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Hors-série « 50 ans du BETA » 
Dossier “Histoire de la Pensée Économique” 

Notice introductive 

L’histoire de la pensée économique est intimement liée à celle de du BETA, et plus largement 
à l’enseignement des sciences économiques au sein de l’université de Strasbourg. C’est à Paul 
Chamley, historien de la pensée économique, que l’on doit l’émancipation des sciences 
économiques de la Faculté de droit en les intégrant à l’université Louis Pasteur, dans laquelle 
dominaient les sciences naturelles. Ce choix témoigne à lui seul de l’originalité de l’approche 
de l’histoire de la pensée économique de Paul Chamley, centrée sur la cohérence interne des 
textes plutôt que sur leur contexte historique ou idéologique. 

Les trois articles de ce dossier spécial constituent une illustration remarquable de cette 
pratique analytique de l’histoire de la pensée économique ouverte par Paul Chamley. La 
remarque de Ragip Ege dans son article publié dans la revue History of Economic Ideas 
(2012) est à ce titre particulièrement éclairante : si, dans l’expression « histoire de la pensée », 
le terme « histoire » semble immanquablement renvoyer à une histoire des idées, c’est 
pourtant le terme « pensée » qui est au cœur de la pratique strasbourgeoise. L’article de 
Rodolphe Dos Santos (2012) détaille cette perspective « rétrospective » en la démarquant de 
l’approche « contextuelle » de Margaret Schabas, souhaitant ramener l’histoire de la pensée 
économique dans le giron de l’histoire des sciences en général. Si l’historien des sciences est 
tout à fait légitime à se donner pour objet d’étude la science économique et son évolution en 
tant que discipline, l’historien de la pensée économique fait sans doute œuvre plus utile en 
restant ancré dans l’analyse économique.  

Certes, les taxinomies et autres classifications d’auteurs en différentes « écoles » ou 
« traditions » dans l’histoire des idées ont l’avantage d’être commodes à manipuler, mais ce 
faisant, elles occultent l’essentiel de l’intérêt scientifique des textes, à savoir leur contenu 
argumentatif. La pratique strasbourgeoise de l’histoire de la pensée économique peut ainsi 
s’envisager comme la continuité de la recherche en analyse économique par d’autres moyens, 
moyens dont l’originalité tient précisément à l’utilisation de concepts et raisonnements issus 
de textes des auteurs qui nous ont précédés. Après tout, division du travail scientifique oblige, 
un historien des sciences, de part les méthodes, outils et concepts propres à son champ, saura 
toujours mieux raisonner en authentique historien qu’un économiste de formation.  

D’aucun pourrait cependant considérer qu’une telle méthode d’investigation en science 
économique est, au mieux, une survivance institutionnelle vouée à une disparation prochaine, 
au pire, la preuve d’une certaine immaturité de cette science sur le plan méthodologique. 
Pourtant, force est de constater que la recherche en histoire de la pensée continue, que son 
enseignement en France et Europe persiste voire s’étend (en Amérique Latine, au Japon etc.) 
et que de jeunes chercheurs trouvent dans cette approche une façon tout à fait valable de 
« faire de l’économie ». D’où vient ce sentiment « irrépressible », pour reprendre le mot de 
Mark Blaug, qu’un bon nombre d’entre nous – y compris les non-historiens de la pensée – 
ressent pour cette approche et qui fait que « si son étude était déclarée illégale, il y a peu de 
doute qu’elle se poursuivrait dans les sous-sols, derrière des portes verrouillées » 
(Blaug,1990, p. 36) ? 

La réponse tient sans doute au fait que l’histoire de la pensée économique, en tant que 
méthode d’investigation au service de l’analyse, constitue un dispositif heuristique 



redoutablement efficace sur le plan « pédagogique » et étonnamment fécond sur le plan 
théorique. Une première illustration de cette heuristique est donnée par l’article de Rodolphe 
Dos Santos Ferreira (2012). A travers la démarche « rétrospective », l’auteur montre comment 
l’histoire de la pensée économique nous permet de mieux évaluer et apprécier les 
contributions scientifiques du passé à l’aune de nos connaissances contemporaines. Par 
exemple, le modèle spatial d’Hotteling (1929) n’est qu’un cas particulier d’un modèle plus 
général démontré quarante ans plus tôt par Launhardt (1885) et dont les écrits sont restés 
longtemps méconnus (Dos Santos Ferreira, 1998). L’approche rétrospective revêt ici une 
portée « pédagogique » indéniable : en dévoilant comment les concepts de la discipline sont le 
fruit d’un long travail de corrections et affinements successifs, elle évite ainsi l’écueil de 
présenter l’état actuel de la connaissance sous la fausse marque de la simplicité et de 
l’évidence aux futures générations de chercheurs. 

