3CCE, SAMETKHU

Guglielmo Chiodi’
ETHICS OUT OF ECONOMICS: THE FUTILE ATTEMPT
OF RENDERING ECONOMICS A NEUTRAL SCIENCE?*

Keywords: Ethics, Classical Political Economy, Orthodox Economic Theory, Robbins,

Sraffa

PacwmpeHHas aHHOTauus ctaTbu
Ha pyccKoMm fi3bike?!

1. Lenbto gaHHOM paboTbl sABnseTca
NPOUANIOCTPUPOBATb OAHY M3 NPUYUH He-
aeKBaTHOCTU OPTOL0KCANbHOM 3KOHOMM-
YeCcKoW MbICNIU ANA PELUeHUss OCHOBHbIX
npobnem BpemeHu.

Ona  [OCTUXKEHMSA  BblleyKa3aHHOM
uenn 6yaet npoBeAeHO WcCNefoBaHWe
MOTUBOB, KOTOPbIE OKAaXKYTCA B KOHEYHOM
cyeTe OTBETCTBEHHbIMM 33 TO, YTO 3TMKA
onpeaeneHHo BbIXOAMT 3a PaMKWU OpPTO-
[OKCaNbHOW 3KOHOMUYECKOW MbICAN (KO-
Topas B JaHHOM KOHTEKCTe byaeT aKBuBa-
NIEHTHO W aNbTePHATMBHO BOCTPUHATA Kak
coBnagaoLwasa ¢ PbIHOYHO-LEHTPUPOBAH-
HOI Napagurmon Heonnbepannsma).

YTOHYEHHaA 3ajaya BbIBOAA 3TUKM
33 npeaenbl OPTOLOKCANbHOM 3KOHO-
MMWYECKOW MbICIM M3HAYaNbHO MMena
CUNIbHYIO MOTMBALMIO — MpeBpaLLeHns

! epesod pacwiupeHHoli GHHOMAYUU ¢ aH2A. A3.:
AbpamcoH Mocud puropbesud, LOKTOP TexHuue-
CKMX HayK, MaBHbI Hay4HbI COTPYAHMK HayyHo-uc-
nbITaTeNbHOro LeHTpa «fMnpouemeHT-Hayka».

3KOHOMMWYECKON AUCUMMANHBI B HeMn-
Tpa/bHyto.

CnepyeT TakXe OTMETWUTb, YTO TpakK-
TOBKa 9KOHOMMWMYECKON AMCLMMANHBI KaK
HelmpaneHOoU HayKu MOXKeT MMmeTb no-
604HbI 3ddEeKT OT UCnonb3oBaHMA Op-
TOAOKCANIbHON 3KOHOMMWYECKON MbICAN B
KauyecTBe MOHKO20 cpedcmea enacmu u
COUUAnNbHO20 U NOAUMUYECKO20 KOHMPO-
1A Had obwecmeom — NobOYHbIN sbDEKT,
KOTOpPbIN, KaK npeacraBnsetca, obblYHO
OCTaETCA He3aMeUYeHHbIM, HO Ha KOTOpPbIH
B JAaHHOM KOHTeKcTe obpalaeTca BHMMa-
HWe, MOCKO/IbKY OH MOXET MMeTb peLuato-
LLee 3HaYeHue.

2. MNpex e 4em aHaNM3MpoBaTb Hanbo-
Nlee 3HaYMMble LArn pelleHnsa 3TUYECKOM
npobnembl B nnTepaType, CTOMT HayaTb C
ABYX Upe3BblYaMHO BaKHbIX UMUTAT ABYX
asTopos, Agama CmuTa 1 JleoHa Banbpaca,
KOTOPbIX MOMHO 33aKOHHO paccMaTpmBaTb
npeacTaBUTENAMM ABYX aNbTEPHATUBHbIX
9KOHOMMYECKUX Mapagmrm, Kaaccuyeckowm
1 HEOK/1IaCCUYECKOM COOTBETCTBEHHO. Kax-
[JaA uuTaTa onpeaenseT OCHOBHbIe XapakK-
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ETHICS OUT OF ECONOMICS

TEPUCTUKN, KOTOPbIMM [OMKHaA obnasatb
NOANTUYECKAA SKOHOMMA.

CobctBeHHOe onpegeneHne Agama
CmuTa TakoBo:

Monutnueckaa 3KOHOMMKA, paccma-
TpUBaeMana rocyfapCTBEHHbIM AeATenem
WAWN 3aKOHOAATeNeM KaK OTpac/ib HayKu,
npegnaraet ABe pas3/vyHble Len: BO-
nepsbIx, obecneyums OAM 00CMamoy-
HbIl 00X00 unu cpedcmeaa K cyu,ecmeosa-
HUto nnu, 4to bonee NPaBUAbHO, AATb UM
BO3MOXHOCTb 0becneuntb Takoh Ooxod
unu cpedcmesa K CywecmsosaHuto 0714
cebda;, n BO-BTOpPbIX, 4YTOObI 0becneynTb
rocyZ1apCTBO MU COAPYKECTBO O00XOO0O0M,
00CcmamoyYHbIM 018 06UWEeCMBEHHbIX yCry2
(Cmwur, 1776. C. 375).

