l e s  f o r  d e te rm in in g  what  
a re  o r  a re  n o t  f a c t s  ( th e  " t e s t - r u l e s "  o f  the  s u b j e c t - a r e a )  have 
been de te rm in ed  p r i o r  t o  the  suggest ion o f  any p a r t i c u l a r  hypotheses.  
I f  t h i s  i s  not  the  case then we have no p r e - t h e o r e t i c  f a c t s  a t  a l l  
f o r  the  t e s t i n g  o f  any p r o f f e r e d  h y p o th e s is .

5.  I t  should be re cognized  t h a t  I am n o t , in  t h i s  example,  con
cerned w i t h  d e f i n i t i o n a l  issue o f  wheth er  a stone must be red  in  o r d e r  
t o  be a ruby.  The ques t i on  i s ,  r a t h e r ,  can we " v e r i f y "  o r  con f i r m  
any c o n d i t i o n a l  s ta te m ent  whose domain o f  r e f e r e n c e  is an i n e x 
h a u s t i b l e  c l a s s .

6 . The i n t e r e s t e d  read er  should r e f e r  to  H e r b e r t  Marcuse's  
"Karl  Popper and t h e  Problem o f  H i s t o r i c a l  Laws," P a r t is a n  Review, 
V o l .  36 ,  No. 1 ( S p r i n g ,  1 95 9 ) ,  r e p r i n t e d  in  S t u d i e s  In  C r i t i c a l  
Phi losophy  (Boston:  Beacon Press,  1 9 7 2 ) ,  pp. 1 9 1 -2 0 7 ,  e s p e c i a l l y
pp. 1 97 -1 98  f o r  Marcuse's  d e n ia l  o f  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  any s o c ia l  
d o c t r i n e  resembl ing  h i s t o r i c i s m  ( i n  Po p p er 's  s e n s e ) .
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APPENDIX D 

THE METHODOLOGY OF WILLIAM WHEWELL

In Chapter  I I  we examined the views o f  Richard Jones w i t h  

s p e c i a l  emphasis on the  " P r e f a t o r y  Note"  t o  h i s  L i t e r a r y  Remains by 

W i l l i a m  Whewel l .  Th is  "Note" t o  the  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  Jones'  economic 

w r i t i n g s  is  c e r t a i n l y  the  best  known o f  Whewel l ' s  w r i t i n g s  on the 

s u b j e c t  o f  p o l i t i c a l  economy, but  i t  i s  n e i t h e r  e x h a u s t i v e  o f  his con

t r i b u t i o n s  to  t h a t  f i e l d  nor does i t  beg in  to  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  breadth  

o f  h is  i n t e r e s t  in and research concerning a u e s t io n s  o f  economic and 

s c i e n t i f i c  methodology.

The number o f  secondary sources which ment ion Whewel l ' s  economic 

and meta-economic i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  can be counted on the  f i n g e r s  of  one 

hand,  but  what  l i t t l e  research has been done has been done w e l l .  

H u tc h is o n ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  in h is  Review o f  Economic D o c t r i n e s , 1870-  

1 9 2 9 , devotes a l e n g t h y  fo o t n o te  t o  W hew e l l ' s  e a r l y  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  

i n t o  mathemat ical  ( o r  mathem at ic iz ed)  economics.  He quotes lengthy  

passages f rom Whewel l ' s  w r i t i n g s  concerni ng t h e  long run and shor t  

run d e t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  p r i c e ,  the  e l a s t i c i t y  o f  demand f o r  v ar ious  

commodit ies and his  caveats  concern ing the overuse o f  mathemat ics in  

economic i n v e s t i g a t i o n s .  Hu tc h ison ,  i n  f a c t ,  recognizes the  c lose  

p a r a l l e l  between Whe we l l ' s  a t t em pt  to  t r a n s l a t e  Ricardo (and Smith)  

i n t o  mathematics and M a r s h a l l ' s  s i m i l a r  endeavors some tw en ty  years  

l a t e r J  The o n ly  g l a r i n g  d e fe c ts  in h i s  account  o f  Whewel l ' s  w r i t i n g s  

a r e  m att e rs  o f  omission r a t h e r  than commission.  His concern i s  un

d u l y  l i m i t e d  to  the Cambridge P h i l o s o p h i c a l  Papers on mathematical
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economics,  h is  s e l e c t i o n  o f  quotes f rom Whe we l l ' s  w r i t i n g s  mig ht  be 

improved in o r d e r  to  b e t t e r  c o r r o b o r a t e  h i s  d i s c u s s io n ,  and he seems 

to have s imply  b i t t e n  o f f  more than i t  i s  p o s s ib le  t o  f u l l y  d i g e s t  

w i t h i n  the  l i m i t e d  space he a l l o t s  t o  the  t o p i c .

Another  p o p u l a r  source to  the  h i s t o r y  o f  economic th o u g h t ,

Schumpeter 's  H i s t o r y  o f  Economic A n a l y s i s , has the  m e r i t  o f  a t  l e a s t

r e c o g n iz in g  W h e w e l l ' s  e x is te n c e  and ment ion in g  his  major  works.

Schumpeter accords Whewell l a v i s h  p r a i s e ,  both as regards h i s  personal

i n f l u e n c e  on academic contem porar ies and h i s  w r i t i n g s  in the  h i s t o r y

o f  s c i e n c e ,  y e t  he d is p l a y s  l i t t l e  f a m i l i a r i t y  w i th  the  p r e c i s e

c o n t e n t  o f  W hew e l l ' s  p h i lo s o p h ic  w r i t i n g s  and s t i l l  l e ss  w i t h  h is  eco-

2
nomic c o n t r i b u t i o n s .  Although d e fe nd in g  h is  demand a n a l y s i s  a g a in s t  

a contemptuous d is m is sa l  by Jevons, Schumpeter c l e a r l y  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  

t h e r e  was l i t t l e  o r i g i n a l  m e r i t  in  W h e w e l l ' s  economic w r i t i n g s ,  and 

seems t o  c l a s s i f y  him as a w e l l  i n t e n t i o n e d  but  a m a t e u r i s t i c  d abb le r  

i n  f i e l d s  beyond h i s  concern o r  competence.

A more r e c e n t  and more a p p r e c i a t i v e  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  Whewel l ' s  

economics is  t o  be found i n  James Cochrane's  "The F i r s t  Mathemat ical  

R i c a r d i a n  M ode l , "  appear ing in the  F a l l ,  1970 issue o f  the j o u r n a l
3

H i s t o r y  o f  P o l i t i c a l  Economy. Al though the  author  modest ly  s ta te s  

t h a t  h is  paper  "co n c e n t r a te s  s o l e l y  on h is  (W h e w e l l 's )  e x p o s i t i o n  

o f  R icardo" and lo oks  forward to  "a thorough e v a l u a t i o n  o f  the  q u a l i t y  

o f  h is  ( W h e w e l l ' s )  work and his  i n f l u e n c e  upon the development  o f  

economics,"  t h i s  paper  in f a c t ,  c o n s t i t u t e s  a major  and i m p o r ta n t  

step  in  any more comprehensive e v a l u a t i o n  o f  Whewel l 's  w r i t i n g s .  In 

a d d i t i o n  to a c a r e f u l l y  developed a p p r a i s a l  and c r i t i q u e  o f  Whewel l ' s
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mathemat ical  models i t  con ta ins  an e x t e n s i v e  b i b l i o g r a p h y  o f  secon

dary and pr imary  sources which can o n ly  be cons idered  as t h £  d e f i n 

i t i v e  l i s t i n g  o f  m a te r ia l  concerning h is  economic v iews.  Cochrane 

also d i s p l a y s  a more than passing knowledge o f  and a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  

many o f  Whe we l l ' s  non-mathematical  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  to the s c ie n ce ,  

al th ough these a r e ,  o f  course,  r e l e g a t e d  to  a p la ce  o f  secondary im

portance in  the  c on tex t  o f  h is  s tu d y .

Works concerned w i t h  Whewel l 's  c a r e e r  as an academic a d m i n i s t r a 

t o r  o r  h is  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  f i e l d s  o u t s i d e  economics are  numerous.

Of th e s e  we need on ly  mention t h e  major  s tu d i e s  by Todhunter  and 

4
Douglas and the  p re faces  to  r e p r i n t s  o r  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  h is  w r i t i n g s

5
authored by H e r i v a l  and B u t t s ,  most o f  which a re  r e f e r r e d  to  a t  the  

a p p r o p r i a t e  p o i n t  in the f o l l o w i n g  d i s c u s s io n .

Whewel l ' s  L i f e  and W r i t i n g s

An e x c e l l e n t  b iography o f  Whewel l ' s  l i f e  and b i b l io g r a p h y  o f  

those o f  h is  works pub l ished  dur ing his  l i f e t i m e  is  to  be found in  

Volume Twenty o f  the D i c t i o n a r y  o f  N a t i o n a l  B io g rap h y .^ For ou*' 

immediate  purposes,  however,  l e t  i t  s u f f i c e  t o  note  t h a t  he was a 

f r i e n d  o f  F a r a d a y 's ,  whom he advised on e l e c t r i c a l  t e r m i n o l o g y ,  and 

of  M a x w e l l ' s  t e a c h e r  David Forb es . '7 He was the  author  o f  "one o f  the  

e a r l i e s t  books w r i t t e n  in E ng l i sh  to  make use o f  the  c a lc u lu s  in  

s o l v i n g  dynamical problems" in n-ichanics and " l a i d  the founda t ion  o f  

mathematical  c r y s t a l l o g r a p h y "  in  a paper  read b e f o r e  the Royal S o c i e ty  

of  S c ie n ce .  He was knighted f o r  h is  numerous s t u d i e s  on the  t i d e s ,  

and made s u b s t a n t i a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  the  study o f  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l
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a r c h i t e c t u r e  and t h e  "new mechanics" a p p l i e d  to e n g i n e e r i n g .  He was 

also  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  and worked w i t h i n  the  f i e l d s  o f  t h e o lo g y ,  moral  

phi losophy  and meteorology ( f o r  the s tudy o f  which he in ven ted  the
Q

" f i r s t  s e l f - r e g i s t e r i n g  anemometer").

In  t h i s  c h a p t e r  we are  p r i m a r i l y  i n t e r e s t e d  in  and have r e s t r i c t 

ed our  d is c u s s io n  t o  Whewel l 's  w r i t i n g s  in  mathemat ical  economics,  

the  th e o r y  and methodology o f  p o l i t i c a l  economy and to h is  voluminous 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e  h i s t o r y  and ph i losophy  o f  s c ie n c e .  Of these  

works we may ment ion  h is  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  I n d u c t i v e  Sciences ( th r e e
g

volumes) which f i r s t  appeared in 1837 and was r e v i s e d  i n  1847,  h is  

Phi losophy o f  t h e  I n d u c t i v e  Sciences (two volumes) which went through  

v ar ious  e d i t i o n s  f rom 1840 to  1860,  h is  On the Ph i losophy  o f  D is 

c o v e r y , 1 8 5 6 , ^  which conta ins  a chapte r  on "Mr. M i l l ' s  L o g i c ," "M. 

