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Time is likely to lend helpful perspecti&e to the appreciation
of any classic work. The passage of years is liﬁely to have produced
more sensitive understanding of the currents of thought that led up to
the work in question; and, again, that passage oﬁ time permits the ident-
ification of currents of ideas to which the work in question may have itself
made decisive contribution. All this seems partﬂculariy relevant to the

consideration of Lord Robbins' An Essay on the Nature and Significance

of Economic Science, a remarkable book that has been a classic, now, for

a full half century since its first edition was ﬁublished in 1932. I shall
argue in this paper that Robbins' book occupies &fleaa-thln-fully under-
stood place in the history of twentieth century ehonamic thought.l This
reappraisal, it turns out, could hardly have been possible without insights
provided by recent developments in economice discuLsion. These developments,
we shall maintain, permit us to understand more agequntely in what Robbins'
contribution consisted, and how that contribution%impinged upon the course
of ideas in this centwury. In particular, we can kow perceive (a) how

the Robbinsien contribution of 19322 represented a turning point in the
history of modern economics; (b) how this contribution consisted of the
injection, into Englisk-language economics, of insights central to the

Austrian tradition stemming from Menger, but alsolhow (c) the specific



turn subsequently taken by economics came, as a result of the particular
formulation embraced by Robbins, to proceed in ﬁ direction not at all
consistent with that toward which the Mengeriun:trldition vas itself to
lead. Let us see how this rather confusing sequence of imtellectual
events came to pass. The clue is to be found ii vihat must strike many as
s puzzling aspeet of some extremely sharp, early eriticisms which Robbins'

book had to encounter.

Robbins, the Austrisns, and Positivism

In May 1933 R.W.Souter published a bitter attack on Robbins'

3

book in a lengthy article im the Quarterly Jowurmsl of Economics.” Souter

began his critique by drawing attentiomn to the book's Austrian character
and to the novelty of this character to English-speaking economics. The
work, Souter wrote, "providew Eaglish and Aneri¢in students with aa able,
scholarly amd succinet account of the main temets of 'the Austriar School'
(1t 1is Professor Robbins' credo as an adkerent of that school).” That
Souter is correct in this judgment of the extent of Austrian imfluence is
hardly subject to dispute. Robbins' ﬁook is simply studded with references
to and quotations from Awstrian writers, especially Menger, Mayer, Mises,
Strigl and Nayek - a8 well as to that "Britigh Awstrian", Philip Wicksteed.
And in the 1932 Preface, the omnly two sources of influence to be idemtified

are "Professor ludwig von Mises and... the late Philip Wicksteed", to whose
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works "especial indebtedmess” is ackmowledged. :

But them, having thus identified the At{a‘trin background of Robbinsg'
work, Souter proceeded to attack its major proﬂasitiou in terms both vehem-
ent and bitter. It will be useful to refer to i'hleott Parsoms' report of
Souter's attack: “The primecipal terms of Oppro;brim which Souter freely
applies to Robbins and his ilk are 'atomism’, 'Exeluionist positivism’',
and 'static formalism'. Im these are implied five interreliated comeepts...
The one of most general bearimg and khence the n‘nturo.l starting point is
‘pogsitivism’ ...14 It should be observed that, whﬁle Parsgns couched his owa
eritique of Robbims in terms far less intemperate than those employed by
Souter, he monetheless comcurs with Souter im ﬁnliu Robbins "comtimually
being pressed ianto a radieally positivistic position” ,5 and points out
further that by opeming "the door wide open...to radical ratiomalistic
positivism" Robbins is im effect renderimg the "subjective aspect”" of

sctions merely am "epiphencmenon”.

Here surely the present-day reader must feel inelinmed to rub his
eyes. In the same breath, it seems, the work of Robbims is being idemtified
88 Austrian and is being eritieized for ruiell‘i positivism and for imsuffic-
ient appreciation for the swbjective chareacter of ecomomic phemomena! For

most economists, surely, the Austriam School, (amd especially Ludwig vonm
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Mises, through whose work the schkool evidantlyjinflueleed Robbins most
decisively) are best knowm for the thoroughgoi#z exteat of thelir subject-
ivist approach; and many economists are surely;twnre of Mises' lifelong
crusade sgainst the influemce of "positiviata";(or all kinds) upom
economics. The spectacle of Robbins, the acknﬁwled‘ed Austrian, being
pilloried for insufficieat subjectivism and fo& "radical positivism",

seems, at firgt glamce, to be puzzling indeed.

