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SRAFFA AND KEYNES:
DIFFERENCES AND SHARED PRECONCEPTIONS!

Jonn B. Davis

Marquette University
Department of Economics

The relationship between the work of Piero Sraffa and John May-
nard Keynes, the two most influential critics of neoclassical econom-
ics, is complex and controversial. The two knew each other and each
other’s work from the 1920s when they shared an interest in postwar
monetary policy, and Keynes arranged for Sraffa to live and work in
Cambridge [cf. POTIER (1991), pp. 8-12, 44{f]. Keynes — on Francis
Edgeworth’s recommendation — encouraged Sraffa to prepare his 1925
Sulle relazioni fra costo e guantita prodotta for publication as the Laws
of Returns under Competitive Conditions for the «Economic Jour-
nal» (1926), helped to start Sraffa on the project of editing Ricardo’s
Works and Correspondence (1951-73), and saw an early formulation
of what more than three decades later would become the Production
of Commodities by Means of Commodities [SRAFFA (1960), p. vi]. Sraf-
fatranslated Keynes’s Tract on Monetary Reform into Italian, defend-
ed Keynes’s Treatise on Money against Friedrich von Hayek in the
process critiquing money neutrality, participated in the “Cambridge
circus” that discussed the Treatise, attended Keynes’s lectures in which
the ideas for The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Mon-
ey were developed, and was instrumental in developing the commod-
ity rates or own-rates of interest analysis that later occupied Chapter
17 of Keynes’s book (though not as Sraffa had intended). In addition,
the two were linked together through a number of key individuals in
interwar Cambridge economics and philosophy, notably including
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Maurice Dobb, Richard Kahn, Frank Ramsey,
Bertrand Russell, and Austin and Joan Robinson. Yet their later works,
The General Theory and Production of Commodities lack obvious
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points of contact, and there is little evidence that by the end of Key.
nes’s life they had much in common. Skidelsky, for example, states:

While one can say a great deal about Keynes and a great deal aboy
Sraffa, there is surprisingly little to say about Keynes and Sraffa. They were
both economists; they were very good friends, they were both in Cambridg,
for most of the interwar years; their ideas were striking, even revolutionary,
But these ideas had few points of contact with each other [(1986), p. 1].

Others, however, have argued that, despite important disagree-
ments between them, a satisfactory alternative to neoclassical economic
theory may involve combining the classical theory of value, as in Sraf-
fa’s prices of production analysis, and Keynes’s theory of effective
demand [e.g., EATWELL and MILGATE (1983)]. How are we, then, to
make sense of the relationship between Sraffa and Keynes? This pa-

 per attempts to create an interpretive framework to address how the
works of Sraffa and Keynes relate to one another by doing two things.

The first half of the paper concentrates on important differences
between the two by approaching their thought from the perspective
of their distinct interpretations of the economic thought that preced-
ed them. Just as one can begin to understand the relationships be-
tween contemporary post-Keynesian and neo-Ricardian critics of ne-
oclassical economics according to how their thought relates to the

work of Sraffa and Keynes, so one can also begin to understand the
relationship between Sraffa and Keynes’s thought according to how
they each understood the work of their predecessors. The discussion
ere, moreover, takes a particular perspective on this investigation by
asking how Keynes was mistaken in his understanding of classical eco-
nomics. Keynes wrote a number of essays on figures in the history of
economics (1933), but no one would say that he was as conscientious
a scholar of the subject as Sraffa. Sraffa was perhaps the most careful
and painstaking of all historians of economic thought. Keynes was
impressionistic and often insightful in works that were largely bio-
graphical in nature. Thus Garegnani (1978-79) has persuasively ar-
gued that Keynes, in criticizing Say’s Law as it was employed in the
neoclassical economics of his time, extended similar criticisms against
the Law’s earlier, classical proponents, who in fact operated with a
different conception of the Law. '
Using this entry point, Section One of the paper distinguishes
how the two differed in their interpretations of classical economics.
Section Two of the paper then distinguishes the views of the two on
Marshall, who argued for continuity between classical and neoclassi-
cal economics. The argument of this section is that because Keynes
was insufficiently critical of Marshall’s continuity thesis, he did not
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shall, Edgeworth, and Pigou as its principal representatives. Keynes
believed that he was extending Marx’s characterization of the classica]
school as including Ricardo, James Mill, and their predecessors whose
work had culminated in Ricardian economics. He admitted that he
was «perhaps perpetuating a solecism» in his extension of the term,
but thought it still justified on the grounds that what he termed the
«classical theory of the subject» had dominated the economic think-
ing «of the governing and academic classes of this generation, as it has
for a hundred years past» [KEYNEs (1936), p. 3]. .