HanpoTtuBs, onpegenexHve nonutuye-
CKOM 3KOHOMMM Banbpacom caenaHo B
ABHOU onno3uyuu onpepenexHuto Agama
Cmura.

ObecneyeHune 0buabHOrO fOX0Aa ANA
HaceneHua M obecneyeHne rocyaapcrsa
[OCTaTOYHbIM ~ JOXOLOM, HECOMHEHHO,
ABNAOTCA Hanmbonee AOCTOMHbIMU Uena-
MU. HO MHe KaKeTcd, Y4To 3TO, CTPOro ro-
BOpA, HE 0OBEKT HayKu. [leNcTBUTENbHO,
OT/INYUTENBHON 4YEepTON HayKu ABaAeTcA
nonHoe 6e3pasnuyue K nocredcmausam,
XOPOWUM UAU N/IOXUM, C KOTOPbIMW OHa
BEZeT MOWCK 4YUCTOW WCTUHBI (Banbpac,
1874.C. 52).

Kak cneacTeme, OCHaCTMBLUMCH STUMM
onpeaeneHnAMU, MOXKHO Nyylle cneauTtb
3a nocnefyloWwUmM pasBUTUEM 3TUYECKOM
npobaembl B 3KOHOMUYECKOM AUCLMUNAN-
He.

3. be3ycnoBHO, Hanbonee BaxKHOM pa-
60TOM, B KOTOPOI YeTKo 0603HauYeH «pas-
pbIB» MeXay s3mukol WU 3KOHoMUYecKoU
ducyunauHol, 6bino 3cce o npupode u
3Ha4YeHUU 3KoHomu4ecKol Hayku JlanoHe-
na Pob66wuHca, Bnepsble onybankoBaHHoe
8 1932 rogy.

CnoBO «HayKa» 3aHMMaeT LEeHTpab-
HOe MeCTO B WM3BECTHOM onpeseneHuu,
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KOTOpOe OH Aan JKOHOMUKC, W BeCbMma
KOMMAKTHbIM W CyLLLeCTBEHHbIM CNOCO60M
OHO CYMMMPYET OCHOBHbIE MHIPEeAMUEHTbI,
XapakTepumsyloLine ero:

DKOHOMMKC — 3TO HayKa, KoTopas
M3y4yaeT yenoBeyeckoe MNoBeAeHWE  Kak
OTHOLIEHNE Mexay uenamu u aeduumt-
HbIMW CPeACTBamMM, MMELWNUMN anbTep-

HaTUBHOe ucnonb3oBaHue (Pob66UHC,
1932. C. 16).
BblwenpusegeHHoe onpegeneHve

COAEPXKUT TPU KKOYEBbIX MOHATUA —
«Uenn», «cpeactsa» u «aedpuunt», Koto-
pble, Kak 1 npexae, [AOoMKHbI bbiTb TpemA
CTONMAMMU TOFO, YTO MHAYe MOXKHO Bblio
6bl Ha3BaTb «KOHCTUTYUME» HEOKIaccu-
YecKoW 3KOHOMMKC, M MO3TOMYy XapaKTe-
pPU3YOWUMK YepTbl JOMUHUPYIOLLLEI SKO-
HOMMYECKOW Napasanrmbl.

Takum obpasom, BuaeHue Pob6uHCa
B KOHEYHOM CYETe paMKanbHO COKpaLla-
eT cogepaHMe 3KOHOMMUYECKOW AuCum-
NAVHbI A0 MHXXEHEePHOro NOACEKTOPa, Ybe
«AAPO» COCTOMT U3 TPex CTONMOB, YNOMA-
HYTbIX BbILUe.

AnbTepHaTMBHbIM cnocob B3rNAHYTb
Ha 3¢deKTbl, BO3HMKalOLME M3-3a TOTO,
YTO 9KOHOMMKC He rapaHTMpyeT None3HbIn
YyesIOBEKY pe3ys16mam 3KOHOMUYECKOWM
[eATeNIbHOCTU, COCTOUT B PAaCCMOTPEHUM
areHTa, COBEpLUEHHO OTOPBAHHOIO OT
MNCTOPUYECKOTO KOHTEKCTa, B KOTOPOM OH
[OeNCTBYeT KaK W30/IMPOBaHHbIA UHOUBU-
Oyym, npuobpeTwnin  cobCTBEHHYIO a8-
MOHOMUI U He3asucuMocms om s1obbIx
npedbldywux amuyeckux obAzamenscms
soobue.