On pourrait néanmoins faire remarquer que l’apport scientifique d’une telle lecture 
rétrospective des textes est voué à rester très circonscrit : on ne saurait en effet découvrir autre 
chose que ce que le savoir contemporain connait déjà ! C’est cependant ignorer que 
l’heuristique déployée par l’histoire de la pensée économique n’est pas seulement 
rétrospective mais également, voire surtout, créatrice. En explorant les textes du passé, 
l’historien de la pensée réactive des concepts, raisonnements et problématiques lui permettant 
d’élaborer un savoir économique nouveau qu’il n’aurait pas été possible d’exprimer par les 
méthodes « traditionnelles » de l’économiste, plus strictement ancrées dans la 
contemporanéité de la discipline. C’est cette dimension créatrice de l’histoire de la pensée que 
Schumpeter souligne d’emblée dans son introduction à l’Histoire de l’Analyse Economique en 
écrivant que « L’économiste qui étudie l’histoire de sa science a beaucoup plus de chances 
d’y trouver des propositions stimulantes et des leçons utiles, mais déconcertantes, que le 
physicien généralement assuré qu’aucun apport notable de ses prédécesseurs n’a été perdu » 
(1954, p. 29-30).  

La contribution de l’histoire de la pensée économique à l’analyse économique peut ainsi se 
résumer comme cette capacité si surprenante qu’ont les textes plus anciens à réactiver des 
éléments et concepts théoriques pouvant compléter utilement la connaissance contemporaine 
voire à faire surgir de nouveaux questionnements et problématiques de recherche. Là encore, 
l’article de Rodolphe Dos Santos (2012) illustre le dialogue fructueux qui peut exister entre 
l’économiste contemporain et ses prédécesseurs : sans une lecture attentive de Launhardt 
(1885), Rodolphe Dos Santos n’aurait pas pu « voir » que l’introduction de technologies de 
transports hétérogènes pour différents biens dans le cadre d’un duopole spatial permettait de 
modéliser de manière simple les deux principes de différenciation de produits (horizontale et 
verticale) (Dos Santos & Thisse, 1996). Une possibilité qu’Hotelling et ses successeurs 
n’avaient eux-mêmes pas explorée jusqu’alors.  

Quelles auraient été les contributions théoriques de grands auteurs comme Keynes ou Sraffa si 
l’un et l’autre n’avaient pas pris la peine de ce détour par les auteurs plus anciens, 
respectivement Malthus pour l’un et Ricardo pour l’autre ?  On pourrait démultiplier à l’envi 
les exemples de la sorte et constater alors aisément que, loin d’être réservée aux seuls 
spécialistes du champ, l’histoire de la pensée économique est constamment sollicitée par les 
économistes, y compris contemporains – quoiqu’à des degrés divers – pour avancer dans la 
connaissance : qu’il s’agisse de l’interprétation néo-schumpétérienne de la croissance par 
Philippe Aghion, de la vision smithienne de la nature humaine des travaux expérimentaux de 



Vernon Smith ou encore de la conception de la propriété comme faisceaux de droits de John 
Commons reprise par Elinor Ostrom, tous ont choisi d’opérer ce détour fructueux afin de 
répondre à leur propre problématique de recherche. Les auteurs du passé deviennent ainsi des 
contemporains, en ce sens que leurs raisonnements et concepts, aussi datés soient-ils sur le 
plan chronologique, s’actualisent dans une démarche au service de l’analyse économique 
présente.  

Ces exemples démontrent également un certain pluralisme méthodologique sein de la 
discipline dont il convient de souligner l’importance et l’actualité pour le BETA : 
modélisation mathématique, économétrie, méthode d’enquêtes quantitatives et qualitatives, 
modélisation à base d’agents, cliométrie, mais également hybridation des méthodes et 
approches – par exemple entre histoire de la pensée et économie expérimentale. L’éclectisme 
du BETA illustre ainsi parfaitement l’accent « feyerabendien » de l’article de Ragip Ege 
(2012) : on ne saurait déterminer de façon a priori une règle méthodologique transcendantale 
qui vaudrait indépendamment de la problématique que le chercheur se donne de résoudre. 
Ainsi, plus qu’un consensus sur les méthodes à employer, c’est d’abord le recours rigoureux 
et cohérent aux concepts qui caractérise l’activité scientifique (Ege, 2012). 