Souter (amd to & lesser extent Parsoms) built their case in
regard to their allegations of Robbinsiam positivism principally om three
bases. They foumd positiviem (a) in Robbims' Belief that is is possible
(and @ sciemtific desideratwm) to comstruct a positive science of ecomgmics
without introducing mormative comsideratioms; (b) im Robbins' imsistemce
or the gemeral, sbstract, and a*_glytically 1nﬁepeldent character of
economic reasonimg, meither permittimg mor req&irin; any orgaaic imteg-
ration with pther social sciemces; (c) im Robbims' comceptiom of imdividual
economic activity -- a comception upom whick he depeads for his amalytical
definition of the mature amd scope of ecoaomic sciemce. In this paper we
will mot be comcermed at all with the first of these three aspects of
Robbims' work. Most of our discussiom will reiate to the third (with

certain implicatioms, im passing, also for the secomd).



Ends, Means, and Ecomomizing

Robbins' comceptiomn of imdividual economic activity, amd his
definition of ecomomics in terms of such imrdividual allocatiom in the face
of scarcity, is well-kmown. "Ecomomics”, Robbims declares, “is the
science which studies humar behaviour as & relatiomship between ends amd

scarce means which have altermative uses."6

The feature of humsm behavior called iﬁto being by this relatiomship,
is that of choice. "Ehen time and the means for achievimg emds are
limited and capabple of alternative applicution, and the emds are capable of
being distinguished im order of importamce, thén behaviour mecessarily
assumes the form of choice...It has an econm1§ aspect."T Even in the
"simplest case" comsidered by Robbims, that of "iselated m dividing his
time between the productiom of real income and the emjoymemt of leisure,”
there is amn economic aspect to the situatiom. This aspect cemsists im
the circumstamce that, given the scarcity of means, their altermative
applicability amd his differential valuatiom oi’ real imcome and leisure, this
isolated man "has to choose. Ne has to econonise. The disposition of his
time and his resour@es has & relatiomship to his system of wamts. It has

aa economic aspect .8“

Economic activity, as comceived ia these terms occurs, Robbims



emphasizes, 8180 in the comtext of the "isolated ecomomy'g of Crusoe, amd
in the communist economy. But in tkese contex{:s economic analysis has
little to offer. From "the peint of view of isolated mam, ecomomic

amalysis is u:smec:e.sssa.rzf."9 By "the very raison-d'étre of a strictly

communist society” ecomomic amalysis is "debarred from amy but the simplest

generalizations," 10

The usefulness of eccmomic analysis arises in the
context of the exchange ecomomy, the phenomens of which "can only be
explained by...lnvoking the operation of those 3laws of choice which are

best seen when contemplating the behaviour of tj‘.he isolated 1ndividul."ll

Nere, then, we have Robbins' comception of the scope amd functiom of
economic science. Eeonomic sclience has the fumction of explaining the
phenomens of the market ecomomy by tracing these phenomena back to the
choices of the individual market participntsai There can be no doubt
that thkis conception of economics has had profcjmnd influence on the course
of twentleth century econemic thought. This cdn be seen most clearly,

perhaps, by noticing how commonplace this view (at least insofar as

microeconomics is conceruved, or insofar as the need is recognized, om
the part of macroeconemics, for an mderstmdidg of it&"nicrofeundations")
must seem to the modern studemt. Yet when Robbins wrete, his conception
of economics was far from belng a commonplace.  Robbins feund it mecessary

to explain, gemtly but firmly, that it is 1mc<ﬁmte and unhelpful te
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define economics in terms of the "causes of material welfare". This
latter definition, Robbins observed, was explicit or implicit in the

works of the leading meeclassical economists of the era, particularly

12 Robbins was

in the works of Cannan, Marshall, Pareto and J.B.Clark.
not tilting at windmills when he found it mecessary to explain, a bare
fifty years ago, that "it is not the materiality of even material means
of gratification which gives them their status as ecomomic goods; it is
their relation to valuations." > (Indeed Rﬁbbihs' own teacher, Edwin

Cannan, whom Rebbins had teken as his principal: target, gladly teok wup

the cudgels -- in his review of Robbins' boek -~ in defense of the

material-welfare criterion .1)'L )

If, then, a modern economic textboek dévotes an entire (brief)

chapter to credit Robbins' Nature and Sigmificance with the breakthrough

leading up to the contemporary view that "the core of pure econemic
science is the general theory of choice" ,15 thi;s is by no means an
exsggeration of Rebbins' influence. What is now a commonplace was, in
1932, something of a revelutionary idea; since §‘then this idea hasg
decisively altered the direction of mainstream ieconmic thought. During
the heyday of Keynesian influence this decisiv&} Robbinsian influence was
perhaps easier to overlook. But since the resurgence of neoclassical
microeconomics this inflence has become more a.nd more apparent to the