MOHO N1 3aKOHHbIM 0H6pa3om oTae-
NINTb areHTa OT ero UCTOPUYECKOTO KOHTEK-
cTta? OTBeT 3aK/lo4aeTcsa B TOM, YTO npes-
CTaBNAETCA HEBO3MOMHbBIM NPUAYMaTb
«Lesmn» He3aBUCUMO OT «CpeacTB», Wau,
MHaye rosopA, oTaenuUTb GaKTbl OT LEeH-
HocTeli (Quine, 1953; Maclintyre, 1985).
JeAtenbHocTb No pa3paboTke, MOWUCKY,
opraHusauuu cpeacTs CTPOro CBA3aHa C
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npecnegyembiMn LLeNAMMU, NOCKONbKY 3Ta
[eATeNIbHOCTb ABNAETCA /MWL Bblpaxe-
HMemM 06pa3a KU3HW, BbIBpaHHOro oblLLe-
CTBOM.

4. BO3MOXHO, CTOUT paccMoOTpeTb
PCMC Cpaddbl, CTpyKTypa KoOTOpOro
chopmmpoBaHa B COOTBETCTBMM C MOAXO-
[OM K/1TaCCUYECKUX IKOHOMMCTOB.

B Toli pabote, anemeHTbl KOTOpON B
KOHEYHOM uTOore OonpeaensatT Kosauye-
cmeo ToBapoB, GUrypupyowWwmx B aHaau-
TUYECKOM CTPYKTYpe, UMEIOT COBEPLUEHHO
MHOW XxapaKTep, Yem Te, KOTopble onpese-
NAT YeHbl ToBapoB. YTobbl y3HATb LEeHbI,
abcontoTHO HeobxoAMMoO 3apaHee 3HaTb
Konmyectso. Cpeau nocnegHux ToBapbl,
KOTOPblE CAY¥KaT UCTOYHMKOM CyLLECTBO-
BaHMA ANA paboumx U ux cemewn, OOSXK-
Hbl HalTW CBOE MeCTO. ITU KO/JMYecTBa
OOJIXKHbI BbITb YCTAHOBAEHbI 00 M020, KakK
6yayT M3BECTHbI COOTBETCTBYIOLME LiEHbI,
M OO TOro, Kak HauyHyTCA NPOM3BOACTBEH-
Hble npouieccbl. Bce 310 HaxoauTcA B AB-
HOM MPOTMBOPEYUN C OPTOLOKCANbHOM
9KOHOMMYECKOW MapafMrmoin, B KOTOPOW
PbIHOYHbIE CUNbI 0OHOBPEMEHHO onpege-
NAOT KaK KOIMYECTBO, TaK U LieHbl Ha KOH-
KYPEHTHOM pbIHKe. B pe3ynbTate nx coot-
BETCTBYIOLLME BE/IMUYNHbI ABNAIOTCA BCErO
JIMIb Pe3ynbTaTOM MPOCTOro CpaBHEHWA
4Ype3mMepHbIX KONNYecTs noTpebnaembix u
nocTaBAfembIX TOBapoB 6e3 KaKux-1ubo
B03MOMHbIX OUEHOYHbIX CyHOeHUU.

3atem noTpebyetca cepbesHoe wc-
cnepoBaHWe, KAOK yAanocb NpeojoseTb
TPYAHOCTM M CTaTb AOMUHUPYIOWMM, Kak
HUWKOrAa paHee, METOLOM.

BepoATHO, OAMH M3 OTBETOB MOXKHO
HaliTM B TOM camom 0b6CToATeNbCTBE, YTO
9KOHOMMYECKasas AUCLMNANHA TeCHO CBA-
3aHa C NOAUTMYECKOW BnacTbio. MmeHHO
no 3mol NPUYMHE SKOHOMUKC OO/TIKHA Ka-
3aTbcA HelimpasbHOU HayKom, 4Tobbl cae-
NaTb ynpasaeHne 06LecTBOM U KOHTPO/Ib
HafZ HUM HamHoro 6onee NpPocTbiM K, No-
BuAMMoMy, 6e3bone3HeHHbIM.
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OCHOBHOW TEeKCT cTaTbM

1. The aim of this paper is to illustrate
one of the reasons of the inadequacy of
the orthodox economic thought to tackle
with the main problems of the time, es-
pecially with those caused by some ex-
ceptional events occurred in Western
countries like, for example, the 2007-2008
financial crisis and the continuing chang-
ing process of globalization tacking place
all over the world in recent decades.

To pursue the above aim, there are
obviously several key-readings available
and different paths to follow. What will
be done in the present paper, however,
will be that of inquiring into the motiva-
tions which seem ultimately responsible
in having put ethics definitely outside the
orthodox economic thought (which, in the
present context, will equivalently and al-
ternatively be taken to coincide with the
market-centered paradigm of neo-liberal-
ism).

To the effect of rendering the expo-
sition as clear as possible, it will be nec-
essary to single out some crucial stages
through which the ethical problem has
been dealt with in the development of the
economic thought.