Auguste Comte" and " P o l i t i c a l  Economy as an I n d u c t i v e  S c ie n ce ,"  and 

h is  " S ix  L e c t u r e s  on P o l i t i c a l  Economy,"^ prepared  f o r  the  e d i f i c a 

t i o n  o f  the  P r i n c e  o f  Wales a t  the re q ue s t  o f  h is  f a t h e r ,  Pr ince  

A l b e r t .  Of W h e w e l l ' s  " l e s s e r  works" h is  t h r e e  a r t i c l e s  on the  

a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  mathemat ical  methods t o  p o l i t i c a l  economy, which f i r s t  

appeared in  the  Cambridge P h i l o s o p h ic a l  S o c i e t y ' s  T ra n s ac t io n s  f o r  

1829,  1831,  and 1 8 5 0 , ^  and h is  " P r e f a t o r y  Note" t o  the L i t e r a r y  

Remains o f  t h e  Rev. Richard Jones have each p r o v ide d  v a l u a b l e  m a t e r i 

a l .  His  cor res pondence ,  appear ing in  the second volume o f  Todhunter 's  

W i l l i a m  W h e w e l l ' s  W r i t i n g s  and L e t t e r s ,  has a ls o  been both a r i c h  and 

e n t e r t a i n i n g  source f o r  the p r e p a r a t i o n  o f  t h i s  appendix .

The f o l l o w i n g  dis cussion  i s  d iv id e d  i n t o  t h r e e  major  s e c t io n s .

The f i r s t  p re s e n ts  an abb re v ia ted  sketch o f  Whew e l l 's  ph i losophy  o f
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s c i e n t i f i c  d is co v ery  and s c i e n t i f i c  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  upon 

h is  h i s t o r i c a l  ante ce de nts  and the  r e l a t i o n  o f  h is  views t o  competing  

p e r s p e c t iv e s  ( i . e . ,  those o f  J .  S. M i l l  and Auguste Comte) .  P a r t  two 

focuses in  upon h is  more s p e c i f i c  pronouncements concern ing  economic 

methodology and h is  d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h  Richard Jones. A c o m p a r a t i v e l y  

s h o r t  concluding s e c t i o n  then dea ls  w i t h  a r e a p p r a i s a l  o f  the  sub

stance  and s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  h is  work w i t h i n  the realm o f  economic  

t h e o r y .  Whi le  one can o n ly  concur in Cochrane's  d e s i r e  t o  see a 

"thorough e v a l u a t i o n "  o f  Whe we l l ' s  w r i t i n g s ,  i t  i s  hoped t h a t  t h i s  

less p r e t e n t i o u s  o u t l i n e  o f  h is  economic and meta-economic v iews w i l l  

help t o  f i l l  a gap w i t h i n  the  h i s t o r y  o f  the  H i s t o r i c a l  School in  

England.

Whewell's Philosophy of Science, An Introduction

Because o f  t h e  volume o f  h is  w r i t i n g  concerned w i t h  t h e  h i s t o r y  

and method o f  sc ience  and h is  d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h  l e a d i n g  i n t e l l e c t u a l s  

o f  h is  day ( i . e . ,  J .  S. M i l l ,  John Hershel  and Augustus De Morgan),  

Whewel l 's  views concern ing  these  issues were the s u b j e c t  o f  both con

temporary con t ro ve rs y  and suc ce ssive  r e e v a l u a t i o n ,  c o n t i n u i n g  t o  the  

p re se nt  day. Todhunter  noted and commented upon numerous N i n e t e e n t h  

Century c r i t i q u e s  and a p p r e c i a t i o n s  o f  Whewel l 's  p h i l o s o p h i c  v iew s,

and h i m s e l f  added t o  t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  in t h e  f i r s t  volume o f  h is

13
W i l l i a m  Whewel l 's  W r i t i n g s  and L e t t e r s . In more r e c e n t  t i m e s ,  Butts

has compi led a l i s t  o f  n e a r l y  a dozen T w e n t ie th  Century books and

a r t i c l e s  devoted in  whole o r  in  p a r t  to a c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o f  Whewe l l ' s  

14
views,  and has undertaken to  r e e v a l u a t e  Whewe l l ' s  ph i lo sop h y  o f
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science in an introduction to  a co llec t io n  of his papers. What 

follows is based mainly upon Butts in te rp re ta t io n ,  corrected by the 

material in Whewell's more obscure essays and by his comments in 

correspondence with academic contemporaries. While a more thorough 

survey of Whewell's views is d es irab le , i t  is not possible w ith in  the 

confines of th is  paper.

In approaching Whewell's w rit ings  on the philosophy of science 

i t  is important to note th a t he meant by that term something much 

broader than do philosophers l ik e  Karl Popper. Rather than being 

re s tr ic te d  to points in the log ica l form and tes tin g  of s c ie n t i f ic  

hypotheses Whewell's philosophy sprang d ire c t ly  from his more general 

positions in the areas of epistemology and metaphysics. He was con

cerned with the sociological process of the "discovery" (formulation)  

and acceptance o f new hypotheses as much as he was with th e i r  testing  

and in te r re la t io n s h ip .  He, in f a c t ,  authored an e n t ire  volume to  

i l lu s t r a t e  how previous sc ie n t is ts  had gone about the work of con

structing  th e i r  speculative systems.

Whewell's doctrines concerning the philosophy o f s c ie n t i f ic  in 

quiry are perhaps best understood i f  approached against the backdrop 

of his comments on and crit ic ism s of other philosophers, of whom we 

may mention Comte, M i l l ,  Hegel and Kant as of special importance.

This way of obtaining an understanding o f and appreciation fo r  

Whewell's views is spec ia lly  appropriate since he himself devoted

major parts o f  his philosophic works to the h istory  of science and to

1 5philosophers concerned with science.
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VJhewell on M i l l

M il l  earned Whewell's d is favor a t an e a r ly  stage fo r  his connec

tion with the London and Westminister Review and his association with  

the c i r c le  o f  Benthamite re fo rm e rs .^  Although we are to ld  by Butts 

that "Whewell's History of the Inductive Sciences furnished John 

S tuart M il l  with most o f  the material fo r  his th ird  book of the 

Logic , a work M i l l  claimed could never have been w r it te n  without

Whewell's preparatory w o r k ," ^  and by Schumpeter th a t "as regards
1 ft

log ica l fundamentals, M i l l  leaned heavily  on W h e w e ll . . . ,"  Whewell's

own opinions of M il l  were somewhat d i f fe r e n t .  The most generous thing

he could f ind  to say in correspondence with Hershel, who had assumed

the task of M i l l ' s  defender, was th a t " I  agree with you that the

1 QLogic is lo g ic a l;  also . . .  i t  is deadly d u l l ."  And in the same 

correspondence, dated March and April o f  1843, he went on to remark 

that "He (M i l l )  is quite subjugated by one who I think a very bad 

philosopher, Comte" and " . . .  he does not appear to me to be an a l l y  

to set much store by; fo r ,  although acute and ab le , he is ignorant 

of science and s t i l l  entangled in the prejudices of a bad school
on

(an obvious reference to the views of James M i l l  and Benthan)."

Some six years fo llow ing this exchange Whewell published a

ra ther deta iled c r it iq u e  o f M i l l 's  Logic in a pamphlet e n t i t le d  "Of

Induction, With Especial Reference to Mr. J . Stuart M i l l ' s  System of
21

Logi c ." This work remains as one of the key sources to his 

(Whewell's) philosophy of science in the more modern meaning of th a t  

term.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

473

In b r ie f  summary, Whewell was concerned th a t  M il l  had used the 

term "induction" in an ambiguous and unclear manner, to re fe r  both 

to the rough and ready psychology of "practica l action" and to the 

formal procedure ( fo r  so he believed i t  to be) o f  s c ie n t i f ic  general

iz a t io n .  He also objected th a t  M il l  confused what today has been 

called "knowing how," i . e . ,  "practica l s k i l ls "  or "animal tendencies

to action" with the quite  d i f fe re n t  "knowing th a t ,"  i . e .  that part

22of knowledge which is "especially  and d is t in c t ly  human." "Induc

t io n ,"  Whewell protested, could not be applied to mere "learning  

from experience" in the sense common to both men and animals. Rather,

i t  "must be confined to cases where we have in our minds general prop-

23ositions" o f  some given "inductive science." Induction, he main

tained is  "experience of observation consciously looked a t in a

general form (and) th is  consciousness and g e n era l i ty  are necessary

24parts of that knowledge which is science." (emphasis in o r ig in a l)  

Although he also took issue with M i l l ' s  views concerning the 

importance o f  hypotheses, his "four methods" of in qu iry , his use o f  

the term "facts" and his a tt itu d e s  toward deduction and pred iction ,  

Whewell's most important objection to the Mi 11ian system was con

cerned with the process o f  induction (as opposed to the scope of that  

term). For M i l l ,  the inductive process was a psychological movement 

of thought from certa in  p a r t ic u la r  facts (or sense impressions) to 

expectations concerning other p a r t ic u la r  fa c ts ,  without any e x p l ic i t  

intermediation o f general or universal propositions ("p r in c ip les")  

concerning the re la tionsh ip  o f the f i r s t  class o f  facts to the second. 

His conception was thus very much in l in e  with the t ra d i t io n  of
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asso c ia t io n !s t psychology, to which his fa th e r  had been a major con

t r ib u t o r ,  and was, as Whewell pointed out, based upon in s t in c t  rather  

than "reason."

Whewell's view of the inductive process was much more modern,

although, l ik e  M i l l ' s ,  i t  contained elements o f  the psychological

along with the lo g ic a l .  For Whewell, induction was the process by

which separate facts were successfully and e x p l ic i t ly  "bound together"

by "superadducing upon them the conception of an . . .  Idea" (emphasis 

25in o r ig in a l ) .  His "Ideas," which c lose ly  resembled a s c ie n t is t 's  

version o f  Kant's "forms," were p r im arily  those "of Time, of Force, 

o f  Number, o f  Resemblance, of Elementary Composition, of P o lar ity  and 

the l i k e . "  The knowledge requ is ite  to apply these correc tly  to any 

p a r t ic u la r  case "required a special preparation, and a special a c t iv 

i t y  in the mind o f the discoverer," i . e . ,  i t  might be a p r i o r i , but 

was not innate or in s t in c tu a l .