Est-ce à dire que le critère ultime de la scientificité d’une construction théorique se résume à 
seule cohérence interne, sans qu’à aucun moment celle-ci ne soit éprouvée par le réel ? Là 
encore, le texte de Ragip Ege offre une réponse qui ne souffre d’aucune ambiguïté : l’effort de 
théorisation est en même temps un renoncement, celui de pouvoir représenter le réel dans 
toute son épaisseur. Le discours théorique n’est en effet qu’une médiation « idéelle » d’un réel 
nécessairement fragmenté et parcellaire (Ege, 2012). Ce n’est qu’à ce prix que le discours 
théorique peut s’ériger comme un discours scientifique puisque, dans ce mouvement de 
renoncement, la théorie révèle ses conditions de validité, c’est-à-dire ses hypothèses, et 
devient ainsi « falsifiable » par le recours aux données. 

C’est précisément sur ce point fondamental sur le plan méthodologique sur lequel revient le 
dernier article de ce dossier en prenant pour étude de cas la « période wilhelmienne » de 
l’Université de Strasbourg. L’Ecole historique allemande règne alors en maître sur les 
sciences économiques à Strasbourg. Gustave Schmoller, figure de proue de l’école historique, 
oppose alors à la méthode abstraite des économistes anglais sa méthode contextuelle. Comme 
le montrent les auteurs de l’article, cette opposition tient au refus de l’Ecole historique de 
renoncer à une connaissance « totalisante » du monde social. Or, refuser de découper, isoler et 
épurer le réel de toute son infinie épaisseur c’est en en fait renoncer à toute explication. En 
procédant à l’accumulation impressionnante de matériaux historiques et statistiques, l’Ecole 
historique s’est épuisée dans une quête inatteignable vers l’exhaustivité, inhibant ainsi tout 
effort théorique majeur.  

Le constat dressé par Ragip Ege et Rodolphe Dos Santos (1989) de l’approche de l’Ecole 
historique allemande ne signifie pas que le point de vue historique au sein de la science 
économique ne peut pas utilement compléter l’approche analytique et mathématique.  Dans le 
prolongement de ce qui vient d’être dit, l’histoire peut aider la théorie à se perfectionner. En 
tant que science de la production, répartition et échange des biens, l’économie présente une 
logique interne propre. Cette autonomie n’est cependant que relative puisque l’économie, à 
l’instar des autres sciences, procède d’un découpage simplificateur du réel. Aussi est-il 
nécessaire de revenir au matériel historique pour mieux apprécier la pertinence de la théorie 



et, au besoin, d’en caractériser « l’historicité » pour identifier avec une précision nouvelle ses 
conditions de possibilité. Ici l’historien de la pensée n’est plus très loin du cliométricien voire 
de l’historien économique.   

En outre, et de façon sans doute plus incidente, la démarche historique mise au service de 
l’analyse permet au chercheur de gagner en « réflexivité » en l’interrogeant plus en amont sur 
sa pratique mais aussi sur le rôle et les frontières de sa discipline. Un recul d’autant plus 
précieux au fur et à mesure que la division scientifique du travail nous pousse sans cesse à 
circonscrire nos objets et domaines de recherche. Aussi, on ne saurait trop recommander à 
l’économiste de se garder du « narcissisme du présent » (Ege, 2012, p. 45) en s’efforçant, à 
quelque occasion, de faire ce pas de côté par la lecture des écrits qui nous précèdent. Sans 
doute n’y trouvera-t-il rien de très « opérant » pour son travail immédiat, mais, comme par 
percolation, il se pourrait bien que surgisse de ce détour une idée féconde ou une question 
inédite à explorer. Après tout, les voies de la recherche sont bien plus impénétrables que nous 
aimerions l’admettre.  

Pour conclure, notons que la démarche d’historien de la pensée, pris dans un sens très général, 
n’a rien d’exclusive à la science économique. En effet, à rebours de ce que semble suggérer 
Schumpeter, même les sciences les plus « dures » comme la physique n’échappent pas à ce 
besoin irrépressible d’un retour aux sources. En témoignent les travaux d’éminents physiciens 
comme Carlo Rovelli (2015) qui puise dans la physique aristotélicienne, vieille pourtant de 
plus de deux mille ans, des inspirations utiles et stimulantes pour sa propre recherche. C’est 
cependant l’honneur de la science économique que d’avoir su institutionnaliser une telle 
méthode d’investigation en un champ du savoir à part entière. Puisse-t-elle encore perdurer 
longtemps au BETA et ailleurs ! 