historically-minded observer.
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As mentioned, this influence represented the absorption of modes of
economic thinking that had been developed by the Austrian School froem Menger
to Mises and his circle. Yet we must enphasiz? that anyone familiar with
the work of the present day "Austrian" followe&s of Mises, will immediately
recognize the profound differences separating the modern Austrian view of
economics, from that embedded in the currently{resurgent neoclassical
microeconomics. We shall see that the basis fer this paradox in the
history of ideas lay in what Souter and Parsonp identified as Robbins'
"positivism". We shall argue that this "positivism" of Robbins coenstituted
neither an accurate trasmissien ef the subject@vist Menger-Mises traditienm,
nor, en the other hand, a crude distertion of it. Rather the Robbinsian

statement represented an unself-conscieus sig?lification ef the Austrian

subjectivist traditien -- a simplificatien tha{ certainly seems, frem at
least ene perspective, as entirely excusable, but to which must, at the
same time, be partly attributed many ef the "uﬁ—Anstrian" aspects of

modern neoclassical micreecenemics.

Subjectivism and Subjectivism

Frem its very beginning, of ceurse, the Austrian Scheol was ildentif-
ied as being "subjective". Whereas the classiéal theery of value had

seught explanatiens in terms of the ebjective éenditiens surreunding
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production, the Austrians emphasized the narketipr@cesses initiated by

the actiens of valuing consumers. Rebbins' werk is certainly net incen-
sistent with this aspect eof Austrian subjectivism (although it was apparent-
ly net relevant te the beok's principal purpeseé to emphasize the subject-
ivist reofs eof its general perspective.) A cenception of ecenemics as the
science of cheice, in Rebbins' sense, is certai%ly asserting that ebserved
phenomena beceme explicable enly in terms ef the preferences subjectively
held by the independently choosing individual n#rket participants. But
expleratiens of subjectivism in recent years have drawn eur attentien te
several quite different levels ef subjectivism qt which individual  cheice
may be discussed. Frem the perspective of the mere prefourd (er "extreme")
ingights inte subjectivism, discugsiens pitched{at less prefeund levels

must indeed appear as being almest "ﬁositivistid". Rebbins' characterizatien
ef ecenomic cheice dees, in fact, seem te suppr&gs the more prefeund

insights inte the subjectivism of humem actien. And here, we submit, is

the clue to the puzzle cited earlier: Rebbins' bking simultaneeusly cited amd
criticized as Austrian and as being "pasitivistié". let mus see what all

this mears.

Frem several recent discussiens ef subjectivism there has emerged
8 sharp disticctien between twe distinct levels ef disceurse. One

terminelegy identifies the twe levels as static subjectivism and dynamic
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subjectivism respectively.l6 (After Prefesser Machlup's delightful survey

of the numereus different uses made in ecenemic terminelegy of the static-
dynamic distinctien, it is ef ceurse whelly ummecessary te spell out

which of these twe levels is the more proround.u) There are seme differenmces

between different fermulatiens ef the distinctiem. But & useful criterien
for such a classificatien ig supplied by the well-knewn centributiens ef
G.L.S.Shackle te the analysis of human decisien making. In a stream ef
fascimating, persussive, and by new justly fameus beeks ever the ceurse
of seme twe decades ,18 Shackle has been cemcerned te emphasize the radical

creativity and indeterminacy ef the human decisiem. Each decisien is a

spentaneeus new begimming, net at all the imexerable eutceme of seme pre-
vieusly given cenfiguratien ef preferences and ebstacles. Secial histery
is a fabric weven eut of the comntinual emergence ef such mutually inter-
acting new begimnings. These decisiens are made in the face of the meed
te speculate en the course of future events, when the future is shreuded
in ineradicable umcertainty. Mereever the essemtial unpredictability ef
the future is itself partly the censequence of sur cemplete certainty
that the future will be shaped, in large part, By intrinsically umpre-
dietable future humen decisiens. Frem this Shacklean perspective, a
"dynamically” subjectivist view ef secial histery sees it as being
geverned by ferces that must be traced 'back‘~ te cheices being made, at

each and every mement, by imdividual market ydrticiputs whese deciciens

can in ne manner er ferm be treated as flovig! inexerably eut ef the



ebjective circumstemces prevailing at the instant prier te these respective

decisiens.

This view ef the subjective character ef human cheice is centrasted
sharply with that ether (“static") level of subjectivist snalysis in waich
the creativity and inheremt imdeterminacy ef declisiemmaking is, at least
tacitly, suppressed. The “"statically subjectivist” view pertrays the
decisiemn as indeed expressing the subjective preferemces of the decisien-
maker, but makes it appear as if these preferences are semehew separate
frem (and even, in seme versiems, chrenelegically prier te) the decisien
itself, and as if these preferences thea "determime" the speciffic decisien
taken. The ceurse of secial histery is then seem as the "imexerable" flew
of events emerging frem these interacting decisiens (it being umdersteed
that such "inexersbility" is strictly relative, ef ceurse, te the independ-

ent, "subjective" preferemces of petemtial decisiemmakers.)