The refined task of putting ethics out-
side the orthodox economic thought had
initially the strong motivation of trans-
forming the economic discipline into a
neutral science, that is to say, free from
any value-judgment. In this way, it could le-
gitimately be considered scientific and, as
a consequence, it could be viewed on the
same footing as any other proper science,
like Mathematics and Physics.

The validity of considering the eco-
nomic discipline a proper science, howev-
er, seems quite doubtful as well as highly
disputable — as will be seen in the sequel.

It should also be noted that treating
the economic discipline as a neutral sci-
ence could have the side-effect of using
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the orthodox economic thought as a subtle
means of power and of social and political
control of the communities — a side-effect
which seems to have gone generally unno-
ticed but which in the present context is
retained to be of a crucial importance.

2. In all the exceptional events which
have occurred last century and up to date
in Western countries, the orthodox eco-
nomic thought has been always put under
severe criticism. In all those occasions ri-
val schools of thought have given rise to
heated debates, which saw the confronta-
tion of alternative theories and models,
each one of them suggesting the most ap-
propriate economic policy to purse in the
specific circumstances considered.

The orthodox economic thought, how-
ever, has always come out victorious in the
end, despite the several weak aspects of
its methodological and logical structure
highlighted by the various critiques.

It should be pointed out that in none
of those occasions an explicit critique has
ever been made of the orthodox economic
thought as far as the ethical aspect is con-
cerned.

Before analyzing the most significant
steps through which the ethical problem
has been dealt with in the literature, it is
worth starting by two extremely important
qguotations by two authors, Adam Smith
and Léon Walras, who can legitimately be
taken to represent two alternative eco-
nomic paradigms, the classical and the
neoclassical respectively. Each quotation
defines the essential characteristics which
Political Economy is supposed to possess.

Adam Smith’s own definition is the fol-
lowing:

Political economy, considered as a
branch of the science of a statesman or
legislator, proposes two distinct objects:
first, to provide a plentiful revenue or sub-
sistence for the people, or more properly to

Guglielmo Chiodi

enable them to provide such a revenue or
subsistence for themselves; and secondly,
to supply the state or commonwealth with
a revenue sufficient for the public services.
It proposes to enrich both the people

By contrast, Walras’ definition of Polit-
ical Economy is made in explicit opposition
to Adam Smith’s:

To provide a plentiful revenue for the
people and to supply the State with a suf-
ficient income are incontestably most
worthy aims. [...] But it seems to me that
this is not, strictly speaking, the object of
a science. Indeed the distinguishing char-
acteristic of a science is the complete in-
difference to consequences, good or bad,
with which it carries on the pursuit of pure
truth (Walras, 1874: 52).

On reading the two definitions given
above, one can easily deduce how much
ethical content was characterizing the es-
sential pursuit of Political Economy, ac-
cording to Adam Smith; whereas, on the
contrary, any ethical element should be
purposely put outside the realm of Politi-
cal Economy, according to Walras.

As a consequence, equipped with
those definitions, one is in a position to
better follow the subsequent develop-
ment of the ethical problem in the eco-
nomic discipline.

3. One can safely affirm that the per-
spective and vision of the society which
can be deduced by Adam Smith’s defini-
tion of Political Economy, let alone his own
works as a whole, remained by and large
the same throughout the classical period
and up to Marx.

By contrast, as is well known, in the
early seventies of the 19th century the
works by Carl Menger, William Stanley
Jevons, and Léon Walras produced a com-
pletely different paradigm with respect to
that of the Classical economists and Karl
Marx. In the present context it is of course
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unnecessary to compare the two alterna-
tive paradigms (Chiodi, 2017). It suffices
here to note that the ethical aspect did
not completely disappear from the vision
of the early neoclassical economists or,
more precisely, from the vision of those
economists writing between the 19th and
the early 20th century.

As an example of this, one can refer
first to Wicksell. In his Lectures Vol. |, he
made clear at the very beginning that:

the definition of political economy
as a practical science is the theory of the
manner of satisfying human needs which
gives the greatest possible satisfaction to
society as a whole, having regard to future
generations as well as the present (Wick-
sell, 1901, 1935: 3).

He added to that a warning footnote
on the meaningless expression ‘the great-
ness happiness of the greatest number’,
ibidem, and soon afterwards he better
clarify that ‘to seek for the conditions of
the welfare of the whole, consideration
for the interests of the proletariat must
emerge; and from thence to the proclama-
tion of equal rights for all is only a short
step , ibidem p. 4.

In an inaugural lecture delivered in
1904 at the University of Lund, Wicksell
discussed some intricacies of the econom-
ic discipline considered as a science, and
in that context he came back again to the
meaning to be attributed to ‘society as a
whole’, the latter to be properly intended
as including all individuals ‘of whatever
class of society, race, sex, language, or
faith they may be’ (Wicksell, 1904: 66).