Although M i l l 's  concern with the importance of facts was j u s t i 

f ie d  in the context of an age obsessed by absolutism, he had gone 

too fa r  in maintaining that the introduction o f  new "Conceptions," 

and the new terminology which accompanied them, "superadded nothing

to the facts which they served to  bind together" (a philosophic point

26o f view la t e r  known as "instrumentalism"). Whewell countered that

the formation of "Conceptions" (o r  "the one true re la tion" best

suited to bind together the facts of a f i e ld  o f  s c ie n t i f ic  study) was

the necessary subject of "controversies (which) make up a large por-

27tion  quite  as important as the study of facts . . . "  He further  

believed that the introduction o f  new terminology, such as Kepler's
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" e l l ip t i c a l  o rb it"  or Newton's "g ra v ita t io n ,"  was a c lear re f le c t io n

of the real differences in the ways in which facts were organized by

the new hypothesis, or "Conception," proffered fo r  testing: th a t

such terminology was a tool "enabling men to proceed from each . . .

28discovery to other discoveries more general."  In response to

M i l l 's  p a r t ic u la r  characterization o f  the Keplerian theory as merely

the "sum of d i f fe re n t  observations . . .  the separate parts o f which

had been separately observed" Whewell stated that "Kepler . . .  did not

find  (h is  theory) . . .  by merely adding together the observations.

The fa c t  of the e l l i p t i c a l  o rb it  (o f  the planets) was not the sum of

the observations merely; i t  was the sum o f the observations, seen

29under a new point of view . . . "  The only real ambiguity in th is  

position follows from Whewell's f a i lu r e  to d istinguish between logic  

and " r ig h t  th ink ing ,"  a subject considered fu r th e r  on page 487 of th is  

section. Due to th is  defect in his perspective we are constantly  

l e f t  wondering whether his view is  more akin to Popper's " c r i t ic a l  

ra tionalism ,"  where "conceptions" must be subject to f a ls i f ic a t io n .

Or whether i t  is more l i k e  Kuhn's "normal science" and "paradigm 

form ation," where central ("higher order") hypotheses and supporting 

terminology are subject to minor growth and m odification, but can only 

be abandoned fo r  sociological reasons— are never rejected on the ba

sis of c r i t ic a l  tes ts . The evidence fo r  associating Whewell with  

e ith e r  o f  these views is  present in nearly  a l l  o f his w rit ings. In 

his c r it iq u e  o f M i l l ,  fo r  instance, he c le a r ly  states that the re 

structuring  and development of s c ie n t i f i c  hypotheses is p r im ari ly  

a l in g u is t ic  game:
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All the discussions and controversies respecting 
Ideas and Conceptions o f which I have spoken, may 
be looked upon as discussions and controversies  
respecting the grammar o f the language in which 
nature speaks to  the s c ie n t i f ic  mind. Man is  the 
In te rp re te r .  The study o f  the language, as well as 
the mere s ight o f  the characters, is requ is ite  in 
order th a t  we may read the inscrip tions which are 
w rit te n  on the face o f the w o rld .30

As we have already noted, he believed i t  was the duty o f science to 

seek fo r  the "one true re la t io n "  in every type of phenomena and to 

work toward "absolute tru th" about the world. Yet Whewell's dogmatic 

view o f  s c ie n t i f ic  goals was laced w ith  a healthy skepticism regard

ing the distance already traveled and the distance y e t  to be traversed  

on the path to "absolute tru th ."  In a paper published ju s t  before 

his death he warned those who were ready to make a social fe t is h  out 

of science, those who sought to proclaim i t  as the guide fo r  a com

plete  reordering of a l l  social re la t io n s ,  th a t  "no science is yet  

31complete," and the social sciences were probably the leas t complete 

of them a l 1 .

Whewell on Auguste Comte

An in te res tin g  extension o f  Whewell's s tr ic tu re s  on the Mi 11ian 

perspective and his general h o s t i l i t y  toward epistemological empiri

cism (or "sensationalism") is to be found in his 1866 a r t i c l e ,  "Comte 

and Positivism" and his remarks on Comte, f i r s t  added to the 1847 

ed ition  of his Philosophy of the Inductive Sciences. Whewell opened 

his c r i t ic is m  o f  Comte by noting th a t " I t  is  p la in  . . .  from the whole 

course of his work that he holds, in th e i r  most rigorous form, the
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doctrines to  which the speculations o f  Locke and his successors led ;

. . .  which tended . . .  to the exclusion of a l l  ideas except those o f

32number and resemblance." That i s ,  i t  was Whewell's opinion that  

Comte traced a l l  knowledge to sense experience and memory and believed  

th a t the essence of these lay  in assoc ia tion is t psychology and math

ematical models o f the world.

Having established the fundamental d ifference between Comte's 

philosophy and his own Whewell widened his c r it ic is m  on three fron ts :  

two philosophic and one fa c tu a l.  In matters o f the h is to ry  and 

present s ta te  o f  the various sciences i t  is apparent th a t  Whewell 

regarded Comte as a v ir tu a l  i l l i t e r a t e .  Of his "theory" o f  the three  

stages in a science's development he stated: "That M. Comte's

hypothesis is h is to r ic a l ly  fa lse  is  obvious by such examples as I 

33have mentioned." And he then proceeded to quote, a t  great length,  

Comte's most absurd m is in terpreta tions o f contemporary theories and 

to debunk his more plausible expositions.

S u rp ris in g ly , however, Whewell's central objection to  Comte's 

Three Stages was that he (Comte) was obviously ignorant o f  the true  

re la t io n  between metaphysics and the progress o f  science. I t  was 

Whewell's b e l ie f  " tha t the discussions concerning Ideas (by which he 

meant higher-order constructs) and real d iscoveries, have in every 

science gone hand in hand . . .  There is no science in which the d is 

coveries o f the laws o f phenomena, when once begun, have been car

r ied  on independently of discussions concerning ideas (there  is no 

science) . . .  in  which the expression of the laws of phenomena can at 

th is  time dispense with ideas which have acquired th e i r  place in
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34science in v ir tu e  of metaphysical considerations."

Among the greatest of these "metaphysical" notions was one which 

Comte has s p e c if ic a l ly  wished to excise from the s c ie n t i f i c  body-- 

th a t  of "Cause." Whewell's understanding of "Cause" was precisely  

equivalent to the concepts o f "higher level theories" or "hypothet

ic a l  constructs": the stock and trade o f  Twentieth Century philos

ophers such as Ernst Nagel. For him causes took the v a r ia n t  forms 

o f  " force ,"  "the notion o f l ig h t , "  " a t o m s , e t c .  according to the 

p a r t ic u la r  science.

Whewell may also be in te rp re ted , with some ju s t ic e ,  as a fo re 

runner of Popper's view regarding the productiv ity  o f  daring meta-

36physical speculations in fos te r ing  s c ie n t i f ic  theories and the 

continuing spur to physical speculations provided by c o n f l ic t in g  

metaphysical conceptions o f  the universe and the "essence" o f the 

physical world. As Whewell noted, "Kepler's discoveries would never 

have been made but fo r  his metaphysical notions. These discoveries  

. . .  did not lead immediately to Newton's theory, because [emphasis in

o r ig in a l ]  a century o f metaphysical discussions was re q u is ite  as a

37preparation ."  We are thus, once again, thrown back on the core of 

both Whewell's and Popper's explanations fo r  s c ie n t i f i c  advancement: 

the power of c r i t ic a l  discussion.

M il l  and Comte Reconsidered

Nineteen years a f te r  the appearance o f  his f i r s t  c r i t iq u e  of 

Comte's philosophy and sixteen years a f te r  his c r i t i c a l  essay on 

M i l l ' s  Logic Whewell again returned to a consideration o f  th e i r
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respective philosophies. I t  is c lear  in t h is ,  one of his la s t

a r t i c l e s ,  th a t  he had a lte re d  few o f his basic a tt itudes  concerning

matters of phislosophy but concerning personalities  he was o f  a

somewhat d i f fe r e n t  mind.

M il l  especia lly  is  accorded greater respect. Whewell speaks o f

him as "the great authority" . . .  "no au th o rity  o f  our time could be

greater" . . .  And states with apparent s in cere ity  that "Besides Mr.

M i l l ' s  profound philosophical thought and wide sphere of knowledge,

the d ig n ity  o f  his position n a tu ra l ly  makes us look where he points.

His love o f tru th  and fearlessness of consequences have given him an

38eminence which a l l  must re jo ic e  to see generally acknowledged."

Yet a l l  is not yet forgotten or forgiven fo r  in the very next column

we read that "I have always regarded Mr. M i l l 's  opinions with respect,

and considered them in te res t in g  and important subjects of discussion,

but tha t on many subjects I have held them to be erroneous, and have

not scrupled to publish my reasons fo r  th inking so. I must s t i l l

39keep the same a t t i tu d e ."  And o f a l l  these subjects the ch ie f  

offender against Whewell's assent was "Mr. M i l l 's  admiration for  

Auguste Comte . . .  (which is  now, however) l im ited  in many points,

and balanced by something very l i k e  contempt as to his more recent

. . . „40doctrines . . .

Comte, himself, fares even worse than before, fo r  Whewell is

much more frank concerning his opinions o f him. He was and is ,  we

are assured, "a person whose want o f  knowledge and o f temperate

thought caused his opinions on the philosophy and history o f science

41to be o f  no value." Many o f the previous s tr ic tu res  on his
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philosophy are repeated verbatim and to these are added a ra th e r

lengthy discussion of f i x i t y  in s c ie n t i f ic  perception (o f  what Kuhn

has ca lled  "normal science" and Popper has called "bad sc ience"),

aimed, o f  course, a t  what Whewell saw as Comte's own brand o f  scien-  

43
t i f i c  r e l ig io s i ty .  ' Of other o r ig in a l points we may note th a t the

l i s t  o f  "causes" has grown to include "chemical bonding" and " v ita l

power," and that Whewell has resorted to many e f fe c t iv e ,  i f  ra ther

unprofessional, "pot-shots" at Comte's personal l i f e ,  mental health

44and p o s it ive  re lig io n . Whewell's more sophisticated appraisal of

Comte's competence in discussing s c ie n t i f ic  matters, i s ,  however,

summarized a t  the conclusion o f a lengthy discussion concerning the

corpuscular theory of l ig h t :  "I am," he says, "not going to trace

M. Conte's views of the other sciences. He is ,  I conceive, very

45s u p erf ic ia l  in a l l  and in some grossly erroneous."

The Metaphysicians— Hegel and A r is to t le

Lest Whewell's remarks concerning the usefulness o f  metaphysical 

presumptions to the advancement o f  science be interpreted in a manner 

in which he did not intend, i t  is  necessary to attend, fo r  a moment, 

to his appraisal of two of the greatest metaphysical philosophers, 

A r is to t le  and Hegel. Of A r is to t le 's  science, Whewell s tates "his  

fundamental e rro r  . . .  is  very nearly  the same as one o f Francis 

Bacon's leading mistakes. A r is to t le  says that Science consists in  

knowing the causes of things, as Bacon aims at acquiring a knowledge 

of the forms or essences o f  things" (emphasis in o r i g i n a l ) . ^  Yet as 

Whewell notes, from the perspective o f his own "system": "sciences
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do not begin with such knowledge, and . . .  in few cases only do they

ever a t ta in  to i t . "  Although not beyond human knowledge (as we have

already noted in the previous section on Comte) the discovery of

causes ( th a t  i s ,  o f  broad and simple fundamental laws) "is a triumph

reserved fo r  the la t e r  stages o f each Science, when the knowledge of

47the laws of phenomena has already made great progress."