Rémy Guichardaz, novembre 2022. 
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 «History of Economic Ideas», xx/2012/3

 HISTORY OF ECONOMIC ANALYSIS

 AS ANALYSIS OF HISTORIC ECONOMICS

 Rodolphe Dos Santos Ferreira*
 Université de Strasbourg

 The paper aims to make a claim for a retrospective approach to history of economic
 analysis. While not denying that a contextualised methodology might be useful, or
 maybe even imperative in some cases, the history of economic analysis we favour
 should consist in the inquiry of 'historic' (i.e., ancient) concepts and theories from a
 contemporary point of view. This implies that our discipline is viewed as more fruit
 ful when practised 'by' and 'for' contemporary scholars at the frontier of economics.
 Our plea for a 'recurrent' history of economic analysis ensues.

 i. Introduction

 By history of economic analysis Schumpeter (1954) meant, as he wrote in the very first sentence of his book, «the history of the analytic or
 scientific aspects of economic thought». Following his approach, I will
 leave out of my scope the history of economic doctrines, even when
 closely linked to an identifiable corpus of theory (such as liberalism,
 socialism, Marxism, Keynesianism, monetarism, and all other possi
 ble -isms), as well as the history of spontaneous economic representa
 tions (like 'the market' or 'globalization'). To say it differently, I will
 approach the history of economics as a branch of history of science, or
 rather of the history of the sciences, as the French say, thus emphasizing
 the discipline differentiation and opening the way for a high degree of
 autonomy of each branch.

 Margaret Schabas (1992) uses the subtitle «History of economics as
 history of science» with the same kind of formulation but in an almost
 opposite sense, suggesting that history of economics is about to «break
 away» from their disciplinary base and that «there are signs that our field
 is merging with the history of science», which in her opinion «would be
 for the better» (ibidem, 188). This assessment is even mixed with impa
 tience:

 Why don't more historians of economics attempt to publish in standard history or
 history of science journals, or use less mathematics in order to reach a more literary

 Addressfor correspondence: rdsf@unistra.fr
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 26 Rodolphe Dos Santos Ferreira
 orientated audience? Are historians of economics like the prodigal son, self-indulgent
 but still yearning for the approval of their authoritative fathers?

 (Schabas 1992,196)

 Also:

 The interests of historians of economics and historians of science (and technology)
 may well be converging. Once historians of economics learn to embrace their
 historical sensibilities and leave the task of modelling to the economists, they will
 also be content to discard the extra, sometimes ill-fitting, hat of the philosopher.

 (Ibidem, 200)

 Thus, when using the expression «history of economics as history of
 science», I am thinking of science, whereas Margaret Schabas puts the
 emphasis on history. Each one of us has in mind a different strategic po
 sitioning in the academia, but also a different idea of what doing history
 of economics means. I will focus on the latter point. There are different
 legitimate ways of doing history of economics. Here I want just to pro
 mote one of them, without excluding other approaches. 1 will charac
 terize my favourite way by the use of recurrence and the use of analysis,
 each one in a sense that will be made precise in sections 2 and 3, respec
 tively. Both involve, under different forms, the interface between histo
 ry of economics and economic theory. I will conclude in section 4 by
 questioning the nature of the actors and audiences of such recurrent
 and analytic history of economics.

 2. Historic economics

 As an object of the history of science, economics would rather be his
 toric, not only, to quote the Merriam-Webster, in the obvious sense of
 «known or established in the past», but also in the sense of 'having great
 and lasting importance'. But how do we know that some piece of past
 economic analysis has lasting importance? We must clearly refer to its
 legacy or rather evaluate it in the light of the present.

 In an often quoted passage of his «Introduction» to the Grundrisse,
 Marx wrote that «the difficulty lies not in understanding that the
 Greek arts and epic are bound up with certain forms of social devel
 opment. The difficulty is that they still afford us artistic pleasure and
 that in a certain respect they count as a norm and as an unattainable
 model» (Marx 1973 [1857], 111). Of course, art and science should not
 be amalgamated. Yet we find in the history of science the same dual
 ity of objectives: on one hand to understand how the works of the
 past were bound up with certain intellectual, institutional and techno
 logical conditions, on the other hand to understand how they became
 historic through their links with subsequent strata of scientific pro
 duction.
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 History of economic analysis as analysis of historic economics 27

 The latter objective has been emphasized by Bachelard (1951,1972) as
 the need for a recurrent history, in the sense of the necessity that «the
 history of the sciences be frequently redone, be often reconsidered», of
 «the obligation to enlighten the historicity of the sciences by the moder
 nity of science» (Bachelard 1972,144). As Chamizo has recently put it, in
 a plea for recurrent historic teaching of modern chemistry:

 The aim of recurrent history is not to find our concepts already formed at some point
 in the past, but to reveal the way by which our concepts emerged from other con
 cepts by a sequence of corrections or 'rectifications'. When a new concept 'appears'
 it introduces a reorganization of the field of study and an evaluation of the cognitive
 value of previously acquired knowledge.

 (Chamizo 2007, 206)

 This approach differs crucially from the radically anti-retrospective po
 sition defended by Margaret Schabas (2002), reacting to critiques of her
 «Breaking Away» (Schabas 1992) that «suggest that history serve current
 analysis»:

 This I think it can never do satisfactorily, as it would result in half-baked attempts to
 render Ricardo into the calculus. What purpose does this serve other than an intel
 lectual exercise? One might as well play a game of chess. To understand Ricardo is
 to put him in a historical context, to link his ideas to the intellectual milieu in which
 he lived. The more the past economic ideas are treated in their own right, rather than
 as precursors to present theory, the better.