It is worth noting that in his Lectures
he was also well aware of some logical dif-
ficulties characterizing the then neoclassi-
cal theoretical edifice. Moreover, Wicksell
was an admirer of the Classical econo-
mists’ method of investigation, especially
Ricardo’s (Wicksell, 1904: 62).

The second author worth considering
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is Pigou. He is generally thought to belong
to the group of neoclassical economists.
This opinion, however, should be qualified
in some detail.

In 1920 he published the first edition
of his seminal book, The Economics of
Welfare, which, as is well known, opened
up new research paths into the problems
of the environment. There are, however,
other characteristics of that work which
should deserve careful attention.

Firstly, he constantly made use of
strong ethical concepts. Secondly, he
made use of the notion of Social Prod-
uct (National Dividend) — first noticed
by Hicks (Hicks, 1976: 12-13) — which is
a typical classical notion used by Adam
Smith and Ricardo and afterwards by
Marx. Thirdly, he made a meticulous anal-
ysis of the effects of income distribution on
the different classes of the society and of
the negative externalities produced by the
consumption and production activities on
the welfare of people.

In the Preface to the third edition
1928 of his book, The Economics of Wel-
fare, Pigou wanted to emphasize from the
very outset that:

The misery and squalor that surround
us, the injurious luxury of some wealthy
families, the terrible uncertainty overshad-
owing many families of the poor — these
are evils too plain to be ignored (Pigou,
1920: vii).

The specific attention to future gen-
erations, which even today sounds not
particularly widespread and popular, is
also another very looking forward feature
of his work:

Itis a clear duty of Government, which
is the trustee for unborn generations as
well as for its present citizens, to watch
over, and, if need be, by legislative enact-
ment, to defend the exhaustible natural
resources of the country from rash and
reckless spoliation (Ibidem: 29-30).
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Lastly, a strong flavor of the Classical
economists’ viewpoint as regard wages
pervades throughout The Economics of
Welfare. For example, in relation to a mini-
mum standard of real income, he writes:

It must be conceived not as a mini-
mum of satisfaction, but as an objective
minimum of conditions. [...] Thus the mini-
mum includes some defined quantity and
quality of house accommodation, of medi-
cal care, of education, of food of leisure, of
the apparatus of sanitary convenience and
safety where work is carried on, and so on
(Ibidem: 759).

4. By far the most important work
which made explicit the ‘divorce’ between
ethics and the economic discipline was An
Essay on the Nature and Significance of
Economic Science by Lionel Robbins, first
published in 1932. It is worth briefly re-
calling the general atmosphere which sur-
rounded the early thirties of last century.

As far as the economic discipline is
concerned, it should be noted that the
economics of Alfred Marshall (1890) was
at that time loosing much of its initial
force, especially in the stronghold of Cam-
bridge, soon after some vital parts of its
theoretical construction have been put
under severe and irremediable criticism by
the young Piero Sraffa (1926) a few years
before. It should be noted — in contrast
with the title of Walras’ book — that Mar-
shall already uses the word ‘economics’
instead of ‘political economy’.

Parallel to the fading away of Mar-
shall’s partial equilibrium analysis, there
was an increasing concerned in favour of
Walras’ general equilibrium analysis, after
the publication in 1923 of Gustav Cassel’s
The Theory of Social Economy (the first
English edition was published in 1932),
with its characteristic Walrasian structure,
and the publication of a paper by Neisser
(1932), who pointed out some analytical
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infelicities of the Walrasian original sys-
tem.

From a purely historical point of view,
it should be pointed out that in the early
thirties of last century, the turmoil en-
gendered by 1929 Great Crash was still in
operation, whereas, at the same time, the
central planned economy of the U.S.S.R.
seemed to represent a real alternative to
Western countries capitalism.

Robbins’ book is essentially devoted
to lay down with the utmost precision and
clarity the essential coordinates which the
economists should take into account in
their investigations, as well as the bound-
aries of their field of enquire, within which
they should strictly operate.

The word ‘science’ is central in the
well known definition he gave of Econom-
ics and, in a highly compact and essential
way, it summarizes the basic ingredients
characterizing it:

Economics is the science which stud-
ies human behaviour as a relationship be-
tween ends and scarce means which have
alternative uses (Robbins, 1932: 16).

The above definition contains the
three key-concepts of ‘ends’, ‘means’ and
‘scarcity’, destined to be, as they have
been, the three pillars of what could oth-
erwise be called the ‘constitution” of neo-
classical economics, and therefore the
characterizing features of the dominant
economic paradigm.

As will be argued in what follows, in
fact, those key-concepts, which pervade
and run throughout Robbins’ essay, do
enter structurally in characterizing every
theory and every model of what, already
at the time of Robbins, one can safely as-
sert to be the orthodox economic thought.