In his correspondence with De Morgan, Whewell goes even fu r th er

to attack the A r is to t l ia n  notions o f "the In f in i t e , "  which he believed

was b e tte r  trans la ted  as "the In d e f in ite "  and the idea o f "the

Absolute," o f  which he says "any assertion about i t  must be foo lish

48nonsense" fo r  the concept i t s e l f  is  u n in te l l ig ib le .

Whewell's opposition to "metaphysics," in the sense of e i th e r  

a p r io r i  knowledge or muddled th in k in g ,  is fu r th er  i l lu s t r a te d  in his 

examination o f  Hegel's philosophy. Although Whewell re s tr ic te d  him

s e l f  to what he believed to be major inaccuracies in Hegel's under

standing o f Kepler and Newton, and to Hegel's adherence to the an-

49c ient d iv is io n  between c e le s t ia l  and te r r e s t ia l  physics in his

public  c r it ic is m s  of that philosopher, he was much less reserved in

his p r iva te  correspondence. He there spoke o f  "Hegel's vagaries"

with th in ly  ve iled  contempt, and even went so fa r  as to s ta te  th a t

"There is nothing which so e n t i r e ly  deprives me of a l l  respect fo r

German heads in the matter o f  reasoning as the way in which they have

allowed Hegel to domineer over them. I t  appears to me tha t on every

subject he is  equally fan c ifu l  and shallow, though he may not be so

50demonstrably wrong as in the matter o f  Newton."

From the foregoing i t  should be amply c le a r  then, that when
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Whewell admonished Jones fo r  his to t a l  re jec tio n  of metaphysics and
51

himself defended i ts  use in the development o f  s c ie n t i f ic  theories  

he had in mind something quite  d i f fe r e n t  from the speculative ph ilos-  

phy o f  Hegel or A r is to t le .  To see ju s t  what th a t something was, how

ever, i t  is necessary to examine what Whewell had to say o f the 

philosopher, Immanuel Kant, and what others have said of the r e la t io n 

ship between Kant's philosophy and Whewell's own.

Immanuel Kant and W illiam  Whewell, S im i la r i t ie s  and D istinctions

Despite Whewell's in fa tu a tio n  with Bacon during his under

graduate days at Cambridge his l a t e r  philosophy is genera lly  acknow

ledged to have moved away from Bacon and toward the views o f Immanuel 

Kant. As Butts has stated in his exce llen t introduction to Whewel1 ' s 

Theory of S c ie n t i f ic  Method:

Fundamental Ideas are what the a c t iv i t y  o f  mind 
contributes to knowing. Whewell l ikens  some of 
them, notably space, t im e , and number, to Kant's 
forms o f in tu i t io n .  Others . . .  play fo r  Whewell 
something akin to the ro le  o f  Kant's categories,  
though he does not use Kant's term to designate 
them. Furthermore in i t s  treatment o f  some of the 
Fundamental Ideas . . .  Whewell's account o f  th e ir  
Epistemological status deviates very l i t t l e  from 
the Kantian theory . . .  "52

Whewell's association with the great philosopher was also widely  

recognized, and even exaggerated much out o f  proportion, during his 

own l i fe t im e .

Although wishing to avoid the impression th a t  he was merely an 

English d iscip le  of Kant's, Whewell himself was generous in acknow

ledging his debt. In his Philosophy o f Discovery he wrote th a t
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" . . .  I had adopted some o f  Kant's views, or at lea s t  some of his

arguments. The chapters on the Ideas o f  Space and Time in the

Philosophy of the Inductive Sciences, were almost l i t e r a l  trans la tions

53of chapters in the K r i t ik  der Reinen Vernunft." Whewell was fu r 

th e r  adamant in the defense o f Kant's e f fo r ts  in and contributions  

to philosophy against the charge, leve led  by Dugald Stewart, that a l l  

of his ideas had been f u l l y  an tic ip a ted --"b y  Price , by Cudworth, and 

even by PI ato . . .

Even so, i t  seems reasonable to accept a t face value Whewell' s

55dissent from the characterization  o f  his views as purely Kantian.

Our reasons fo r  acknowledging th is  perspective, ra ther than re leaat-  

ing the e n t ire  controversy to professional van ity ,  l i e  in two d is t in c t  

areas. F i r s t ,  Whewell consistenly maintained th a t  his position was 

s ig n if ic a n t ly  d i f fe re n t  from Kant's , and, as evidence, he quoted a 

contemporary Kantian's judgment tha t: his w ritings on the philosophy

of science were "clearly incompatible with the . . .  views of Immanuel 

K a n t ." ^  Second, certain  fundamental d ifferences between Kant's and 

Whewell *s philosophies are evident from even a su p erf ic ia l  survey of 

his w r it in g s ,  and even more deep d is t in c t io n s  have been id e n t i f ie d  by 

modern commentators on his works. In order to more completely grasp 

the nature of Whewell's epistemological and m e ta -s c ie n t if ic  perspec

t iv e  we w i l l  b r ie f ly  consider the major deviations in his view from 

a pure Kantian paradigm.

I t  is true , as Butts has charged, that Whewell believed his 

"Fundamental Ideas" to be necessary t ru th s ,  in the sense that the 

tra ined in tu i t io n  of sc ien tis ts  would be incapable of "c lea r ly  and
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57d is t in c t ly "  conceiving of another s ta te  of a f f a i r s .  Yet th is  

assertion is  not id e n t ic a l ,  as Butts has wrongly maintained, to the 

assertion o f  synthetic  a p r io r i  tru ths. That i s ,  Whewell, unlike  

Kant, is not so re a d ily  charged with the conclusion o f log ica l and
CO

l in g u is t ic  tru th .

In a f l i g h t  o f  fancy Butts assumed th a t since Whewell believed

that no experience ( f o r  which we may read "experiment") was capable

of confirming a "Fundamental Idea," then he must also have believed

that no experiment was capable o f  f a ls i fy in g  one o f  these conceptions.

There is some grounds fo r  th is  confusion in Whewell's unfounded

"extension" o f the p r in c ip le  that " . . .  facts  cannot be expressed

without theory . . .  " to support the qu ite  d i f fe r e n t  claim that there

is u lt im a te ly  one theory best suited to organize the data o f  any 

59given f i e l d .  Yet there are also points in Butts own in terpreta t ion  

of Whewell's philosophy which run counter to th is  in te rp re ta t io n .

For instance, Butts "resolved" a contradiction between Whewell's 

b e l ie f  th a t  Ideas cannot be proved by experience, and his quite  

contrary notion that Ideas are gained from and shown to be "necessary" 

by experience, by separating out two senses o f  the term "experience." 

Sometimes, he believes, Whewell had used the term to denote the un

systematic occurrences o f everyday l i f e  and sometimes to re fe r  to 

formal s c ie n t i f i c  experimentation,®® While Butts is able to muster 

some support fo r  th is  d is t in c t io n  from Whewell's writings,®^ by 

adopting i t  he is l e f t  with two other "loose-ends" yet to be ex

plained. How is i t  th a t  the "clear and d is t in c t"  in tu it io n  of the 

"necessary truth" o f the "Fundamental Ideas" was "a rare and d i f f i c u l t
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62attainment" i f  these ideas were l ik e  Kant's a p r io r i  conceptions of 

space, time and number? How is i t  th a t such tru ths  were both "pro- 

gressive" in th e ir  " c la r i t y , "  and u lt im ate ly  dependent fo r th e ir  

truthfulness not on any c la r i t y  of perception but on th e ir  a b i l i t y  to 

" f i t "  the "constituent nature" o f  the phenomena under examination?64

We have already noted Whewell's preoccupation with the use of 

" r ig h t  terms" (the  higher-order constructs associated with the in t ro 

duction of a new paradigm) and his discussion o f how such "technical 

terms" developed and were modified through a process of continuing 

debate w ith in  the s c ie n t i f ic  community. Yet i t  should be obvious 

tha t th is  same analysis provides the answers sought to the three 

questions above. The more casual type of experience, the "experience" 

d if fe re n t  from formal experimentation, was, fo r  Whewell, jus t this  

continuing informal debate between sc ien tis ts  already in possession 

o f  c r i t ic a l  fa c ts ,  but as y e t  possessing theories too underdeveloped 

to  f u l ly  explain these fa c ts .  We have already mentioned, in a d if fe re n t  

connection, tha t th is  process o f  debate over new terms, "Conceptions" 

o r "fundamental tru ths" is exactly  what Popper had in mind when he 

spoke of " c r i t ic a l  realism ," ju s t  as the conditional hardening of a 

theory into a "necessary-seeming" tru th  is what Kuhn has described as 

"normal science." In a certa in  sense then, Whewell may be said to 

have anticipated both these points of view.

Butts' misunderstanding of these rather basic characteristics  

o f  Whewell's perspective would be much more forg ivable  had he not 

correctly  id e n t i f ie d  many c losely  re lated features o f  his view.

Butts, for instance, recognized that Whewell's theory of induction
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"in i ts  f u l l  form" was nothing less than an a n t ic ip a t io n  of the 

"hypothetical-deductive" view o f science (a Twentieth Century doc

t r in e )  and that his "inductive tables" were attempts to trace out the

re la t io n s  between higher and lower order theories in the more w e l l -

65developed sciences. Even more remarkable, however, is Butt's  

exceedingly c lea r  in te rpre ta t ion  o f what Whewell had meant by the 

increasing " c la r i f ic a t io n "  or "advancement" o f  an Idea, i . e . ,  an 

expansion in the genera lity  of a s c ie n t i f ic  hypothesis and an increase 

in i ts  s im p lic ity  (in  the sense of increased freedom from res tr ic t io n s  

on the class o f phenomena to which i t  could be ap p lie d ),  and qreater  

accuracy or consistency in y ie ld in g  accurate pred ictions. Somewhat 

in contradiction to  his orig inal b e l ie f  concerning the n o n - f a ls i f i -  

a b i l i t y  o f "Ideas" in Whewell's system, Butts also recognized that  

the " c la r i f ic a t io n "  o f an "Idea" is not a once-and-for-a ll  change
CC

but a re s u lt  o f ordered modification.