As Shackle and ethers have peinmted eut, the human decisien
envisaged in such a "statically” subjectivist view, hardly cemstitutes
& genuine cheice at a11.19 The very circumstamnce that the "chesen" ceurse
of & actien is seen as already inexerably implied im the givea cenfig-
uratien eof preferences and censtraints, ef ends and means, makes the

cheice "mechamical" er "autematic" -- and thus net a true cheice at sll.
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True cheice surely requires the realistic pessibility ef mere than ene
alternative; but fer the statically subjectivist view the rejected

alternative is already, befere (er at least dpart frem) the  mement

of decisien, an eptien declared te be a sub-eptimal (and thus & gquite
unthinkeble) alternmative. The circumstance tht; im this statically
subjectivJst view, the scales of individual preferemce, or the relevaat
indifference maps, are declared te be the expressien ef independent
subjective likes amd dislikes, dees net suffice te imvest this "mechamical"

nedel of decisiemmaking with the cheracteristics ef geauime cheice.

Yet it is by new well-knewn that the sense im which medern
neeclassical ecomsmics is a "sclence eof cheice” is nome ether tham that
which cenfimes cheice itself merely te the calculatien ef the eptimal
ceurses of actien marked eut by the relevant, given sets ef preference
rankings amd cemstraints. Fer this micreecenemics the pheremena of the
market are, fer the greater part; simply required te be such as te permit
all such cemstraimed eptimizatien calculatiems te be simultameeusly success-
fully carried eut. There is mething in the way in which such cheices are
eavigaged, te suggest that it is the purpeseful, alert decisiems ef
market participants which independently genexf" ate the market precesses
which, at eackh mement, precipitate the market phenemens we eobserve. In
ether werds it is by new well recegnized that these features ef meeclassical

price theery te which Austrians demur, turn eut te be derived precisely
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frem these aspects of the neeclassical theery that express its uncencern
with "dynamically" subjectivist censideratiens. It remains fer us te
shew that, fer all its Austrian credentials, the view of the ecenemizing,

allecative decisien expressed in Rebbins' Nature and Significance

appears te suppress, or at least abstract frem, such "dynamically"

subjectiviat censideratiens.

Rebbinsian Cheice

We have referred earlier te the criticisms ef Seuter and Parsens
directed against what they saw as Rebbins' "pesitivism". At least part
of these criticisms can be understeed as expressiens ef dismay at Rebbins'
failure te recegnize the "dynamic" subjectivism invelved in husan actien.
And, in the light ef the careful analysis ef the full subjectivism ef
human actien mere recently supplied by Mises and Shackle there can be
little deubt ef the validity, in tkis respect at least, ef these early

criticisms by Seuter and Parsens.

The outceme of a Rebbinsian act ef cheice, it appears, is inescapably
implied in the given pattern ef ends and ef means the relatienship betweern
which is the prerequisite fer Rebbimsian cheice. This eutceme emerges,
it seems te be asserted, in a manner almest beyend the centrel ef the

decisienmaker -- it is instead "the resultant ef cenflicting psychelegical
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pulls acting within an enviremment ef given materiel and technical

w20

pessibilities. Te be sure the ends themselves, while given, are net

fixed fer all time. Ends can and de change: "sybarites beceme ascetics".21

But the replacement of ene set of given ends by & secend set eccurs befere
(er at least eutside) Rebbinsian cheice itself. Whatever the precess
threugh which Rebbinsian man cheeses the system of ends with respect te
vhich he must allecsate his finite array ef given néans, this precess net
enly lies whelly eutside the scepe of ecenemic science, it lies eutside
the realm ef ecenemic cheice itself. BEcenemic cheice, fer Rebbins, is
circumscribed entirely by the framewerk of given ends and given means

that makes systematic allecative behavier necessary. As Parsens peints
out, this unfertunate mechanical picture ef cheice is & censequence ef

the way in which Rebbins treats ends as given, suppressing the futurity ef

the very netien ef a human purpese,

There can be ne ebjection, Parsens explains, te the treatment ef
means as given., "The 'cenditiens' ef the situatien im which a persen acts,
the means te his end are te be sure 'given' independently of his ends er
desires. 1In this respect they are strictly analegeus te the 'ebservatiens'
of the scientist. But the same camnet be true of 'ends'. To be sure
a&&enﬂ' may refer te & state of affairs which can be ebserved by the acter
himself...after it has beem accemplished. But at the time of imceptien

ef the actien...such is net the case. Then it is 'subjective' te the
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a.ctor.”a2 An end is "the anticipatien ef a future state of affairs.”