It is true that important elements of a «classical theory of the
subject» still prevailed in Keynes’s time in that his immediate prede-
cessors believed, as did the classicals, that supply created its own de-
mand, or «that the whole of the costs of production must necessarily
be spent in the aggregate, directly or indirectly, on purchasing the prod-
uct» (p. 18). But it is not true that the particular mechanism by which
Say’s Law operated for Marshall and Pigou was the one embraced by

Adam Smith, Ricardo, J.-B. Say, and James Mill, the original defend-

ers of the Law. Keynes states that an important corollary of Say’s Law,
especially as advanced by the early Marshall, was «that any individual
act of abstaining from consumption necessarily leads to, and amounts
to the same thing as, causing the labour and commodities thus re-

Jeased from supplying consumption to be invested in the production:

of capital wealth» (p. 19). For Marshall, he believed this meant that
separate decisions to save and invest on the part of different individu-
als were linked by a market mechanism, and that this linkage occurred
through the instrumentality of the interest rate. However, this was
not the view of how supply created its own demand held by Ricardo,
Say, and Mill.
In fact, Smith, Ricardo, Say, and Mill, and indeed also Malthus
who Keynes saw as an important critic of Ricardian economics, al-
ways identified decisions to save and invest, and did not see them as
being carried out by different individuals, much less as being mediat-
ed by means of the interest rate. Not only did they believe that any-
one who saved necessarily used their saving to further employ pro-
ductive labor, but they also generally ignored any passage of time be-
tween the realization of savings and their subsequent use. Keynes fo-
cused upon Malthus, because Malthus was concerned with the level
of saving relative to the demand for output, and more generally «with
what determines the volume of output», as compared to Ricardo who
was specifically interested in the distribution of output as a means of
explaining growth over time [KEYNES (1933), p. 97]. Keynes was thus
correct in recognizing that Malthus grasped tﬁ t ‘unproductive’ con-
sumption by landlords and the wealthy might have implications for
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chase of any other luxuries,» rather than giving employment to labor
[RICARDO (1951), vol. I, p. 393).

‘Thus, where Keynes and Sraffa chiefly differed in their interpre-
rations of the classicals was over value theory. Keynes operated in terms
of Marshall’s subjective value, supply-and-demand apparatus, and rea-
soned that since this apparatus produced Say’s Law, full-employment
tendencies for Marshall and Pigou, Say’s Law classical economists must
have reasoned in similar terms. In his view, Ricardian economics was
essentially’s Marshall’s «theory of Value and Production ... concerned
with the distribution of a given volume of employed resources be-
tween different uses and with the conditions which, assuming the
employment of a quantity of resources, determine their relative re-
wards and the relative values of their products». In contrast, his own
theory was intended to explain «what determines the actual employ-
ment of the available resources» (p. 4), such that were «our central
controls [to] succeed in establishing an aggregate volume of output
corresponding to full employment as nearly as is practicable, the clas-
sical theory» — by which he meant Marshall’s supply-and-demand the-
ory — «comes into its own again from this point onwards» (p. 378).

Sraffa, in contrast, threw over marginalist value theory altogeth-
er. That approach determines prices and quantities in terms of the
initial endowments of the economy (including the endowment of
“capital”), consumer preferences, and technical alternatives of pro-
duction, and seeks to explain the economy in terms of the principle
of scarcity. Classical value theory rather explains prices ané) the rate
of profits in terms of the technical alternatives of production, the
size and composition of the social product, and the real wage, and
seeks to explain the economy as a system capable of reproducing
itself. Such a conception was considerably removed from the one

Keynes found in Marshall.