It should be noted from the very out-
set that Robbins’ essay never explicitly
emphasized the maximizing behaviour of
the agents. Most of the book, instead, is
devoted to make as clear as possible that
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“Economics is entirely neutral between
ends” (Robbins, 1932: 24). And this, as will
be shown in the sequel, does constitute
another fundamental feature of Robbins’
essay.

As a consequence, he sharply distin-
guished Economics (defined as he did)
from Ethics and Esthetics:

Economics, then, is in no way to be
conceived, as we may conceive Ethics or
Esthetics, as being concerned with ends as
such (Ibidem: 32).

Towards the end of his book and in dif-
ferent places, he emphasized once again
the neat distinction between the two dis-
ciplines:

Economics deals with ascertainable
facts; ethics with valuations and obliga-
tions. The two fields of enquiry are not on
the same plane of discourse (Ibidem: 148).

[...]Jit is worth while delimiting the
neutral area of science from the more
disputable area of moral and political phi-
losophy.

But what, then, is the significance of
Economic Science? We have seen that it
provides, within its own structure of gen-
eralizations, no norms which are binding
in practice. It is incapable of deciding as
between the desirability of different ends.
It is fundamentally distinct from Ethics (lbi-
dem: 151-152).

In that connection, he was also very
careful in attributing to the concept of ra-
tional action the appropriate meaning con-
sistent with the characteristic of neutrality
he had given to Economics:

Now in so far as the idea of rational
action involves the idea of ethically appro-
priate action, and it certainly is sometimes
used in this sense in everyday discussion,
it may be said at once [...] that no such
assumption enter into economic analysis
(Robbins, 1932: 91).

He then specifies immediately after-
wards:
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But in so far as the term rational is
taken to mean merely “consistent”, then it
is true that an assumption of this sort does
enter into certain analytical constructions
(Ibidem).

Robbins’ project, however, would not
have been accomplished without having
completely cut off any possible connec-
tions with the Classical economists’ para-
digm — and it would be instructive to in-
vestigate the reason of this, as will be done
afterwards in the paper.

In the following passage, Robbins has
clearly in mind Adam Smith’s and Ricardo’s
approaches, which he rejects outright in
favour of the alternative general equilib-
rium approach:

We no longer enquire concerning the
causes determining variations of produc-
tion and distribution, We enquire rather
concerning the conditions of equilibrium
of various economic “quantities”, given
certain initial data, and we enquire con-
cerning the effects of variations of these
data. Instead of dividing our central body
of analysis into a theory of production and
a theory of distribution, we have a theory
of equilibrium, a theory of comparative
statics and a theory of dynamic change.
Instead of regarding the economic sys-
tem as a gigantic machine for turning out
an aggregate product and proceeding to
enquire what causes makes this product
greater or less, and in what proportions
this product is divided, we regard it as a
series of interdependent but conceptually
discrete relationships between men and
economic goods; [...] (Ibidem: 67-68).

Thus, Robbins’ perspective drasti-
cally reduces, in the end, the content of
the economic discipline to an engineering
sub-sector, whose ‘core’, made up by the
three pillars referred to above, has been
generally immune from the several critical
attacks made in the course of last century
and up to date, which have instead been
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mainly directed to aspects of the neoclas-
sical paradigm other than those of the
‘core’.

Robbins’ seminal essay can thus be
seen as the watershed marking the transi-
tion from the infancy of neoclassical eco-
nomic thought to the mature, still alive
and dominant today, orthodox economic
thought.

5. The crucial importance attributed
here to Robbins’ essay invites therefore to
go far more deeply in its content and thus
to explore its ultimate message in some
further detail.

A central statement made by Robbins
regards the independence of the means
from the ends, and the absolute non-com-
petence of the economic science on the
latter. This is the direct consequence of the
fact that ends imply values, and that values
belong to moral sciences other than eco-
nomics. It might also be added — in accor-
dance with Robbins’ reasoning — that val-
ues are out of economics simply because
they cannot be dealt with through the kind
of rationality which the economic science
refers to. Neither calculation nor any test
of mathematical coherence, in fact, can
ever be made of them. As Robbins put it,
“Value is a relation, not a measurement”
(Robbins, 1932: 56).

As a consequence, the way in which
Robbins treats the relation between ends
and means makes the economist looks
like an engineering or a manager, whose
essential functions rest on assessing pro-
cesses in the best possible way, i.e. by us-
ing the available ‘scarce’ means (be a tech-
nique, an organization or an investment,
for example) in the most appropriate way
in order to ultimately obtain the best pos-
sible result. In all these circumstances ends
are given, whereas the work is done on the
means, which, being treatable in a quanti-
tative way, a rational calculative action can
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always be performed on them without any
relevant disagreement.

An alternative way of looking at the
effects produced by putting ends out of
the concern of economics is that of view-
ing the agent, who performs the rational
action, as a subject completely detached
from the historical context in which he is
acting; in other words, as an isolated indi-
vidual who has acquired his own autono-
my, viz., his own independence of any prior
ethical commitment whatsoever. But how
would it be possible to conceive any hu-
man being having thoughts not influenced
by the historical context in which he lives?