Te abstrack frem this essential feature of an end is te "demature" it,
threugh the assimilatien ef ends te the categery of "given data" fer the
actor.23 The censequence of this treatment of ends as "given" te the
decisienmaker must, Parsens centinues, citing Seuter, be te deny that
actiom is a precess ef ratienal cheice. The scale ef valuatien of diff-
erent ends is mew net itself a facter in actien "but is merely a resultant,
a reflectien of the relative strengths" 2k of Rebbins' "cenflicting

psychological pulls.”

Human actien is the expression ef human purpesefulness. In ex-
pressing his purposes man must cheose between alternative imegined future
scenaries. Nis imaginatien eof these alternative futures is very much
an intrinsic element of cheoice. At the mement of cheice ends are net at
all "given"; they are nailed dewn enly through the act of cheice itself.
Whatever it is that acceunts fer the particular ends that are thus chesen
to be aimed at, it cannet be the selution of a problem in constrained
maximization fer which these ends themselves are data.25 A fully sub-
Jectivist treatment of cheice ceuld not, as Rebbins dees, aveid discussien
of these matters. A fully subjectivist treatment ef cheice must grapple
with the way the decisienmaker, with all his spentaneous creativity in the
face of a radically uncertain world, chooses which ef the infinite possible

plcttires of the future he adopts as the basis fer the alternative
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scenaries among which he undertakes the path he is to pursue. Despite all
its virtues, all its Austrian credentials, Robbinsian cheice is pertrayed
in abstractien from (if not in cemplete denial of) the insights of truly

dynamic subjectivism.

Iet us sum up. We have seen that the Reobbinsian centributien
played a decisive and revolutienary rele in diverting mainstresm ecen-
oemics toward its medern neeclassical micreecenemic form. We have seen
that Robbins' centributien was made under the streng influence ef the
Austrien traditien. But we have seen again that the specific directien
taken by medern neeclassical micreeconemics is net at all that te which
the Austrian traditien itself was peinting. Moreover we have seen that
the source of ceontemporary Austrian dissatisfactien with neeclassical
micreeconemics censists precisely in that neeclassical failure te
recegnize the full subjectivism of human cheice that we have new feund te
characterize Rebbins' ewn fermulatien. MNew then are we te understand
Rebbims' failure, in his transmissien of the fundamental tenets of the
Austrisn tradition.te the Angle-American mainstraam, te be sensitive te
these subjectivist insights that, we can new see, are se crucial te the
Austrian view as it has develeped in this century? It might appear that
enly twe pessibilities lie befere us: either the Austrian traditien as it
had develeped up until 1932 had itself failed te incerperate the subject-

ivist insights which later Austrians have leamed frem Mises and Shackle;
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or else Rebbins , in bringing the Austrian mesaage te his 1932 English

readers, failed te grasp the full significance of Austrian subjectivism

and was thus guilty ef injecting erly a garbled vuersion of it inte subse-~
quent Angle-Americanr ecenemic theught. In the remainder of this paper I shall
argue that if ene cenfines eneself te these twe pnssi‘bilities) then the first
of them is cleser te the truth, but that im fact there exists yet a third,

and a mere persuasive, pessibility, This is that the Mengeriam traditien

was at heart fully subjectivist -- se that Rebbins indeed failed te transmit
impertent aspects of that traditien; but that fer many purpeses these fully
subjectivist aspects ef the Austriam appreach did net need te be inveked.
What Rebbins gave us in 1932 was not then & distgrtien ef the Austrian

view, but in fact a (pessibly legitimate) simplificatien ef that view.

(It is fer eour purpeses altegetber unimpertent whether Rebbins himself

wag fully er even partly aware that he was giving anything ether thanm a
cexpletely semsitive statement ef the Austrian views. As Parsens imdicated

in 1934, any criticisms ef Rebbins fer "pesitivism" must be directed net

se much at what Rebbins himself wrete, as at the legical implicatiens ef

his fermulatien. The "pesitivistic" censequences implied by Rebbims’

verk "can scarcely be sald te censtitute a statement of his pesitien it-

self. The Just criticism of him...is that, remaining en the surface, he

fails te see and meet the very serieus preblems lurking mderneath..."26
Our pesitien is that Rebbins may, whether he se intended it eor net, at
least have had legitimate reasem te remain en the surface.) Nemetheless,
as histerians ef ecenemic theught we sheuld net kfail te recegnize that,

vilambamemessivige
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vhatever the justificatiens fer and legitimacy ef Rebbinms' simplified
treatmeat, the extraerdinary influence of that treatment has; &s & result ef
this simplificatiem, helped prepel medern ecenemics aleng & course quite
different frem the diyectien te which the Ansirian traditien itself had

peinted.