Some of the d i f f i c u l t i e s  regarding Butts' seeming contradictions  

can be resolved by reference to his own conception o f induction and 

s c ie n t i f i c  method. In his comparison o f M i l l ' s  " log ic  of confirma

tion" w ith  Whewell's s tr ic tu res  concerning the im possib ility  of in 

duction ( in  M i l l ' s  sense o f that term) Butts c le a r ly  disclosed th a t  

his own view o f  science was basica lly  " in d u c t iv is t ."  This was fu rther  

supported by his charge that Whewell was b a s ic a l ly  a "Platonic" 

philosopher who was concerned with the " c la s s if ic a t io n  of concepts"^  

ra ther than observations o f the world. The fa c t  tha t this view con

t ra d ic ts  a passage from Whewell's w r it in g s ,  which he quotes several

68pages la t e r  did not seem to be worthy of note.
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More Valid Critic ism s of Whewell's Philosophy o f Science

There are, however, several c r i t ic a l  points in Butt 's  evaluation  

of Whewell that did not go completely as tray , and fo r  the sake of  

balance and fu r th e r  insight into Whewell's m o s t -d i f f ic u l t  philosophic  

writings i t  is w ell to consider some o f these. Butts is c e rta in ly  

ju s t i f ie d  in his scorn fo r  Whewell's ra ther  archaic conception of 

"Logic." As Whewell h imself stated his position in controversy with  

De Morgan: "Logic has got her name by being supposed to have some

thing to do with discovering truth" and should properly be concerned

69with 'the  Art of Discovery' as well as s y l lo g is t ic  reasoning."

That is ,  according to Whewell, Logic is  properly  considered as "a 

schematic presentation o f  what had already been thought in more com

plex matters" (Butts ' c h a ra c te r iz a t io n ) .7^

I t  is  also t ru e ,  as Butts pointed out, th a t  Whewell did not admit 

for discussion a sense o f the term "induction" d i f fe re n t  from "the 

formal testing  of hypotheses" and the study of th e i r  mutual in te r 

re la tionships. More p rec ise ly , he used the term to re fe r  to the 

psychological process by which "concepts not before apparent" are 

"suggested" to the s c ie n t is t .7  ̂ This, i t  must be admitted, is quite  

odd in the context o f Whewell's other w r it in g s .  He had s p e c if ic a l ly

c r i t ic iz e d  Bacon, and others, for ju s t  such vagueness in the use of

72the term "induction." Yet the documentation fo r  his "backsliding" 

is ,  however, unquestionably sound.

Summary Comments Concerning Whewell's Philosophy

The basis o f  Whewell's philosophy of science and of his epis-
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temology should now be c l e a r :  his view was much l ik e  th a t  o f  the

modern philosopher Karl Popper as regards the ro le  and tes ting  of 

s c ie n t i f ic  hypotheses, and much l ik e  th a t o f Thomas Kuhn as regards 

th e ir  socio logical function within a science and the tendency for them 

to be b u i l t  upon, undisturbed, for long periods o f  time. His system 

of analysis was not, however, developed to the extent o f  e ith e r  of 

these modern points of view: i t  was overla id  with s t i l l  unclear

notions concerning both "induction" and the character of a " log ica l"  

analysis o f  s c ie n t i f i c  problems. We shall see, however, that these 

defects in Whewell's more general views about the philosophy of 

science had few negative consequences for his meta-economic analysis  

and in no way served to d is to r t  his views concerning economic theory. 

C erta in ly ,  Whewell's philosophy, even when i t  was in e rro r ,  did not 

lead to  anything as p i t ia b le  as the presumptious and bumbling views 

of the la te  German H istorica l School. While his o rien tation  toward 

questions of s c ie n t i f ic  methodology was considerably more "empirical" 

than th a t  of the Orthodox economists, he exercised a healthy re s tra in t  

over Jones' tendency to reduce a ll  theoriz ing  to h is to r ica l studies. 

That Jones was induced to engage in the f r u i t f u l  enterprise of formu

la t in g  a lte rn a t iv e s  to the Ricardian orthodoxy, rather than in term i

nably gathering data about national in s t i tu t io n s ,  was probably a 

consequence o f  Whewell's advice and encouragement.

Research Into Meta-Economics

The central feature o f Whewell's economics and meta-economics 

was that he considered the science o f p o l i t ic a l  economy to he an 

"inductive" ra th e r  than a "deductive" study. To fu l ly  appreciate
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his economic methodology we must thus turn to the d e f in it io n s  he 

offered fo r  these central terms (" inductive  science" and "deductive 

science") and to the differences which arose between his views con

cerning the character of economic studies and the views of other  

"inductive economists."

F i r s t l y ,  i t  must be noted th a t  Whewell, unlike Jones, was quite  

w i l l in g  to apply riqorous deductive methods to ex is t in g  economic 

theories jn_ order to trace out th e i r  necessary consequences. This 

was, in f a c t ,  his avowed purpose in his three lectures on the 

applica tion  o f mathematics to economics, the mathematics i t s e l f  serv

ing only as a handy and widely recognized tool fo r  achieving th is  

73purpose. Whewell thus recognized the d is t in c t io n  betv/een "proving
74

assumptions and "deducing conclusions" from these assumptions,

no mean achievement in his day, and he c le a r ly  held the former enter-

75prise in g rea te r  esteem than the l a t t e r .  He h im self, however, 

remained content to pursue the mundane en terprise  o f  checking on the 

consistency of theories and predictions while leaving the more g lo r i 

ous task o f  empirical study to Richard Jones. The modesty which he 

expressed regarding his own achievements in the f ie ld  of p o l i t ic a l  

economy and the praise which he lavished upon Jones' work was thus 

an honest expression of his true assessment concerninq the worth of 

th e i r  re la t iv e  labors.

While i t  is c lear what sense the term "deduction" had in 

Whewell's w rit ings  on the philosophy of science and on the topic  of  

mathematical economics, his use of th is  same term in application to 

the non-mathematical writings of the Ricardian School has served as
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a constant source o f  confusion fo r  both h is contemporaries and 

modern h is torians . The in te n t  of his c r it ic ism s o f  the "deductive 

school" are not tha t unclear, however. They can be found te rse ly  

summarized in his published writings and are eas ily  reconstructed 

from his a va ilab le  correspondence. In Whewell's Six Lectures On 

P o l i t ic a l  Economy, fo r  instance, he states th a t:  "Their (the Ricard-

ian s1) method consists in taking d e f in it io n s  and reasoning downward 

from them, as is done in geometry . . .  We take the d e f in it io n  of Rent 

( fo r  instance) . . .  and we come to the proposition th a t Rent is  the 

e x c e s s  o f good so il above the w o r s e . T o  rephrase this quote: The 

Ricardians are purporting to say something about the world as i t  

e x is ts ,  or the part o f  tha t world known as the use and d is tr ib u t io n  

of land, by th inking of some a rb it ra ry  d e f in i t io n  o f  "Rent" and see

ing what follows from th is  d e f in i t io n .  In his "Prefatory Rote" to 

Jones' L i te ra ry  Remains Whewell notes an add itiona l feature o f the 

"deductive view": " . . .  certa in  d e f in it io n s  were adopted (by the

Ricardians) as o f  universal application to a l l  countries upon the 

face of the globe and a l l  classes o f socie ty ; and from these d e f in i 

tions and corresponding axioms was deduced a whole system of pro

positions, which were regarded as o f  demonstrated v a l i d i t y . " ^  

Whewell's c r i t ic is m  of the "deductive school" is thus summarizable as 

two in te rre la te d  propositions or methodological ru les . F i r s t ,  terms 

(o r ,  we might say "data categories") should be constructed as as to 

re f le c t  the major problems with which the s c ie n t is t  is concerned and 

the types of evidence which he w i l l  have a v a i lab le .  This was not,  

however, the orecedure of the Ricardians in dealing with the
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causation o f ren t nor o f  Malthus in dealing with population. Second, 

those terms or data categories which may be appropriate under one 

set o f  in s t i tu t io n a l  and customary constraints may not be appropriate  

in a d is s im ila r  s e t t in g ,  i . e . ,  i t  is useless to ta lk  about the f re e -  

market price of land services i f  a l l  land is State owned. In such 

a s itu a t io n  "Rent" would re fe r  to the price set by the governing body 

and "the causes fo r  rent" to the incentives faced by the governing 

body to ra ise  or lower th is  price or to distinguish d i f fe re n t  types 

of land.

Viewed in the above manner Whewell's concept of and objections  

to deductive economics are not so outlandish as they might super

f i c i a l l y  appear. I t  i s ,  th ere fo re , unfortunate, tha t he was 

unsuccessful in f u l l y  defin ing the co rre la t ive  concept of inductive  

economics, i . e .  his own a lte rn a t iv e  to the orthodox view. A possible  

ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  th is  i s ,  however, found in his correspondence with  

Jones: th a t is ,  i t  seems that Whewell believed that "induction

could not be w e ll-d e fin ed  in economics at that stage in the d is c i 

p l in e 's  development, since the fundamental concepts around which the

78inductive process revolved had not yet been f u l l y  s e t t led  upon.

Until the Ideas o f  Fundamental Concepts of economics were f u l l y  

enunciated there was room only fo r  a systematic co llec tion  of fa c ts ,  

and not fo r  "induction" in the s t r i c t e r  sense o f that term.

Whewell d id , however, express a preference as to the p a r t ic u la r  

type of research which would be most l i k e ly ,  in his estim ation, to  

provide the materia l from which the fundamental categories o f econom

ics would eventually  a r is e ,  as well as a pattern to be adopted by
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future researchers in the social sciences. In his description of the  

"inductive course" of Jones w ritings he says: "He took a survey of

the tenure o f  land, and o f  the conditions on which i t  is  and has been 

c u lt iv a te d ,  carrying out his examination by bringing together the 

accounts of a l l  countries and a l l  ages. And the resu lt o f  th is  sur

vey was, that the rent o f  lan d --the  payment which the c u l t iv a to r  

makes fo r  i ts  use--cannot be described by any one single d e f in i t io n  

from which i t s  amount can be deduced, and can be understood only by 

dividing such payments into certa in  large classes; the e f fe c t  of 

such a separation . . .  being, tha t we can then point out the bearing--

very d i f fe r e n t  in the d i f fe r e n t  classes--which these payments have

79upon the comfort, p rosperity  and progress o f each so c ie ty ."  Thus 

the " inductive economists" s ta r ts  from problem to be solved, i . e . ,  

the determinates o f  national development, and then proceeds according 

to the dictum o f  Lao Tsz: "The beginning of wisdom is the a b i l i t y  to

make d is t in c t io n s ."  The u ltim ate aim of the economist is  not, how

ever, to c o l le c t  data and arrange i t  in to  d i f fe re n t  classes, but

rather "to see what propositions can t r u ly  be asserted concerning

80each c lass."  The same caveat against provincial a t t i tu d e s  which 

was leveled against the deductive method also applies in the case o f  

induction: "We must c la s s i fy  facts which we observe and take care

that we do not ascribe \ o  the facts in our immediate neighborhood or  

s p ec ia lly  under our n o tic e , a g en era lity  of prevalence which does 

not belong to them . . .  We must . . .  be sure that we have obtained the  

narrower generalizations [concerning individual in s t i tu t io n a l  s tru c 

tures] before we a t ta in  to the widest [concerning "rent" or "wages"
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81
or "population," in general]" (explanatory phrases added).