2. SRAFFA, KEYNES, AND MARSHALL

Keynes’s view of Ricardo, of course, came in good part from
Marshall, who claimed, against Jevons, that there was clear continuity
of development from Ricardo to marginalist supply-and-demand val-
ue theory (1920, Appendix I). Marshall reasoned that, since Ricardo
had said all commodities had to be useful, he only neglected to devel-
op a utility analysis of demand, because he had thought it obvious to
everyone. Marshall also cited Ricardo’s differential rent theory as ev-
idence that Ricardo was a forerunner of marginalist reasoning. Sup-
porting this interpretation, Jacob Hollander (1904) and Edwin Can-
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of supply and demand for the factors labor and “capital”. In his 1926

aper Sraffa noted that Marshall assumed «the conditions of produc-
tion and the demand for any commodity [could] be considered ... in-
dependent, both in regard to each other and in relation to the supply
and demand of all other commodities» [SRAFFA (1926), p.538]. Ruling
out constant costs, which would have eliminated a role for demand in
determining prices, and opened the door to classical, cost of produc-
tion models, Marshall supposed that the effects on costs of diminish-
ing and increasing returns in any industry were confined to the indus-
try under examination. Sraffa showed that this involved a misrepre-
sentation of the nature of diminishing and increasing returns, and ar-
gued that variation in the quantity produced in an industry generally
sets up forces which act not only on costs in that industry but also on
the costs of other industries. Industries, then, were generally interde-
pendent in costs, and, though the subject was complex, he concluded
that it was either necessary to forgo partial equilibrium analysis, and
«examine the conditions of simultaneous equilibrium in numerous
industries» (p. 541), or «abandon the path of free competition», and
turn to the examination of monopoly (p. 542).

Sraffa thus rejected Marshall’s view that the laws of supply and
demand could be explained in terms of symmetrically opposed, ato-
mistically independent forces linking marginal utility and margina
productivity. Not only did the different forces acting on costs operate
across industries, but these also interacted with demand factors. Key-
nes, however, proceeded in The General Theory as if much of Mar-
shall’s apparatus was at least correct in outline. Indeed, as noted above,
it was his view that were effective demand to be such that the econo-
my was at full employment, then the traditional (marginalist) theory
of how resources were allocated in production fully applied. Clearly,
then Sraffa and Keynes lacked common ground on the subject of val-
ue determination. What other points of contact might there then be
between their respective ideas? The following half of the discussion
here explores points of contact in their underlying philosophical views.

3. ECONOMICS’ SOCIAL-HISTORICAL EMBEDDEDNESS

Keynes’s attachment to marginalist value theory does not imply
that his focus on the determinants of output and employment was
misplaced. Indeed, Sraffa’s criticisms of marginal productivity theory
only reinforce Keynes’s argument that full employment tendencies
are absent in competitive economies, and that some theory of output
determination is needed. How, then, might we link classical value theo-
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Turning to Keynes’s Chapter Twelve considerations used to ex-
plain investment, we find a similar, classical sort of embedding of eco-
pomics in a particular social-historical context. When Keynes asked
how the «daily, even hourly, revaluations of existing investments» are
carried out by investors [(1936), p. 151], his answer was that the proc-
ess depended upon a convention that «the existing state of affairs will
continue indefinitely, except in so far as we have specific reasons to
expect a change» (p. 152). But grasp of «the existing state of affairs»
and being able to detect «reasons to expect a change» require that one
know something about public opinion, political developments, cul-
tural attitudes, the mood of other investors, and so on, all of which
reflect the status of a society at a particular point in time.