Cheice and Cheice

It is ef ceurse true that an Austriam, explicitly amnd "dynamically"
subjectiviat, treatment of the nature ef human actien did net appear umtil
Mises presented his fully develeped ideas in the 191&03.27 Se that a super-
ficially persuasive case ceuld perhaps be made that the Austriam insights
that Rebbins had abserbed im the late 'tweanties did net yet imclude the
kinds ef Mises-Shackle censideratiens that we have ldeatified as uafert-

unately missing frem Nature and Significance. But, em the ether hand, it

is net difficult te shew that frem the time of Menger enwards, there were

of
frequent indicatiens that the full@ subjectivist character ll/choice never

went whelly unreccgnized.as And it is difficult te believe that Mises ef
the late 'twenties (whese writimgs ef the time en the epistemelegical
character of ecenemics came te published as & cellectien ef essays in
1933?9 clearly anticipating his mere develeped werk ef the fellewing
decade) failed te cenvey te Rebbins his ewn pewerful insights inte the

intrinsic gurposefulnesa and inte the essentially entrepremeurial
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character of individual humen action.3o

The truth appears te be that while the pest-Werld War I Austrians
were indeed steeped in ‘a thereughly subjectivist understanding ef human
cheice, it did net seem te them of crucial impertance te emphasize every
single subjectivist insight fer each and every analytical purpose. As
Richard Ebeling has recently documented3l, several ef the Austrians cited
by Rebbins had themselves effered during the 'twemties statements regarding
econenfic cheice that turm eut te resemble Robbins' ewn later formulatien
in wmest impertant respects. What Rebbins was then deing im 1932 was teo
fellew the Austrians themselves in abstracting frem certain subjectivist
aspects ef cheice, because, apparently, these aspects were held te be of

limited relevance te the purpeses at hand.

But of ceurse the circumstance that Rebbins was merely empleying
a simplification already employed by the Austrians frem whom he drew, dees
net, of itself, abselve either Rebbins or the Austrians themselves of the
charge of "pesitivistic" distertion. The kind ef abstraction and simplif-
icatien, it may be objected, is by ne means ebviously possible. Rither
ene perceives the essentially spentaneocus, undetermined, "dynamically"
subjective, character of human decisienmaking, or ene dees not. If the
Austrians indeed held & fully subjectivist view‘ef choice, a critic may
surely be permitted te inquire, them hew can any "simplified” versien of it,

aleng Rebbinsian lines, fail te censtitute & "pesitivistic" distertien?
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The ansver to this questien requires (a) that we examine more fully the
relatien between the Rebbinsian abstractien and the fully-subjectivist
understanding ef human cheice; (b) that we récegnize the state of main-

stream ecenemics at the time Robbins offered%his book te the prefessiem.

Let us recapitulate the 1nterre1ated%and everlapping features
of Rebbinsian ecenemiszing-alleocative decisioﬂnakinz that ré?er it a
gressly imperfext portrayal of individual cheice: The Rebbinsian view
ef decisienmaking (1) sees ends as semehew gﬂxgg_prior te (er separstely
frem) the act of cheice (failing te shew how;the choice of a system of
ends te replace an earlier cherished system must itself be understoed
in terms ef econecmic cheice)) (1i) suppressés the futurity surreunding
the character of an end as perceived by the Jgent immediately prier te
action; (iii) is therefere able teo abstract frem the anticipatien ef
radfical uncertainty that, im real life, pervades each cheice act; (iv)
permits it te appesar as if human cheice was nething dbut the mechanical
resultant eof cemflicting psychelegical pulls, a cenflict te which the
cheogser is little more tham an imterested ebserver. What we wish new te
peint eut is that the features of human actien that the Rebbinsian form-
ulatien excludes (i.e. the selectien of ends themselves, the futurity ef
ends, the uncertainty surrounding action, and the independemt severeignty

of the individual ever his acts ef cheice) represent features that, while
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never whelly absent frem humen actien, yet imfluemce differemnt actiens in
quite different degrees. The truth surely :Lﬁ that fer many decisiens, the
system of ends being consulted is (while neﬁer eatitely beyend reexamination)
taken as already well settled; that the contiext ef actien is eften such

thet radical wmcertainty is held te be ef relatively telerable prepertienms,
and that the futurity ef geals is of rather little memént; that the
principal respemnsibility ef the decisiemmaker is in fact sometimes net