I f  these basic ground-rules of inductive inquiry  had been applied

to economics early  in i t s  h is to ry  Whewell believed th a t "they would

have saved the e a r l i e r  speculators on th is  subject from some splendid  

82errors  . . . "  But he was l ib e ra l  enough to admit that certa in  

psychological advantages had resulted from the deductive course of  

e ar ly  economics: " i f  these e a r l i e r  speculations had not been thus

bold," he said , "the science could not so soon have assumed that

large and s tr ik in g  form which made i t  so a t t ra c t iv e ,  and to which i t

83
probably owes a large  part o f  i t s  progress."

Somewhat s u rp r is in g ly ,  the only example, other than Jones, which 

Whewell could find  to  i l lu s t r a t e  the inductive mode of economic in 

quiry  was the la t e r  ed it ions  of Malthus' Essay On Population, "ex

cluding, of course, his an tic ipatory  thesis" (o f  the numerical in -

84crease of food supply and geometric increase of population). Mal

thus may have been a bad selection  in l ig h t  of the a v a i l a b i l i t y  of  

other authors such as Petty and Hume, especia lly  since Whewell had 

harshly c r i t ic iz e d  his "an tic ipa tory  thesis" in other w rit ings  and

quite  c lea r ly  understood that he had an axe to grind (o r  a point of

85view to defend) even in the la t e r  editions of his Essay. The only 

reasonable ju s t i f i c a t io n  fo r  th is  choice seems to be tha t Whewell 

was not a l l  that f a m i l ia r  with the h is to ry  of economics before Smith 

and believed Malthus to be a good example of the breakdown o f a 

deductive thesis (h is  admission o f  "moral re s tra in t"  to his previous 

l i s t  of checks to population growth) in the face o f contradictory  

evidence.
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Other Aspects o f " Inductive Economics"

I t  is c lear from the foregoing discussion that Whewell's 

"inductive method" involved a s ig n if ic a n t  degree o f respect fo r  the 

impact o f  custom and in s t i tu t io n s ,  "the d i f fe re n t  forms of socie ty ,"  

on the "p r inc ip le  motives which operate on men regarded as masses."0 ' 

There are , however, certa in  aspects of the "inductive view" which are 

not so immediately discernable from his basic methodological pre

scrip tions . We now wish to consider a number of these refinements 

on his basic position which were never f u l ly  developed and too often  

were confined s t r i c t l y  to his correspondence.

Whewell, f i r s t  of a l l ,  was not so naive as to expect that e l l  

in s t i tu t io n a l  or customary d ifferences in the various societies  would 

prove o f  in te res t to economists. He noted that when dealing with  

complex phenomena i t  was necessary to include "a l l  the predominant 

causes which re a l ly  e f fe c t  the resu lt"  (emphasis in o r ig in a l )  but 

recognized that one could le g it im a te ly  neglect "those agents" the
07

effects  of which were o f  "small amount or short duration." This

procedure would, i t  was t ru e ,  y ie ld  only " f i r s t  approximations" to

exis ting  conditions and re la ted  p red ictions , but in the present s ta te

of sophistication concerning social inquiry l i t t l e  more was a t t a in 

t s  8 8a b l e .

Second, the operational or empirical c r i t e r ia  which Whewell used 

to judge a l l  attempts a t  economic theoriz ing  lead him to adopt a 

rather unpopular l im ita t io n  on the scope o f economic inqu iry . Quot

ing with approval a passage from Malthus' D efin it ions  In P o l i t ica l

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

495

Economy he maintained th a t:  " i f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy were to embrace

a discussion of the production and d is tr ib u t io n  o f  a l l  th a t  is  useful

and agreeable, i t  would re a l ly  be the best t re a t is e  on P o l i t ic a l

89Economy." Such a l im ita t io n  would, of course, exclude what even

tu a l ly  would become known as " u t i l i t y  theory," but fo r Whewell the

importance o f  including w ith in  economic inquiry  only those variables

90which were re a d i ly  id e n t i f ia b le  though in te rsub jec tive  techniques 

fa r  outweighted the importance of gaining an a l l  encompassing explana

tion fo r  any conceivable human act.

We have already seen (pages 489 and 490) th a t Whewell's emDiri - 

cal o rien tation  also led him to distinguish between appropriate and 

inappropriate types of terminology, especia lly  as regards the "funda

mental concepts" of an "inductive economics." Yet we have not ex

plored specific  example o f  what he believed to be "the correct  

sense" in which to  use economic terms. His doctrine a t f i r s t  seems 

but a su p erf ic ia l  reworking of medieval ideas concerning natural 

concepts (or " r ig h t  d e f in i t io n s " ) ,  espec ia lly  in passages l ik e  the 

following: "The science o f  P o l i t ic a l  Economy does not re s t  upon

D efin it ions . I t  rests upon facts. But facts are to be described in 

a general manner— that i s ,  by means of terms. And these terms should

be chosen so as to  enable us to assert true ( i . e .  " fac tu a l" )  Proposi- 
91tions ."  Yet a l i t t l e  deeper probing reveals th a t  Whewell's actual 

view resembled more c lo se ly  the position a rr ived  a t  by Ludwig 

Wittgenstein in the mid-Twentieth Century than i t  did any medieval 

or Scholastic conception. That i s ,  Whewell believed that the factual 

or "True" sense o f  a term is  i ts  sense in "ordinary usage" (h is  own
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d e s c r ip t io n ) .

In applying th is  c r i te r io n  of correct l in g u is t ic  usage Whewell 

argued th a t the d is t in c t io n  between productive and unproductive labor  

was f irm ly  grounded in the ordinary language, had an id e n t i f ia b le  

(opera tiona l)  s ig n if icance  in the theories of economics and thus, on 

both counts, should be re ta ined . He also argued that the Ricardian  

usage o f the term "rent" con fl ic ted  with ordinary usage, was em piri

c a l ly  inseparable from rent in the common sense and thus should be 

92abandoned.

From these same philosophic roots of ordinary usage and opera

tional theories Whewell derived an attack on the Classical s' ta lk  of 

"tendencies." While he recognized th a t there was some sense in say

ing th a t a theory might y ie ld  predictions which were only "approxi

mately true" he also rea lized  th a t to say a theory asserted only

tendencies was to say nothing concerning countervailing forces or the

93re la t iv e  weights to be attached to the d i f fe re n t  casual agents.

The C lass ica ls ' b e l ie fs  concerning the role of economic theory in the 

prediction o f social events were thus tantamount to the b e l ie f  th a t  

such theories were u lt im a te ly  useless. The device th a t  had been 

introduced to protect economic inquiry  thus bred i t s  own destruction.

Ricardo's Empirical Postulates

F in a l ly ,  i t  should be noted th a t Whewell had many, less 

philosophic, objections to the Ricardian t ra d i t io n  in P o l i t ic a l  

Economy. In large  part he held th a t  Ricardo had simply misstated the 

facts which were c le a r ly  evident around him and had then used the
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conclusions from his fa n c ifu l  analysis to proclaim on matters of 
94po licy . Often Whewell was more concerned to set r ig h t  the logical  

and epistemological errors  o f  the Ricardians ra ther  than engaging in 

a debate over fa c ts ,  but he was not above an occasional guarded jab  

a t "the absurd presumptions o f the Ricardians." In a quote d is 

covered by Wesley M itche ll  he s ta tes , in reference to his own work 

in mathematical economics, tha t:  I must, however, assert that i f  they

(h is  form alizations o f  the Ricardian doctrines) are useless and 

inapplicab le  the fa u l t  resides in the postualtes which I have borrowed

from Mr. Ricardo . . .  and not in the (mathematical) mode o f  deducing

95the consequences o f these postulates." And in his Six Lectures On 

P o l i t ic a l  Economy he c ite s  several instances re la t in g  to the condi

tions of land tenure and the m obility  of labor and c a p ita l  where 

"the nature of a g r ic u ltu ra l  progress . . .  is not th a t  which is  

supposed in the theory as stated by Ricardo . . .  " (emphasis in 

o r i g i n a l ) . ^  We are now, however, treading dangerously close to 

matters which are properly treated  under our next to p ic ,  Whewell's 

doctrines and achievements w ith in  the f ie ld  o f P o l i t ic a l  Economy 

proper, and having exhausted his major achievements in other re lated  

f ie ld s  i t  is  to th a t  top ic  th a t  we now turn.

Whewell's P o l i t ic a l  Economy

Apart from what Schumpeter has called Whewell's "sense of 

97qua lity"  in ed it ing  the L i te ra ry  Remains of Richard Jones the most 

mentioned o f his economic w rit ings  have been his three papers on the 

application of mathematical methods to economic deduction. Whewell
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explained a t  length the advantages o f a mathematical form alization o f  

economics in his f irs t ' .p ap er  on the "Mathematical Exposition o f  Some 

Doctrines o f P o l i tc ia l  Economy" (1829). This passage, which r iv a ls  

and perhaps surpasses the s im i la r  apologia fo r  mathematical economics 

in  Jevon's Theory of P o l i t ic a l  Economy, proceeding by a comparison 

which is i t s e l f  o f some in te re s t  between past developments in the 

h is to ry  o f mechanics and Whewell's hopes fo r  the fu ture  advancement 

of economics. He noted th a t "without the aid of consistent math

ematical ca lcu la t ion  . . .  There would have been three errors d i f f i c u l t  

to avoid" in the mechanical sciences. That of (1 ) "assuming . . .  

princ ip les  wrongly . . .  or (2 ) (o f )  reasoning fa ls e ly  from them in 

consequence o f the complexity o f  the problem (or) (3) . . .  of n eg lec t

ing the d isturbing causes which in te r fe re  with the e ffe c ts  of the
qp

p r in c ip le  forces."  Yet with the wide acceptance and use of math

ematical methods in mechanics " I t  made i t  necessary to state d is 

t i n c t l y  . . .  assumptions, and these were open to a thorough examina

t io n ;  i t  made the reasoning almost i n f a l l i b l e ;  and i t  gave results

which could be compared with practice  so as to show whether the

99problem was approximately solved or not."  Although re a l iz in g  the  

controversy which would in e v ita b ly  ar ise  from any attempt to under

cut the autonomy of the moral sciences Whewell was w i l l in g  to pro

claim his fa i th  that "the science of Mechanics and P o l i t ic a l  Economy 

are so fa r  analogous, th a t something of the same advantages ( re a l iz e d  

in mechanics) may be looked fo r  in the application o f mathematics in  

the case of P o l i t ic a l  E con om y."^

As the years passed Whewell became increasingly bold in his
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advocacy of a thorough-going trans la tion  o f  economics in to  math

ematical form. Although in his f i r s t  paper he had been careful to 

l im i t  his e f fo r ts  to  se lec t topics in the areas of rent theory and 

taxation , claiming only tha t "some parts of th is  science . . .  may be 

presented in a more systematic and connected form . . .  by the use of 

mathematical l a n g u a g e , b y  the time o f  his second paper ( in  1831) 

he f e l t  confident enough to s ta te  that "Mathematics is the log ic  of 

quantity , and w i l l  necessarily , sooner or l a t e r ,  become the in s tru 

ment of a l l  sciences where quantity  is the subject t re a te d ,  and
102deduction the process employed." Even a t  th is  date , however, his

confidence in the new mode of treatment was none too f i rm ,  fo r  reading

on down th a t very page we find" " I am, however, well aware th a t  the

pretensions o f P o l i t ic a l  Econonty to  such a s c ie n t i f ic  character, are

as ye t e n t i r e ly  incapable of being supported. Any attempt to make

th is  subject at present a branch o f  Mathematics could only lead to

a neglect or perversion o f  fa c ts ,  and to a course o f  t r i f l i n g  specu-

103la t io n s , barren d is t in c t io n s ,  and useless logomachies." I t  took 

nearly twenty years before Whewell would again ignore his own admoni

t ions, but in 1850 he penned his la s t  and most sophisticated  

"mathematical memoir" dealing with J. S. M i l l ' s  exposition of in te r 

national trade, and containing, in embryonic form, a discussion of 

the fundamentals o f  what would eventually  be known as Neoclassical 

microtheory.