At this juncture, a crucial question can
be put, that is, whether that separation of
the agent from his own historical context
can legitimately be made. The raison d*étre
which lies beneath that question is that it
seems impossible to conceive ‘ends’ inde-
pendently of ‘means’, or, to put it other
way, to separate facts from values (Quine,
1953; Maclintyre, 1985). The activity of de-
signing, searching, organizing the means is
strictly connected to the ends to pursue,
for that very activity is but an expression
of the way of life the society has chosen.

Robbins, however, deliberately choos-
es to neatly separate ends from means,
and since the latter only are considered
ethically neutral, it turns out to be the
most appropriate field on which econom-
ics can legitimately operate.

The task of the economists, being cir-
cumscribed to the field of ‘scarce means’
only, boils down in searching the most ef-
ficient way to obtain the result. Since Rob-
bins has declared economics a neutral sci-
ence, and thus characterized by supposed
universal ‘regularities” very much similar
to the universal law-like generalizations
typical of the natural sciences, the para-
digm so structured gives the economists
the power of producing predictions, cou-
pled with the corresponding authority in
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prescribing the most appropriate policies
to pursue.

The essential content of Robbins’ es-
say thus makes it utmost clear and greatly
enlarges Walras’ initial statement quoted
at the very beginning of this paper. That
statement does contain, in fact, the true
‘hard core’ of the Walrasian research pro-
gram, destined, as it was, to be ‘core’ of
the orthodox economic thought over the
years to come.

6. Not later than 1929, Gunnar Myrdal,
in the Preface to the Swedish edition of his
book The Political Element in the Develop-
ment of Economic Theory, could still write
convincingly that:

Every economist is painfully aware
that there exists widespread doubt about
the supposed ‘scientific’ character of eco-
nomics. The distrust is, indeed, well found-
ed (Myrdal, 1929: xiii).

The content of his work is mainly con-
cerned with the fact that the political at-
titude of individual or groups of individual
are intimately connected with economic
theory. Also, political evaluations cannot
be reduced, by their own nature, to some
form of logical system.

The fifties of last century saw the ap-
pearance of extremely important works,
especially in connection with the topic
dealt with in the present paper.

In 1951 was published the first volume
of Ricardo’s Principles of Political Economy
with an Introduction by Sraffa. That Intro-
duction can be considered the stepping
stone of the Classical economists’ revival,
which a few years later was accomplished
by Sraffa’s 1960 seminal work Production
of Commodities by Means of Commodities
(PCMC).

In that same year, Arrow (1951) pub-
lished his essay on the ‘Impossibility Theo-
rem’, from which a severe limitation of
the orthodox economic theory can easily
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be derived. Recourse to value-judgments
seems almost a natural necessity, not least
for making Welfare economics less poor
and therefore more realistic (Suzumura,
2002; Sen, 1974).

The book by van Graaff (1957) should
be considered one of the most refined
work on theoretical welfare economics.
He brought about with extreme lucidity
many of the limitations which welfare eco-
nomics was suffering, mainly due to the
straightjacket of the Paretian philosophy.
He strongly supported ethical consider-
ations to be structurally inserted within
the theoretical framework of Welfare eco-
nomics.

In 1959 Hicks published one of the
most amazing critical attack to the still
dominant view of considering economics
an a-ethical, a-moral ‘science’. He writes:

It is impossible to make ‘economic’
proposals that do not have ‘non-econom-
ic’ aspects, as the Welfarist would call
them; when the economist makes a rec-
ommendation, he is responsible for it in
the round; all aspects of that recommen-
dation, whether he chooses to label them
economic or not, are his concern (Hicks,
1959: 137).

The entire Hicksian paper is con-
cerned in stressing the impossibility for
the economic discipline of getting rid of
value-judgments, and, in another paper
published a few years later, he explicitly
pointed out the non-scientific character of
economics, which he ‘downgraded’ to sim-
ply a social discipline (Hicks, 1983).

Unfortunately, both Hicks’ papers
passed almost unnoticed, especially the
1957 paper, whose title in the 1981 ver-
sion was not surprisingly A Manifesto.

7. It should lastly be noted another
important aspect of Robbins’ essay: his
critique of the method and concepts em-
ployed by the Classical economists, which
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is extremely important to investigate more
deeply.

The Classical economists had at the
centre of their investigation the notion
of Social Product, an aggregate figure.
Also they viewed production and distribu-
tion as belonging to two different fields
of enquire, because they supposed both
of them governed by two separate sets
of forces. In particular, they did not think
the market was playing any relevant réle
whatsoever in that respect and, as far as
distribution is concerned, they did instead
believe that historical elements (be they
of social, political or religious feature) had
a fundamental réle to play. The notion of
Social Product turns out to be essential, in
this respect, for it represents the object on
which rival classes of the society are dis-
puting the shares of the Social Product.
It is no surprise that Pigou called it Social
Dividend.