much mere than te ensure the cerrect ceaputatien ef the selutiem "mechanically"
implicit in the givern framewerk of required eutputs and resource cemstraints.
It is true that the act eof cheice must always, feor Austrians, be recegnized
as invelving mere (im many cases, much, much mere) than such mechanical
computatien. But the analyst ef actiom may surely be excused feor perceiving,
within the haze of the umcertainty surreunding the inevitable futurity
invelved in choice, beneath the sparkle of the imagimativeness and the
creativity pervading the human decisien, that same stable pattern ef
gllecative-maximizing cemputatien that can never be a&bsent frem any
decisien, ne matter hew limited the imagined scepe for uncertainty er fer
creativity. The very same human purpesiveness that assures us that
individual cheice is always made with one's anteanae alertly switched en te
notice eppertunities (that already "exist”, er that may be created) worth
pursuing evem through the mists of an uncertain future -- also assures us
that each such cheice at least implicitly embedies, as well, the kind

of censtrained maximization cemputatien (me matter hew sketchily perfermed)

to which, in a werld ef cemplete certainty, cheice weuld necessarily be
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entirely reduced. If it is theught useful te focus analytical attentien

upon this purely allecative element in human cheice, it must surely be
excusable to ldentify it in terms of a descfiption ef cheice im which futurity
and uncertainty have been abstracted frem. But, ef course, this part ef eur
discussien raises immediately the questien: "_I_g_ it useful (or was it useful
in 1932) te fecus analytical attentien upem the purely allecative element

in human cheice?"

Nere we must be wary of permitting eur histerical hindsight such
a free rein as te cempel us immediately te reach an unambigueusly harsh
Judgment cencerning Rebbins' precedure. We have already ebserved how
Roebbins' wo:::rk can new be seen to have made decisive contributiens to
those unfortunate medern neoclassical developments that, from the medern
Austrien perspective, have led to something of & crisis in contemperary
economics.32* Tt may seem difficult, therefore, te treat Rebbins'
formulation of the Austrian pesition as anything ether than a deplorable

aberration that has had predictably deplorable consequences.

A more sympathetic appreciation of the task faced by Robbins and
the Austrians around 1930 in bringing a changed perspective to the
mainstream English-languesge economics of the time, may perhaps soften our
Judgment. As Rebbins himself explains, the cenception of economic under-
standing as being constructed out of building blecks analyzing individual

acts of cheice was far indeed from mainstremi thinking. The possibility
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of disentangling purely econo mic aspects 61‘ processes of social inter-
action from its atteamdant dense thickets of particular political, socie-
logical, psychelogical phenomena, was not seen to extend beyond the NMarshall-
Pigou device of the measuring-rod of money. Inevitably such failure to
distil the purely ecconomic precesses at work beneath the masses of part-
ular phenomena meant a clouding of the very possibllity ef pure theery in
economics, and & teq:ﬂeney to succumb to the temptations of histericism.

The need of the moment® as it must have appeared to Austrians and te Robbdins
around 1930 was to reaffirm the legitimacy of economic theory, and teo trace
~ts possibility to the systematic analysis ef the imdividual choices

from which econemic precesses preceed. For this task, it may well have
appeared, the full expesitien ef all the subjective subtleties of
individual choice was by no means necessary. It was sufficient te emphasize
the paramouncy of imdividual cheice, to stress its relatienship te the
scarcity of means with respect to the ends of the moment and te peint
eut the way in which this relatiemship is common te amd thus transcends

the myrisd specific situatliens in which it may be cencretely expressed.
Robbins' presentatien ef the Austrian pesitien, 1t may thus be argued,

wvas & useful and legitimate simplification of the full subjectivist
understanding of human choice. This simplificatien was legitimate, in
this judgment, because, while it abstracted frem the more profound
subjectivist insights, it did focus on a meaningful and significant
aspect of choice. This simplification was useful, because it permitted

the essential Austriam message -- essential feor the immediste and
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important dectrinal purpeses of the mement -- te be conveyed witheut
need to pay distracting attention to less immediately relevant features ef

the Austrian position.33

The Ireny of listorl

A half-century after tne appearance ef Rebbins' classic work,

we see 1t then as having been responsible fer a supremely ironical historical
episode. For its purpeses of 1932 it presé¢nted the Austrian positien

in a form that (with seme justice) evoked criticisms (from these deeply
disturbed by the Austrian insistence upen the validity and pessibility ef
a purely economic theory) of "positivism". These criticisms, it new
seems, while in cne semse entirely valid, swem less gerious when viewed
from the perspective of the everall Austria.n purpeses of the moment