 (Schabas 2002, 220)

 A contextualized history of economics is of course in itself a legitimate
 approach, and sometimes an indispensable step for our understanding
 of 'historic economics'. To give but two examples, it does not make
 sense to examine the building up of modern mathematical economics
 in the second third of the last century without taking into account the
 intellectual context of the Wiener Kreis and, two decades later, of Bour
 bakism, as well as the institutional context provided by the Cowles Com
 mission (see Weintraub 1985, 2002). If the intellectual context - of the
 formalist school of mathematics in this example - is ignored, the text it
 self can be easily misinterpreted, as it often happened to the well
 known statement in the preface of Debreu's Theory of Value that «the
 theory, in the strict sense, is logically entirely disconnected from its in
 terpretations» (Debreu 1959, viii). The second example is given by the
 quick diffusion of the calibration-simulation methodology introduced
 by the Real Business Cycles literature or, more generally, by the recent
 explosive development of empirical work in almost all fields of eco
 nomics, two phenomena which are intimately linked to the microcom
 puter technological revolution of the three last decades.

 Contextualization can however be quite disappointing. Take for in
 stance the case of Cournot's Recherches. All the information we can
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 28 Rodolphe Dos Santos Ferreira

 gather about the signs of Ricardian influence later denounced by Wal
 ras, about the author's mathematical training at the Ecole Normale
 Supérieure, about the meagre impact of the book upon contemporary
 economists (Ekelund and Hébert 1990), seems negligible if compared
 with the knowledge acquired by just carefully reading the text itself and
 then undertaking an evaluation of its legacy. Only the recurrent
 approach can make the content of Recherches into historic economics.
 Recurrent history invites us to see in Cournot not just one among 35
 proto-neoclassicals (Ekelund and Hébert 2002) but the real founder of
 neoclassical economics, except as concerns the subjective foundations
 of individual demand - an all-important item in the late nineteenth cen
 tury economics, but certainly less so from the point of view of modern
 economic theory (Dos Santos Ferreira 2010). This approach brings fur
 ther into light the role of Cournot's partial equilibrium analysis of oli
 gopolistic competition as a source of modern game-theoretic industrial
 organization, but also his contribution to the emergence of Walrasian
 general equilibrium theory (Dos Santos Ferreira and Ege 2013).

 Of course, the plea for a recurrent history cannot ignore the danger,
 already emphasized by Bachelard (1972), of a crude handling of recur
 rence, tending to rationalise past scientific developments and to attrib
 ute to them a premature sense. A good example of such occurrence in
 our field is provided by the way Aristotle's analysis of exchange be
 tween two producers, developed in the Nichomachean Ethics, has been
 interpreted as a tentative «labour-cost theory of price» (Schumpeter
 1954, 61, fh.) - an interpretation which can hardly fit in the context of
 ancient Greek representations, with no place for abstract labour. In fact,
 even «the expression 'division of labour' should not be applied to the
 ancient world except with certain reservations. It is psychologically
 anachronistic in that it implies that a trade is conceived in relation to
 'production' in general» (Vernant 1983 [1955], 258). More generally, in the
 entry 'Aristotle' of the New Palgrave, Finley expresses his discomfort
 with the retrospective reading of the Aristotelian work, pretending to
 detect in it pieces of economic analysis:

 [...] On a straight reading of Aristotle's words, the conclusion seems clear to me that
 he never pretended to examine the price mechanism or any other aspect of market
 exchange as it was practised. He was offering a normative ethical analysis: much that
 went on in practice was unethical on his definition and therefore outside his dis
 course. In sum, there is no economic analysis in Aristotle, not even in intention;
 judgements of his performance on that score or attempts to interpret his words so
 as to rescue them as economic analysis are doomed from the outset.

 (Finley 1987,113)

 Finley is certainly right in considering that there is no analysis of the
 price mechanism or any other aspect of market exchange in Aristotle's
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 writings. But the scope he attributes to economic analysis is much too
 narrow: it does not seem to cover bilateral (as opposed to market) ex
 change, the kind of exchange which figures explicitly in the Nichoma
 chean Ethics as part of Aristotle's discussion of justice. Aristotle's argu
 ment has accordingly been considered by some historians of economics
 in the light of the Neoclassical positive analysis of isolated exchange
 which was developed in mathematical terms by Jevons or Edgeworth
 (Soudek 1952, Lowry 1969, Jaffé 1974).