~ Suppose that Keynes’s conception of a convention was of a struc-
ture of interdependent expectations on the part of different individual
investors, whereby what constitutes a good or bad investment for each
individual is in large part «governed by the average expectation of
those who deal on the Stock Exchange as revealed by the price of
shares» (p. 151)%. This average expectation, together with the range of
individual expectations from which it emerges, was not in Keynes’s
mind based on any underlying essentials regarding technologies, en-
dowments, or preferences, but rather simply referred to individuals®
mutual views of each other’s judgments about investment opportuni-
ties. Indeed, in trying to capture the character of stock market specu-
lation as it affected investment, Keynes likened investment to a news-
paper beauty contest in which contestants attempt to guess who other
contestants will judge the most beautiful, rather than who in fact pos-
sesses the attributes of beauty. On this view, average expectation sim-
ply records, on any given historical occasion, a balance of opinion on
the part of investors regarding which investment other investors may
favor. This makes investment an inherently social phenomenon, whose
understanding then depends on our understanding of an array of so-
cial forces impinging on investors.
Now certainly Keynes had in mind here a quite different sort of
social process than alluded to above in connection with Sraffa’s em-
phasis on classes and their historical relationships. Keynes’s agents are

3 Elsewhere in The General Theory this view can also be seen at work. In no
instance is as much attention given to the notion as in the twelfth chapter on long-term
expectations, though there are interesting things said about conventions as struc-
tures of expectations in connection with bonds and the rate of interest (pp. 202-204),
relative money-wages and wage bargaining (pp. 264ff), producer price expectations
(pp. 46-51), and the subjective factors influencing consumption (pp. 107-112). See
]gAVIS (1994, esp. ch. 5) for a longer discussion of conventions as structures of expec-

tations in Keynes.
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individuals principally understood in terms of their psychological pro.
ensities and attitudes who occupy various locations in business ang
Financial markets, while Sraffa’s class agents are better understood ip
terms of the dynamics of large economic constituencies and the his.
torical oppositions between capital and labor. Nonetheless, for both
Keynes and Sraffa, understanding the behavior of economic agents
begins with knowing something about the social-historical circum.
stances in which they operate. For Keynes, individuals’ psychological
propensities and attitudes may be manifested in varying degrees and
forms in different investors, but conventions anchor the behavior of
these individuals by structuring individual expectations about an his-
torically inherited average expectation®. For Sraffa, economic classes
may confront one another over a whole range of possible issues and
relations, but that we must take as given one distributive variable, say
the average real wage, anchors the system of prices, the structure of
consumption, and terms of conflict over distribution of the surplus.
Thus both Sraffa and Keynes required that economic theory ref-
erence the social-historical context in which an economy being stud-
ied was thought to operate. Moreover, they understood the social-
historical context of the economy as a set of highly related social rela-
tionships and activities across society’s different domains of politics,
culture, law, and so on that needed to be understood as a distinguish-
able historical period or epoch®. In effect, that there is a social-histor-
ical context to consider when one investigates the economy leads us
to see the time space of our analysis as having roughly defined bound-
aries that mark it off from earlier (and later) social-historical contexts.
For example, when Keynes explains the wider context of investment
activity in terms of such things as investor attitudes, conventions, and
the institution of the stock market, he frames his analysis in terms of
the historic separation of ownership and management. The emerging
interwar period that especially concerned him was in his eyes a rela-
tively distinct historical epoch which involved range of seemingly
unrelated social activities he wished to treat as a single context sur-
rounding investment behavior. For Sraffa, explaining exchange rela-
tions and distribution requires one to know the value of one distribu-

* In effect, each day investors wake up and read yesterday’s results in the form
of closing prices/average expectation.

* Marshall also thought in terms of the social-historical embeddedness of eco-
nomic life, but did not seem to see history as a process involving a sequence of distin-
guishable epochs. Evidence for this lies in his seeing Ricardo’s highly specific histor-
ical thinking, for example the context in which he advanced his differential rent anal-
ysis, in terms of a general progress in the creation of timeless (marginalist) tools.
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ﬁi?;leii organize workers against the Znéergmg Fovg’er ﬁf M;llpsesﬁléﬁi :r:)c}
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6 See PANICO (1988) for a full account of Sraffa’s early thinking in this regard.