It is exactly that classical approach
that Robbins wanted very much to reject,
because he rightly thought that it repre-
sented the only real alternative paradigm
to the neoclassical one. It was in fact pre-
cisely the Classical economists’ approach
which ultimately prompted Ethics to sys-
tematically enter the field of the economic
discipline.

From this point of view, it is perhaps
worth considering Sraffa’s PCMC, whose
structure is shaped along the lines of the
Classical economists’ approach. It was ex-
plicitly intended as a prelude to a critique
of economic theory.

In that work, the elements which ul-
timately determine the quantities of the
commodities appearing in the analytical
framework are of altogether different na-
ture from those determining the prices of
the commodities. What is more, in order
to know the prices, it is absolutely neces-
sary to know beforehand the quantities.
Among the latter — in the same fashion as
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in the Classical economists’ analysis — the
commodities which serve as sustenance
for the workers and their families must
find their place. These quantities must be
fixed before the corresponding prices be
known and before the production process-
es get started. In other words, the market
has no say in fixing the quantities and the
composition of workers’ subsistence and
they are fixed independently of any result
whatsoever of the production processes.

All this is in plain contrast with the
orthodox economic paradigm, in which
both quantities and prices, in a competi-
tive market, are instead simultaneously
determined by market forces. As a result,
their respective magnitudes are just but
the outcome of a mere comparison among
excesses of quantities of commodities de-
manded and supplied, devoid of any pos-
sible value-judgment.

The other crucial point, very much
worth noting in the comparison between
the Walrasian framework (which repre-
sents here the prototype of the orthodox
economic thought) and the Sraffian one
(which represents instead the alterna-
tive paradigm), comes to light with clear
evidence as soon as the réle performed by
the price system in both systems is taken
into account.

The role played by the price system in
the Walrasian framework is to eliminate
through mutual exchanges any and every
possible divergence between quantity
demanded and quantity supplied, which,
it should be noted, is an outcome alto-
gether alien to each and every individu-
al. For example, the labourer should be
forced to accept the ‘equilibrium’ wage
determined by the market whatever it is,
even if it were far lower than the level of
subsistence.

By contrast, in the Sraffian framework
the subsistence of the workers must be
previously known, commodity by com-
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modity, and inserted into the analytical
framework, and the market, in this re-
spect, obviously plays no rdle at all. The
ultimate end to pursue by the economy, in
fact, is that of assuring at least the life of
the people to continue, and therefore the
viability of the production system must be
guaranteed, in order to make the pursuing
of that end effective. As a result, ends and
means appear not separated within the
Sraffian framework.

It should also be noted another as-
pect of Sraffa’s work in contrast with the
orthodox economic thought, viz. the neat
separation of production from distribu-
tion. Once again, this separation replicates
the same approach of the Classical econo-
mists, except for the further fact that in
Sraffa one finds also the notion of a sur-
plus wage. If the economy produces a sur-
plus (a set of commodities over and above
subsistence and the necessary means of
production), the determination of the in-
come shares requires that the price sys-
tem be known, and therefore — as Sraffa
analytically shows — it is necessary to fix
a distributive variable (preferably the rate
of profits) outside the system of produc-
tion. This means, put it other way, that
social and political elements, which quite
obviously spring out of the historical con-
text considered, turn out to be crucial in
determining distribution and, as a conse-
quence, moral and ethical elements inevi-
tably come in.

Itis a pity that, in the effort of continu-
ing the critique of economic theory along
the lines suggested by PCMC, the attacks
have been mainly directed towards some
logical inconsistencies of the orthodox
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economic theory, without going instead
straight to, and deeply into, its ‘core’.

8. It should finally be emphasized that
the huge effort made in putting Ethics out
of Economics can ultimately be considered
a futile attempt of rendering Economics
a neutral science, because that task — as
the present paper has tried to make it evi-
dent — revealed itself theoretically unten-
able.

It should also be emphasized, how-
ever, that the attempts of excluding val-
ue-judgments from the realm of the eco-
nomic discipline practically succeeded in
inducing most people in believing in its
genuine ‘scientific’ character.

A test of this can be found in the in-
creasing sophisticate formal structure giv-
en to economic models over the years, but
also in the increasing use of econometric
methods and models, not to mention the
highly fashionable case-studies of experi-
mental economics.

A serious enquire would then be
needed not so much on why the orthodox
economic thought has been hardly vul-
nerable so far, notwithstanding the many
critiques, rather on how it succeeded in
overcoming the difficulties and becoming
as dominant as ever.

One of the answers can perhaps be
found in the very circumstance that the
economic discipline is closely related to
political power. It is thus for this reason
that economics must appear a neutral
science, for making the governance and
control of the society far easier and appar-
ently painless.
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