 More significantly, I believe, Aristotle's discussion of equity in ex
 change, with equity defined in terms of the mathematical concept of
 proportion, can be easily brought together with the axiomatic treat
 ment of the bargaining problem by cooperative game theory. To be ex
 plicit, if we look at Aristotle's analysis through the glasses of normative
 bargaining theory, we realise that Aristotle's solution, such that the gain
 of each producer is proportional to his partner's want, reproduces
 Kalai-Smorodinsky solution and reconciles the two principles of distrib
 utive and corrective justice associated by Aristotle with the geometric
 and the arithmetic proportions - solving an old puzzle about the status
 of reciprocity with respect to Aristotle's dual characterization of justice
 (Dos Santos Ferreira 2002). This is a good example of the recurrent re
 interpretation and re-evaluation of historic economics, according to
 successive developments of live economic science.

 3. Analysis

 Analysis occurs in our story at three different levels. Past economic
 analysis forms the object of our historical inquiry. It is contained in
 texts constituting the material to be in turn analysed, in order to inter
 pret and evaluate their economic theoretic content. This task may be
 achieved by appealing to instruments of live economic analysis. If we
 take first the last point, «rendering Ricardo into the calculus», to use
 Margaret Schabas' words, is admittedly not a necessary step for recur
 rent history. But rendering Marx into the linear algebra, for instance,
 may help a lot. The duality of commodity in its natural and value
 forms, and the corresponding duality of concrete and abstract labour,
 which appear at first inspection as a simple dialectical «coquetry» - to
 use Marx's own word in the postface to the 2nd edition of Das Kapital
 - may then be seen as properties of an elaborate conceptual frame
 work, roughly corresponding to (or at least related with) the duality of
 the commodity and price spaces in linear production models (Bródy
 1970, 61-67; Dos Santos Ferreira 1990). Also, rendering Quesnay into the
 matrix formalism (Phillips 1955, Samuelson 1982) is more than a simple
 curiosity. The graphic formalism of the Tableau Economique is indeed
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 isomorphic with the Leontief matrix formalism: the diagonal and hor
 izontal lines (with the associated data) exactly correspond to the cur
 rent and capital accounting entries of Leontief matrices A and B (Dos
 Santos Ferreira and Ege 2000).
 Whether we resort or not to concepts and instruments of modern

 economic theory, thoroughly analysing the relevant texts of some econ
 omist of the past - both in their detail and in their overall organization
 - seems an indispensable task, which cannot be circumvented by put
 ting all the emphasis in that economist's system or 'vision' (Schumpeter
 1954, 41). This is by no means a simple task. In order to accomplish it, a
 convenient (or maybe necessary) working hypothesis is the consistency
 assumption, which plays a role similar to the one of the rationality pos
 tulate in Neoclassical economics. We all know that flesh and bone indi

 viduals are not optimising machines, yet we may reproduce observed
 patterns of economic behaviour by assuming that economic agents act
 rationally. Similarly, we all know that everybody thinks and writes in
 consistently sometimes, but we are doomed to serious misinterpreta
 tions by readily taking the apparent obscurity of some text as the symp
 tom of inconsistent reasoning by its author.

 The analysis of Keynes' writings offers one of the best examples of
 that danger. It is common to admit that the General Theory is «a badly
 written book», based on «a model [which] was not logically watertight»
 (Leijonhufvud 1968,10). If this is true, the historian is in no better posi
 tion than the author himself. Indeed,

 [w]hen a model contains logical errors, later interpreters are given considerable free
 dom in deciding where "repairs" should be undertaken. It is in the nature of all major
 theoretical innovations that the visions of the innovator and his audience are at vari

 ance. A flawed model is therefore likely to be "corrected" so as to correspond to the
 interpreter's view of the world rather than the originator's.

 (Leijonhufvud 1968,10-11)

 But this kind of freedom cannot be taken as good news, because it is dif
 ficult to take seriously a research agenda where anything goes. I would
 instead eagerly try to satisfy the constraint imposed by textual consis
 tency, even if this constraint is not as tight as I would like it to be. We
 are thus left with Gerrard's position about the interpretation of Keynes:
 «Interpretation is a creative act. The text constrains, but can never
 uniquely determine, the derived meaning. Readers reading the text in
 different contexts may derive different meanings» (Gerrard 1995, 445).
 Now, this is true, and is in fact implied by the very idea of recurrence,
 but readers reading the text in the same historical context should arrive
 at essentially the same view of what Keynes' text means (which should
 not be mistaken for 'what Keynes really meant'). This they can do
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 through a pedestrian analysis rather than through some aerial interpre
 tation of the text.