146 John B. Davis

working class in the seizure of state power. Gramsci, as the Bolshe.
viks in Russia, held the latter view, and helped to begin the week]
«L’Ordine Nuovo: Rassegna settimanale di cultura socialista» in 1919,
Thejournal became the voice of the workers’ council movement which
organized factory strikes in Tarin and occupation of factories through.
out Italy in the following year. Gramsci’s distinctive conceptiong
emerged during this experlence.

Gramsci saw Hegelian philosophy as potentially supportive of
revisionist pre-war Marxism’. To the idealistic, speculative language
of classical German philosophy that he believed generated passivisim
in politics, he opposed a realistic, historically immanentist philoso-
phy of praxis that made philosophical and scientific ideas inseparable
from political ideas. Marx, he argued, had linked the political experi-
ence of the French Revolution, the appearance of English politica]

capitalism in terms of which most socjal relationships could be under-
stood. The be inning of the twentieth century, Gramsci believed, bore
the outlines o% another unique, historical epoch. To be able to lead the
political and economic struggle of the working class during the im-
mediate post-War years consequently required that Marxists grasp the
special characteristics of the period as a single epoch. For Gramsci,
this meant seéing all of the period’s phenomena - political, cultural,
legal, economic, scientific - as internally related to one another, or as
being organically connected. Working class victory, he believed, meant
achieving an ideological hegemony that combined understanding of
how all these phenomena were interlinked to create class power.
Sraffa became involved with the editorial team of «I’Ordine

Nuovo» soon after the journal’s founding. He was actively engaged in
debates around the journal, and later became a close friend of Gram-

sci [POTIER (1991), pp. 20ff]. One particular exchange between the two

shows important points of contact between their views. In 1932 when

Gramsci was in prison, Sraffa responded to a set of questions deljy-
ered to him from Gramsci regarding whether Ricardo might be thought
an early theorist of the philosophy of praxis®, Sraffa was skeptical,

7 Perhaps thel best source for Gramsci’s thinking about the philosophy of prax-

is is his Some Problems in the Study of the Philosophy of Praxis [Gramsc (1 971), pp.
381-419],

* Gramsci’s letter, passed on to Sraffa by his sister-in-law, Tatiana Schucht, is
reproduced in PoTIER (1991, PP. 63-5). He makes essentially the same argument in
Some Problems in the Study o/);be Philosophy of Praxis (pp- 400-2).
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® For the argument that Sraffa’s philosophical thinking also reflects organicist
concepts, see Davis (1993).
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Wittgenstein, when he reconstructed his philosophy of meaning
in his later work (1953) adopted two principles that recall key ele-
ments in a philosophy of praxis'®. First, he advanced the view that
meaning is inseparably tied to use. If we want to understand the way
in which language is used, we must attend to what people do with
language. Meaning, that is, is not an abstract logic that applies across
any and all contexts equally well. Rather meaning emerges from the
practical aspects of people’s ordinary lives'. Second, consistent with
Sraffa’s example of a gesture, Wittgenstein characterized relatively in-
dependent, self-contained language practices as language-games and
forms of life. Language-games and forms of life involve distinct sets
of (implicit) rules for the use of language in specific, concrete settings'?,
Because the occasions in which language is used involve relatively dis-
tinguishable circumstances, we need to tie meaning to use, and further
tie use to context. This concern with material settings lacks Gramsci’s
greater emphasis on historical epochs, but it operates in terms of much
the same type of thinking he employed.

Keynes came closest to Wittgenstein’s later views in his treatment

of conventions discussed briefly above. Conventions are not so much
rules of thumb as structures of individual expectations that may in
each case be summarized by the state of average expectation. What
conventions do is to interrelate a set of seemingly independent activ-
ities of different individuals within a certain domain. Thus investment
activity, in Wittgenstein’s terms, involves a language-game and form
of life in which conventions or implicit rules position individuals with
respect to one another on a day-to-day basis. The language-game as-
pect of investment behavior concerns the understanding individuals

have of what constitutes a “good” or “bad” investment. To generate a

label neutral with respect to both Keynes and Wittgenstein, we might

characterize conventions and forms of life/language-games as social

practices. Practices are spheres of activity within society that integrate

different individuals’ actions in regard to sets of shared goals. For both

Keynes and Wittgenstein, then, one gained understanding of the econ-

omy and society by building up a view of the latter out of how one

understands different practices relate to one another.