(with which of ceurse the early critics Melves lad little sympathy!)
Nenetheless, we can mow see, with the bemefit ef a half-century®s
hindsight?\fthe "poegitivism” im Rebbins has indeed exercised powerful (amd,
to Austriasms, regrettable) influence upom the course eof twentieth century
neeclassical micreecenomics ~- along with its benignly successful
influence teoward the transfermation ef a science of material welfare

inte a science of human actien.
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most gratefully the eppertunity te learn much from each of these twe
works: (a) Mark Addlesem, "Rebbins's Essay after Fifty Years: The
decline and Pessible Rehabilitation of an 'Icowlcs of Chmoice'" (1981,
mee?), (b) Richard M. Ebeling, "The Marginalist Revelution: A Tale of
Twe Praditions”, ( thpter in 8 dissertation-in-pregress at Umiversity

Cellege, Cork, Ireland, entitled Actiom Analysis and Ecenemic Science,

The Econemic Contributions ef Ludwig ven Mises.)

2. Because today it is the secomd edition (lendon: MacMillan and Ce. Ltd.,

1935) which is widely used, all page referemces here are to this editiea.

3. "'Fhe Nature amnd Sigaificance of Economic Sciemce' im Recent Discussiem",

PP. 377 -hlB .

L, P. Parsens, "Some Reflections en 'The Nature and Significance ef Ecenem-

ics'", Quarterly Journal of Economics, May 193k, p. 512.

5. Ibid. Pe 51""0

6. Nsture and Significamce p. 16.

T. Ibid. p. 1)40



- 26 -
8. Ibid. p. 12,
9. Ibid, p. 18.
10. Ibid. p. 19,
11. Ibid. p. 20.
12, Ibid. p. 4.
13, Ibid. p. 22,

14, R, Cannan, review ef L. Rebbins, Nature and Significance, Econemic

Journal, September 1932, pp. 42L-k27,

15. V. G.Walsh, Ix treductiem to Comtempormry Microecemomics (McGraw-Nill,

1970)} Po 170

16. See J.M.Buchanan, "The Domain ef Subjective Ecenemics: Between
Predictive Science and Moral Philesophy", iam I.M.Kirgner (ed.) Methed,

Precess, and Austrian Ecememics: Essays in Nonor of ludwig von Mises

(forthcoming, ,Lexington Beoks, 1982); G.P.0'Driscell and M.J.Rizzo, as yet
oy

untitled book, (forthcoming, Basil Blackwell, 1983), chapters two and
tnree; R.M.Ebeling, op. cit. See also L.M.Lachmann, "From Mises to

Shackle: An Essay", Journal of Economic Literature 14 (March 1976), a

brilliant and important paper which, however sees the modern develepment

of subjectivism in & manmer different from that expressed in the preseat

paper.



- 27 -

17. F. Machlup, "Statics and Dynamics: K&'ﬂeidoscopic Werds", Seuthesn

Economic Jeurnal (Octeber 1959), reprinted in Machlup, Bssays in Ecenemic

Semantics (Prentice-Nall, 1963).

18. Ameng the most important of these are G.L.3.Shackle, Decisien, Order‘

and Time in Numan Affairs (Cambridge, 1969), and Epistemics and Ecenomics:

A Critique of Ecememic Dectrines (Cambridge, 1972).

19. See Shackle, Egistenics and Econemics , passim; Kirwner, Perceptien,

Oppertunity and Prefit (Umiversity ef Chicago Press, 1979) chapter 13.

20, Robbins, Nature and Sigiqﬁcance, Pe 35.

21,, Ibid. p. 26,
22, Parsons, op. cit. pp. 513f.
23, Ibid. p. 51k,
24, 7Ibid. p. 516.

25. On the relationship between Robbinsian achoice and the maximizatien

of utility, see Robbins, op. cit. p. 15n.
26. Parsons, op. cit. p. 515.

2T7. L. Mises, Natenallkonomie: Theorie des Nandelns und Wirtschaftens

(Geneva: Editions Union, 1940); Numan Actien (New Naven: Yale Umiversity




- 28
Press, 1949).
28. On this see R. M. Ebeling, op. cit.

29. L. Mises, Grundprobleme der Nationallkenomie (1933), alse tran:slated

as Epistemological Preblems of Ecenomics (New Yerk University Press, 1981).

30. L. Mises, Numan Actien, p. 253.

310 R. M. Ebeling, ggu cit.

32. See Israel M., Kirzner, "The 'Austrian' Perspective", in D, Bell
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33. The explanation suggested in the text may threw light on a circum-~
stance that some have found difficult to understand: that several
prominent Austrian econemists (who were active participants in the Mises
"Private Seminar" of the 'twenties) ceame te believe that by the early
'thirties the main insights of the Austrian tradf tien had become
successfully abserbed inte the neoclassical mainstream, se that there
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thirties, it did indeed apppear that the Austrians had succeeded in

redirecting mainstream econemics in the Menger:lan direction.,