 4. By whom and for whom?

 The recurrent and analytic approach to history of economics I am de
 fending - which, once again, is by no means exclusive - can hardly be
 practised by historians who are not familiar with modern economic
 analysis. By this statement, I do not mean a mere general acquaintance
 with economics in its present state, nor a simple economic training,
 however serious. I mean a reasonable degree of intimacy with the field
 that is relevant for the texts to be analysed, and preferably some re
 search experience in the scientific production of that field. Such famil
 iarity is indispensable in particular to detect significant contributions
 that have been neglected, or even ignored, by contemporaries and suc
 cessors of their authors.

 Take for instance the case of Maurice Potron, whose work has been
 recently 'discovered' by Gilbert Abraham-Frois and Emeric Lendjel
 (Abraham-Frois and Lendjel 2004, 2006; Bidard et alii 2006, 2009; Bidard
 and Erreygers 2010). In the three years preceding the wwi, Potron built
 a complete Leontief-Sraffa model, showed the duality of the corre
 sponding price and quantity problems, proved existence of a solution
 by applying the Perron-Frobenius theorem, which he extended from
 positive to non-negative matrices, and formulated the equivalent
 Hawkins-Simon condition for existence. Part of this contribution, in
 particular the introduction of the Perron-Frobenius theorem in eco
 nomic analysis, had to wait until the end of the wwn to become effec
 tive, without any reference to his work. The point I want to stress with
 this example is that a detailed knowledge of the literature on linear
 production models of the 1950s and 1960s is necessary to identify all the
 analytic anticipations of Potron and to attempt a fair evaluation of his
 contribution.

 I would also like to emphasize that this case is outside the alternative
 mentioned by Margaret Schabas in her critique of a retrospective histo
 ry of economics: «The more the past economic ideas are treated in their
 own right, rather than as precursors to present theory, the better» (Scha
 bas 2002, 220). Indeed, in order to treat the economic contribution of
 Maurice Potron in its own right, we must in fact situate it in the vicinity
 of its fellow contributions of the second half of the last century, of
 which it can hardly be called a 'precursor' (not even in the sense that the
 Tableau Economique is a precursor of the input-output table).

 It is easy to find other examples of the same type. For instance, in
 what sense can we see in the spatial model of Launhardt (1885) a pre
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 cursor of the Hotelling (1929) model? The latter is indeed nothing but
 a special case of its more general predecessor of four decades, at least
 as far as the pricing game is concerned (Dos Santos Ferreira 1998).
 Moreover, this example illustrates the fact that approaching historic
 economics with our feet firmly grounded on live economic analysis
 offers not only a better chance of getting a fair historical assessment of
 some past contribution, but also a real opportunity for history to serve
 present analysis, contrary to Margaret Schabas' conviction that it can
 never do so satisfactorily. Indeed, my 'antiquarian' interest for Laun
 hardt made me discover that by introducing good-specific transporta
 tion costs in the spatial duopoly - a possibility that Hotelling and his
 followers have kept unexplored - we may elegantly and efficiently con
 sider both types of vertical and horizontal differentiation within the
 same simple model (Dos Santos Ferreira and Thisse 1996). This device
 has since begun to appear in the economic literature for strict theoret
 ical purposes.

 We have thus come to the last important point concerning the inter
 face between history of economic analysis and economic theory: for
 whom do we want to analyse historic economics? Although I think that
 we have very good reasons to interact with historians and sociologists
 of science, I disagree with the idea «that we historians of economics
 would actually garner more respect from the economics profession if
 we distanced ourselves from mainstream economists and acquired a
 more independent voice» (Schabas 2002, 219). The opposite conjecture
 is, I think, more probably true.

 It is clear that we have been losing audiences in the economics pro
 fession during the last two decades. We find less and less courses of his
 tory of economic thought in undergraduate teaching programmes, we
 find less and less papers on history of economics in generalist journals
 and generalist conferences, we find less and less acceptance from refer
 ees for historical developments in our economic theoretical papers, and
 we find less and less economic theorists who, like Samuelson, Stigler,
 Shubik or Schumpeter himself in the past, are interested in history of
 economic analysis or actually doing research in the field. This tendency,
 which has considerably accelerated in the two last decades, is part of a
 more general phenomenon touching 'culture' in general, at least as we
 used to view it. There is however a more specific factor of this regres
 sion that we should consider in addition. Economic analysis, empirical
 as well as theoretical, has become more and more technical, creating a
 need for more and more specialisation, and becoming more and more
 inaccessible to pure historians of economic thought. This creates an in
 centive for them to resist to any recurrence temptation. The conse
 quence is that the output of historians of economics appears more and
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 more divorced from mainstream economists' concerns, except when
 the latter have a genuine interest for 'culture', adopting towards the his
 tory of their own discipline an attitude analogous to that which a scien
 tist of any other field or indeed any honest man with the same cultural
 interest would adopt.