' In the preface to this later work, he specifically credited Sraffa for the most
important criticisms of his earlier book, and for having made possible the re-direc-
tion of his thinking.

"' Gramsci made a related argument in his critical discussion of «common sense»
[cf. GraMscr (1971), pp. 323ff).

12 «Here the term ‘language-game’ is meant to bring into prominence the fact

that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life» (1953, pt. I,
para. 23).
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{ course, was a liberal politically speaking, and Witt-
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Reasoning in terms of distinguishable historica) periods or e
ochs implies that societies tend to be relatively settled states of affaj.
over extended periods of time. Keynes gave expression to this Calrs
ception when he recorded his view in The General Theory that ct)li1
moc!ern capitalist economic system, while often subject to severe fly :
tuations in employment and output, was not as a whole unstabT-
[(1936), pp. 249-254]. The overall nature of the system and «the psg :
chological propensities of the modern world» (p- 250) were suchfihy-
thlr}gs more or less continued as they had in the past for considerabilt
periods of time. Sraffa in Production of Commodities by Means :
Commodities understood prices of production in a classical sense :{
permitting economic systems to reproduce themselves over time. Sing
his prices of production depend on the state of science and the sociale
technical organization of the production process, his thinking alsa
presupposes inertial change in economic systems. 8 o

One way that the inertial qualities ofy economic systems can be

represented is in terms of the classical notion of natural prices as long- -

period centers of gravitation. Thus a number of the papers in the Eat
well-Mllgate collection (1983) attempt to reconcile Keynes’s princi l-
of effective demand with Sraffa’s classical theory of value g intIc?re
preting Keynes’s thinking in terms of long-period centers of yravita:
tion. While Keynes’s views about the relative stability of modégrn ca
italism support this, his emdphasis in much of the rest of The Generi}
Theory on the short period raises questions for such an analysis. Of
the criticisms of the long-period interpretation of Keynes that have
bee’n advanced, perhaps the most important is that it downplays Key-
Ees s em%hasm on uncertainty and expectations, themes emphasizzd
1ey(113;>;2 ) eynesians such as Paul Davidson (1972) and George Shack-
i issvicffwl-iarr;;ucrltr (1981),1hoyvever, suggests a means of mediating
y draw analogies between centers of gravitation and
the phenomena of physics, which leave very little basis for conceptu-
alizing short-period events in long-period frameworks, or we rP;1
alternatively treat centers of gravitation as more akin to r’neteorolo al}-’
cal phenomena possessing average values about which we obser%re
sometimes modest, sometimes dramatic variability- Garegnani ( 1979)
also suggests that centers of gravitation, specifically the normal rate of
prqﬁf}gi can be represented as average values about which we observe
El;ljtl old 2:{(.)5;13 I;I;e%zle( 1G9;2, 1r} l}{lsa delineation of different modelling
etk - ral Ineory, giv 1
this Interpretation for Keynes. He call?t’hg nfcfd%ici);: I;:iﬁi(fﬁlioa: O—Pt;n'g
od expectations E are constant and short-period expectation% E arl_
realized Keynes’s static model, the model in which £ is constant, butr :
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may be disappointed and changing Keynes’s stationary model, and
the model in which E is shifting, and e may be disappointed Keynes’s
shifting equilibrium model. The first two models seem consistent with
understanding the economy as having long-period, center of gravita-
tion values. Static and stationary equilibria exhibit some variability,
but most prices, distributive variables, and production relationships
are little clflanged. The third model suggests a process of change dis-
ruptive of long-period values. But Keynes’s emphasis on the inertial
character of capitalist economies might be taken as indicating that these
changes were mfrequent rather than common. Note his comment on
the nature of economic models: «The object of a model is to segregate
the semi-permanent or relatively constant factors from those which
are transitory or fluctuating so as to develop a logical way of thinking
about the latter» [(1973), p. 297]. Moreover, classical analysis does not
rule out shifts in long-period values. It simply argues that economies
tend to settle around them as, on the meteorological analogy, average
values for extended periods of time.
Moreover, placing Keynes’s thinking in a long-period context does
not rule out making short-period questions a primary focus, as do
many post-Keynesians. For them, long-period issues might be seen as
background considerations that help define the larger context in which
short-period issues arise. That economists working in the tradition of
Sraffa emphasize long-period questions then seems rather to reflect
an intellectual division of labor than a fundamental conflict. Alessan-
dro Roncaglia [(1991), pp. 209-10] supports this view when he em-
phasizes that natural prices only express systematic factors in the mar-
ket economy, whereas market prices reflect a multiplicity of system-
atic and non-systematic factors. Perhaps where differences become
significant between those who concentrate on Keynes’s short-period
themes and those who concentrate on Sraffa’s long-period focus is in
connection with politics. Keynes and Sraffa had important disagree-
ments on this level, because tﬁey saw themselves as affiliated with dif-
ferent social-political forces, Keynes with the English liberal elite and
Sraffa with the European working class movement. These different
forces in turn involved different historical agents, each acting in dif-
ferent capacities. Thus for Keynes short-period concerns were tied to
the prospective activities of economic policy elites. For Sraffa, long-
period concerns were tied to possible shifts in the balance of class
power. From this perspective, the two shared a conviction that eco-
nomics was intimately tied to politics, which in turn reflected the wider
social-historical context in which they both operated.
This wider social-historical context, no doubt, was understood
differently by the two. Just as their politics differed, so their views of
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the period in which they lived were surely different in importan