Despite his pioneering work in the f i e l d  o f  mathematics as 

applied to economics Whewell was never completely sanguine about 

possible abuses of these techniques. As Hutchison so well s ta tes ,
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and as we have already ind icated , he was "highly cautious and c r i t ic a l

104about i t s  application" and was quick to n o t i fy  his readers tha t

the results o f  mathematical inquiry could never "supply the place of

moral reasoning" nor could one ever "obtain any results  o f  a nature

105d i f fe r e n t  from those which we can obtain otherwise."

The primary ta rg e t of Whewell's caveats concerning the abuse of 

mathematical models was the concept o f  equilibrium . In commenting on 

the process by which the rate  o f p r o f i t  would come to be equalized in 

a l l  areas of production he added "th is  is a process which manifestly  

would require a considerable time, and would never be completely  

performed . . .  the changes . . .  which i t  supposes would require  . . .  a 

considerable course o f years , during which new causes and circum

stances might come in to  action , so as e n t ire ly  to modify the re su lt ,  

even i f  the tendency o f  the orig inal causes had been r ig h t ly  

s ta te d ."^  Although th is  was a problem which arose in a l l  long term 

economic predictions, w ith those involving "normal price" as well as 

those involving wages and population, and although there seemed to be 

no other systematic tool which could be used to attack such problems: 

"In r e a l i t y  . . .  equ ilib r ium  is never a tta ined: probably in most 

cases i t  is never approximated t o . " ^

The a le r t  reader cannot help but recognize that Whewell's a n t i 

pathy toward the concept o f  equilibrium is  mirrored in our own day 

by economists such as Ludwig von Mises, Israe l K irzner, Murray Roth- 

bard, and Robert Lachmann. This is ,  in fa c t ,  no accident fo r  these 

"modern Austrians" are in large part id e n t i f ia b le  as modern disciples  

of W illiam Whewell. Not only did they adopt his a t t i tu d e  toward
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equilib rium , but they also adopted his arguments, nearly  word fo r  

word, to ju s t i f y  th is  opinion. Von Mises, in fa c t ,  would also adopt, 

and m is in terp re t,  his Kantian formulation of the "epistemological 

foundations" of economic science and would bu ild  upon a suggestion in  

his correspondence fo r  using "human action" as the "fundamental con

ception" of the moral sciences.

The Austrian 's  attempt to base a re jec tion  o f  social prediction  

upon Whewell's comments concerning equilibrium  is  almost c erta in ly  

a d is to rt io n  of his view (although i t  is  not therefore  inva lid  within

i t s e l f ) .  But i t  is  easy to see how such a view might be derived

from an iso lated consideration of comments such as the following:

There is  a constant tendency towards the s ta te  of 
(equ il ib r ium ) . . .  but th is  is a tendency l i k e  that 
which the waters at the source of a r iv e r  have to
descend towards i ts  mouth. We cannot from such a
tendency in fe r  that the whole course o f  a r iv e r  is 
a t the same le v e l;  and ju s t  as l i t t l e  may we f l a t t e r  
ourselves that we have solved the problem o f the 
course and d is tr ib u tio n  o f  the current of wealth,
when we have combined the laws according to  which
an exact balance might be produced.

We are to reco llec t th ere fo re , th a t even i f  our 
p rin c ip les  were exact, deductions from them made 
according to the im-thod (o f equilibr ium  models)
. . .  would give us only a fa in t  and d is tan t resem
blance of the state of things produced by the per
petual struggle and c o n f l ic t  of such pr inc ip les  
with var iab le  circunstances."108

"s we have already seen, however, Whewell was considerably more 

o p t i r is t ic  than th is  quote alone might indicate  for the eventual 

progression of economic methods to the point where they would serve 

as a guide to p o l i t ic a l  policy. That he was not at a l l  sa t is f ied  

that i t  had yet reached that point and was fran k ly  h o r r i f ie d  by -any

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

502

o f  the bromides bandied about by the Benthamite reformers is evident 

from his correspondence.

Returning to Whewell's own caveats concerning the abuses of  

mathemtical methods, however, there was a t least one of his objections  

tha t is as applicable and as "well-taken" in our day as i t  was in 

his. In his la s t  "Memoir" (1850), a f te r  again summarizing the  

advantages to be expected from an increased use of mathematics in 

economic studies, he s ta tes:

I t  would, however, be to take a very erroneous view 
o f  the consequences o f this application of mathematics 
to  P o l i t ic a l  Economy, to suppose that i t  can add any
th ing  to the c e r ta in ty  of the fundamental p r in c ip le s .
There is  perhaps in some persons a propensity to believe  
th a t any subject, when clothed in a mathematical shape, 
acquires something o f mathematical demonstrative char
a c te r;  and th a t  by applying mathematics to assumed 
prin c ip les  o f  knowledge, we in some measure create a 
science. I must beg leave very d is t in c t ly  to repudiate  
a l l  pretensions of th is  kind . . .  All tha t we pretend to 
say is ,  th a t  i f  the conclusions be fa ls e ,  the fa l la c y  
must be in the p r in c ip le s ,  i f  the process of deduction 
be t r u ly  mathematical."109

F in a l ly ,  in evaluating  the re la t iv e  importance o f the purely  

deductive enterprise  o f  mathematical form alization against those 

"speculations of P o l i t ic a l  Economy . . .  which are employed not in 

reasoning from P r in c ip les ,  but to them: in extracting  from a wide

and p a tien t survey of facts  the laws according to which circumstances 

and conditions determine the progress of wealth and the fortunes of 

men" Whewell was not hes itan t to declare his own in f e r io r i t y  (or that 

of his en te rpr ise ) and to extend to Jones a ra ther d irec t complement. 

"1 am p e r fe c t ly  ready to admit," he stated, "that the discovery of  

such laws, and the investigation  o f  th e ir  consequences, is an
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employment o f fa r  higher philosophical d ign ity  and importance than 

any o f f ic e  to which Mathematicians can a s p ire ."^ ®

Other Contributions to P o l i t ic a l  Economy

Although Whewell's s k i l l  in arranging and ed it ing  Jones' economic 

papers and his own e a r ly  w rit ings  in the "mathematical tran s la t io n "  

o f economic doctrines have been the features of his works most widely  

recognized in economic c irc le s  many o f his other contributions to the 

subject have been at lea s t mentioned by past h istorians. Hutchison, 

fo r  instance, has recognized that he accurately stated the theore tica l  

determinants o f  both short run and long run equilibrium p r ice , that 

he provided a "thorough mathematical analysis" o f the e la s t ic i t y  of 

a demand curve and a c la s s i f ic a t io n  o f  goods as Necessities or 

Luxuries on that basis, and that he traced the re la tionship  between

the e la s t i c i t y  of demand and changes in to ta l  revenue with a given

■ 1 1 1  change in pr ice .

Cochrane has noted Whewell's s k i l l  in dealing with the question

112o f durable inputs in investment and production. And even Schum

peter had some kind words in defense o f  the o r ig in a l i ty  o f his demand

. 1 1 3analysis .

Yet in some instances Whewell's commentators have been simply 

too generous in t h e i r  appraisals of his o r ig in a l i t y  and understanding, 

and in other in s ta n ce s  they  have overlooked antic ipations of important 

theore tica l points. Cochrane, for instance, states that "Whewell to 

some extent antic ipated  the advent o f marginalism. I t  is not without 

in te re s t  that every proposition of his exposition of Ricardo's
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114Princip les  was based on incremental changes." The evidence fo r

th is  claim is ,  however, non-existent and the actual case is  probably

q u ite  the opposite. I t  is c le a r  from the discussion in parts o f

Whewel1 ' s Six Lectures On P o l i t ic a l  Economy th a t a great deal o f  the

ambiguity which he discovered in Ricardo was due to his own complete

11 5ignorance of the marginal p r in c ip le .  And i t  can hardly be claimed 

th a t  working with units such as "one acre of land" or "one laborer  

laboring fo r  one year" is working with "increments" in any sense o f  

th a t  term acceptable in the c a l c u l u s . ^

Further, Whewell's c r i t i c a l  remarks on Say's Law, which so 

d e lig h t  Hutchison, are to t a l ly  without theore tica l foundation. They, 

in fa c t ,  re f le c t  his rather marked confusion between the r ise  in the 

price  o f  one good and a r ise  in the general price  leve l:  a confusion

which was to become popular among la t e r  h is to r ic is ts  ( i . e . ,  T. E. C. 

L e s l i e ) . ^  ^

F in a l ly ,  we must mention several o f Whewell's contributions  

generally  overlooked in past accounts o f his w rit ings . He demon

s tra tes  a f a i r  appreciation fo r  the structure  of markets: commenting

both on price dispersal and on the e ffec ts  of changes in search time

118on the prices paid fo r  goods.

His demand and supply analysis is refined fa r beyond anything

w r it te n  at his time. In addition to the points already mentioned i t

included a formal mathematical exposition of the difference between

changes in demand and changes in the quantity  demanded, an explanation

119of changes in e la s t ic i t y  along a l in e a r  demand curve and a s ta te 

ment of the analytic  necessity fo r determining the q u a n tita t iv e
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dimensions of demand and supply as well as fo r  considering t h e i r

120general propert ies.  Whewell must also be credited for  a formal 

presentation of  the princ iples of  capita l  discounting when comparing 

the p r o f i t a b i l i t y  of  two invest projects of  d i f f e r e n t  length (time 

duration),  and increasing cost industr ies .