spects. But that they reasoned in terms of different historical erst e
tives may have been a factor behind their early ::1ssocialtionp If o
thought he understood the way economics was embedded ina WCE ?iCh
social-historical context, each may have been challenged by disc vor
ing an individual with much the same methodology but quite d(i)f\ger.
ent political-economic strategies. But Sraffa and Keynes wereina co.
ment, it seems, on the iprinciple that formal, ahistorical economic ELGT
ysis is an inadequate form of explanation. Economic explanation v: ;
for them an analysis of the historical society they occupied from :;

P 9 ce

ABSTRACT

The relationship between the thinking and work of Sraffa and Keynes

is complex and controversial. This paper approaches it initially through an

;lilcvaels;lcg(:)a:lfn pft thel:i ﬁpe(ﬁi‘l’le }xéterpretatlons of their predecessors, the clas
mists and Marshall. Keynes is argued to h isi ‘
. , _ ave misinterpreted the
2?;::;23; ;)1(1: ;?y s :Taw la;r ely <in gccoufnt of his having accepted g/larshall’s
ception of the relation of classical t 1 i
continuity concepti : . o neoclassical economics,
ing of classical economics as bein i i
. classical ec rooted in a differ
<t:lc1>ncept1cc1>'rflfof value and distribution is opposed to Ke}gnes’s view. Yet thoue n}:
ine glvo iffered at this fundamental level, an argument can be made for sag )
in }%t e ag.?ee:ii that economic apal{s1s needs to be embedded in social coﬁ—
tex rlst 1is zr:sellz ; 11(1i .terrll;ls of relgtﬁvify f(il;tinct historical periods. This argu-
! ed in the second half of this paper in terms of the phi %’?
cal views of Gramsci and Witt i Fnp O
: ws of genstein. An important conclusion is that di
_ Vittg at dis-
ggsitrgfg;)ggaslopgriodz exhibit 1gt<irfo%r;lected and relatively settled states of
' cial and economic life. This gives some justificati
: : ! ome justification for treat-
slt]c%obcfitl}; S}:aflfa and Keynes in long-period terms, if this framework is under-
the language of propensities and average practices.
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