Concluding Evaluation

Despite Whewell's s ig n i f ic a n t  contributions to what might have 

been the more rapid advancement of  economic theory his works remained 

v i r t u a l l y  unnoticed for  nearly a century. I t  is s ig n i f ica n t  that  

even Marshal l ,  who is claimed to have read v i r t u a l l y  every economist 

up to his own t ime, demonstrates a complete lack of awareness regard

ing Whewell's writ ings (excepting,  of  course, his edit ion o f  the 

L i te ra ry  Remains o f  Richard Jones) .

Despite the great promise which Whewell had o r ig in a l ly  foreseen 

for both the refinement and formal development o f  economic theory and 

for  the empirical researches of Richard Jones, he was to end his 

economic speculations on a rather sour note. In one of  his las t  

communications with Jones, wri t ten ju s t  a few months before the 

l a t t e r ' s  death, he observed that,  "Such a s c ie n t i f i c  exposition (as 

you have given and may yet give anew to the world) may be o f  use when 

men become sane on such subjects; which, at present,  they do not 

appear to me to be. I t  seems to be an absurd and humil iat ing result  

of so many years spent by Englishmen in the speculations of  p o l i t i c a l  

economy, that the governing body should carry on the business of  the 

nation on the basis of fa l l a c ie s  so very palpable (as those which
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121
have recently become popular) . . . "  Thus, despite the s t r i c t l y  

posit ive character o f  much o f  his research Whewell became discouraged 

with fu r ther  e f fo r ts  not because of his fe l lows'  persistence in 

fa l lac ious methodological practices,  but, ra ther  because of the 

populari ty of economic po l ic ies  which he found personally d is ta s te fu l .  

I t  is unfortunate th a t  th is  preoccupation with  the normative dominated 

not only the Orthodox school o f  Nineteenth Century Br i t ish  economists 

but also many of the l a t e r  wri ters  in the B r i t i s h  His torica l  School.
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examination o f  our in te l le c tu a l  powers and properties . . .

Todhunter I I ,  op. c i c . , pp. 48-49.

Translat ing th is  into more modern views concerning empirical  and 
l i n g u is t ic  questions i t  would perhaps be not too d is to r t iv e  to equate 
Whewell's in terpretat ion of "metaphysics" with inquir ies  aimed at 
c la r i f y in g  l in g u is t ic  questions.

52. Butts,  op. c i t .  , p .  6 .
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53. POD, op. c i t . , p. 335.

54. POD, op. c i t . , p. 333.

55. An attempt to re in te rp re t  Whewell as a pure Kantian is c i ted  
in But ts,  op. c i t . , p. 343 fn.  as Georqe C. Seward, Die Theoretische 
Philosophie Wi11iam Whewells und der Kautische Einfluss (Tubingen, 
1938).

56. POD, op. c i t . , p. 335. Whewell himself f e l t  tha t  his con
temporaries had done Kant an " in just ice"  by confusing his (Whewell's) 
methodological discussions with Kant's epistemological w r i t ings .  
( I b i d . ,  p. 334).

57. Butts,  op. c i t . , p. 65.

58. The d is t inct ion  between l in g u is t i c  and empirical truths was 
c le a r ly  recognized in a passage from Whewell's writ ings appearing in 
Butts'  own col lect ion of his methodological papers. See I b i d . ,
p. 281.

59. "Auguste Comte and Posit ivism,"  op. c i t . ,  p. 355.

60. Butts, op. c i t . , p. 10.

61. I b i d . ,  p . 11.

62. I b i d . , pp. 15-16.

63. I b i d . ,  p. 16; Todhunter, I I ,  op. c i t . ,  p. 140.

64. I b i d . ,  pp. 16-17 contains an acknowledgement, by Butts,  of
the u l t imate ly  empirical character o f  Whewell's c r i t e r i a  for  judging  
the "correctness" of an hypothesis. This is no more than an anomoly 
in his argument, however, for  his central  contention is quite the 
opposite ( i . e . ,  that  Whewell was completely "e ss e n t ia l is t ic "  and 
"metaphysical" ) .

65. I b i d . , pp. 17-18.

66 . I b id . , p. 24.

67. I b i d . , p. 22. Butts was so blinded by his own in d u c t iv is t
prejudices that he rejected Whewell's hypothetical-deductive views in
favor o f  M i l l ' s  " logic o f  confirmation," I b i d . , p. 28.

68 . The passage quoted by Butts from Whewell's wr it ings reads 
"science does not beqin with necessary t ru ths ,  but arr ives at the r ."  
I b i d . ,  p. 24.

69. Todhunter, I I ,  op. c i t . , p. 418.
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70. Butts,  op. c i t . , p. 418.

71. Todhunter, I I ,  pp. 416-417; Butts, op. c i t . , p. 20.

72. For Whewell's views concerning Bacon's s c ie n t i f i c  methodology,
see Todhunter, I I ,  p. 234.

73. MP I ,  op. c i t . , pp. 2 -3 ,  5.

74. I b id . , p. 4; MP_ I I , op. c i t . , p. 2.

75. Todhunter, I I ,  op. c i t . , p. 353.

76. Six Lectures on P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 84.

77. Richard Whewell ( e d . ) ,  The L i te ra ry  Remains of  the Late Rev.
Richard Jones (1859) (New York: Augustus Ke l ley ,  1964J, p. x.

78. Whewell's view of "induction" is markedly d i f fe re n t  than the 
rather  unsophicticated and f a c i l e  declarat ions of  many other  
" h is to r ica l"  economists:

I do not believe the pr inc ip les  o f  induction can be
e i ther  taught or lea rn t  without many examples. Of
subjects other than Natural Philosophy. I hardly 
know one f a i r  example. Your book is one. A good
deal o f  Malthus's population is a beginning of such
a process, excluding o f  course his antic ipatory  thes is ,  
the only thing usual ly talked of . . .  how can you expect 
to lay down rules and describe an extensive method with  
no examples to guide and substant iate your speculations?
You may say a number o f  f ine  things and give rules that
look wise and arguments that look p r e t ty ,  but you w i l l
have no securi ty  that these devices are at a l l  accurate 
or appl icable . . .  I f  there be any pract ical  inferences 
to be drawn from the nature of  true philosphy, i t  is 
th is ,  th a t  general propositions can not otherwise be 
understood than by understanding the instances they 
include.

Todhunter I I ,  op. c i t . , pp. 115-116.

79. L i te rary  Remains of  Richard Jones, op. c i t . , pp. x -x i .

80. Six Lectures on P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 84.

81. POD, op. c i t . , pp. 295-296.

32. I b i d . , d . 299.

83. I b id .

84. Todhunter, I I ,  p. 116.
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85. MP_ I I ,  op. c i t . , pp. 7 -8 ,  14.

86 . POD, op. c i t . , p. 293.

87. MP I I ,  op. c i t . , p. 13.

88 . I b i d . , pp. 12-14.

89. Six Lectures on P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , p. 4.

90. I t  should be noted at th is  point tha t  Whewell was somewhat 
more judicious in the way in which he stated his views in p r in t  than 
i t  might seem from the foregoing quotations.  In his Philosophy of 
Discovery, fo r  instance,  he c a re fu l ly  considers an a n t i - n a t u r a l i s t i c  
doctr ine: that a p r i o r i s t ic  methods are appropriate to the moral 
sciences,  while Inductive or empirical  methods are suited to the 
natural  sciences. While admitting the v a l i d i t y  of  th is  point of  view 
fo r  the study of  Eth ics,  Whewell denies i t  fo r  those social sciences 
concerned with legal in s t i tu t io n s  and "the pr inc ip le  notions which 
operate upon men regarded in masses," POD, op. c i t . , p. 293. The 
actions of  ind iv idua ls ,  as such, he bel ieves to be unpredictable,  at 
least by any known methodology, I b i d .

91. Six Lectures on P o l i t i c a l  Economy, op. c i t . ,  p. 2; Todhunter,
I I ,  pp. 155-156.

92. I b i d . , p. 6 ; L i te rary  Remains of  Richard Jones, op. c i t . ,
p. x i i .  Whewell also advised Faraday concerning technical terminology 
to be used to described his discoveries in the area of  e l e c t r i c i t y .  
Although "conventional de fin i t ions  were impossible, since the conven
tion was to express technical names in e i th e r  Latin or Greek, Whewell 
did express great concern for naming things in such a way that those 
knowledgeable in the languages would have ready and accurate associa
tions f o r  the term used, see Todhunter, I I ,  pp. 178, 363-365 & 426.

93. The L i te ra ry  Remains of  Richard Jones, op. c i t . , pp. x iv-  
xv i ;  MP_ I I ,  op. c i t . , pp. 12-13.

94. Six Lectures on P o l i t i c a l  Economy, op. c i t . , pp. 34-35;
Li te ra ry  Remains o f  Richard Jones , op. c i t . , p . xi i i .

95. Wesley C. M itc h e l l ,  Types of  Economic Theory, Vol. I ,  (Mew
York: Augustus Kel ley ,  1967), p. 517.

96. Six Lectures on P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , pp. 67-68, 83.

97. Schumpeter, History of  Economic Analys is , op. c i t . , p. 448.

98. MP, I ,  op. c i t . , p. 4.

99. I b i d . , pp. 4-5.
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100. I b i d . , p. 5.

101. I b i d . , p. 1.

102. MP_, I I ,  op. c i t . , p. 43.

103. I b i d . , p. 43.

104. Hutchison, A Review of Economic Doctrines, 1870-1929, op. 
c i t . , pp. 65-66.

105. I b i d .

106. MP, I I ,  op. c i t . , pp. 11-12.

107. I b i d . , p. 12; MP, I I I ,  op. c i t . , p. 22.

108. MP, I I ,  p. 12.

109. MP, I I I ,  op. c i t . , p. 1 p t .  2.

110. MP, I I ,  op. c i t . , pp. 43-44.

111. Hutchison, A Review of Economic Doctr ines, 1870-1929, op. 
c i t . , pp. 65-66 fn.

112. Cochrane, "The F i rs t  Mathematical Ricardian Model," op. c i t . , 
p. 430.

113. Schumpeter, History of Economic Ana ly s i s , op. c i t . , p. 449 fn.

114. Cochrane, "The F i rs t  Mathematical Ricardian Model," op. c i t .  ,
p. 431.

115. Six Lectures on P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t . , pp. 71, 72.

116. MP, I I ,  op. c i t . , pp. 5, 8 .

117. Hutchison, A Review of Economic Doctr ines, 1870-1929, op. 
c i t . , p. 66 fn.  For Whewell's ra ther  confused cr ft ic isms of Ricardo's 
"incremental" analysis,  see, for instance,  Six Lectures on P o l i t ic a l  
Economy, op. c i t . . , p. 56.

118. Six Lectures on P o l i t ic a l  Economy, op. c i t .  , p. 67.

119. MP, I I I ,  op. c i t . , p. 6 , pt .  18.

120. I b i d . . pp. 1-2 ,  pt.  3.

121. Todhunter I I ,  op. c i t . , p. 370.
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