 Plainly accepting this fact, using «less mathematics in order to reach
 a more literary-orientated audience» (ibidem, 196), may be a realistic
 response to the loss of audience that we have been experiencing. Such
 response is however not the only reasonable one. After all, history of
 economics is not alone, among the main fields in economics, to expe
 rience a comparable loss of audience. If we replace 'history of eco
 nomics' by 'general equilibrium theory', all my preceding statements
 about the decline of our status in the discipline remain essentially true,
 in spite of the overwhelming success of the Dynamic Stochastic Gen
 eral Equilibrium (dsge) model in theoretical and empirical macroeco
 nomics. And, taking into account the increasing difficulty in publishing
 - even in finding - pure theoretical papers in the leading journals, I
 sometimes fear that 'theoretical economics' in general is ripe to follow
 the same track. So, historians of economics may well be in good com
 pany after all. To persist in exploring the interface between their re
 search and the frontier of economic theory appears in this light as a
 sensible attitude.
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 HISTORY OF ECONOMIC THOUGHT

 AS TEXT ANALYSIS. SOME

 METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

 Ragip Ege*

 University of Strasbourg

 This paper develops a reflection on two concepts, namely 'theory' and 'history of
 economic thought'. It is first claimed that the concepts, i.e., the elements of a theory,
 have no intrinsic significance; they are only mediate realities. Further, since a consis
 tent text analysis approach implies the study of the articulation of the specific con
 cepts used by an author, any consideration regarding the context is secondary. The
 major matter of interest in understanding a text is the text itself. The author's intel
 lectual stance eventually concurs with Feyerabend's claim: any mean is valid in order
 to deal with the problematics at stake.

 i. Introduction

 The organizers of the Workshop asked me to present in this round table a reflection on the relation between the two concepts of the
 Workshop title: History of economic thought-Economic theory. They also
 expressly invited me to carry out this reflection through my own re
 search and teaching experience. Consequently my intervention will
 take the form of a retrospective 'variation on these two concepts. To
 put it differently, I will try to present the mode in which I felt and lived
 the possible articulation of these concepts.

 First of all, I will clarify the title of my intervention. In the expression
 «history of economic thought» the term which matters for me is
 'thought'. Thought can take very different shapes. Here, in the present
 study, I understand the term 'thought' in the sense of 'theory', i.e., in
 the sense that thought takes shape and is built into and through theory.
 'Theory' is a coherent discourse built in a written text, on the basis and
 in the frame of a problematics. Therefore the work of elaborating a the
 ory in a text by the author (the process by which an author elaborates
 a theory in a text) is the fundamental object of the studies in the field
 of history of economic thought. To put it differently, I understand
 thought as a theorized discourse. That is the reason why the first section
 is devoted to precisions on the content I confer to the term 'theory'.

 * Address for correspondence: ege@unistra.fr
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 Concerning the subtitle of my intervention I would expressly under
 line that I have never been convinced by the utility of general consider
 ations on methodology as such. On this matter I am a disciple of Fey
 erabend (2002 [1975]), not as a naïve and brutal enemy of the method in
 general but as a scholar who experienced the fact that the appropriate
 method of a research emerges through its problematics; in other words
 it is the problematics, which gives birth to its method and not the other
 way around. Consequently my understanding of Feyerabend's «any
 thing goes» can be expressed as follows: to turn anything to good ac
 count in order to advance the problematics previously constructed
 (built). In this sense the concept of 'anarchy' used by Feyerabend does
 not mean for me a political revolutionary attitude but a capacity of dis
 tancing oneself from ex ante methodological options. The Proudhonian
 concept of «an-archie» is more appropriate here, which could signify the
 researcher's refusal to abide by the constraints and prohibitions of a
 transcendental law or rule which could prevent him from formulating
 and deepening his own question even if the latter does not match
 anymore the prerequisites of current methods. It seems to me highly
 significant that Marx refused to publish his Einleitung çur Kritik der
 politischen Ôkonomie that contains the unique text he devoted directly to
 general methodological issues, «Die Methode der politischen Ôkono
 mie» (1857). He justified this decision in the «Preface» of his 1859 Zur
 Kritik der Politischen Ôkonomie saying:

 A general introduction, which I had drafted, is omitted, since on further considera
 tion it seems to me confusing to anticipate [Vorwegnahme] results which still have to
 be substantiated [proved, beweisender Resultate], and the reader who really wishes to
 follow me will have to decide to advance from the particular to the general.

 (Marx 1971 [1859], 7)

 Therefore the term 'methodological' in my title is to be understood not
 in the sense of some formulae for a research program but in the sense
 of a general conceptual inquiry on two major concepts of the work
 shop. In the second section I will focus on the concept of theory. In the
 third section I will try to illustrate the thesis of the second section
 through some examples. And the last section will be devoted to the sec
 ond term, history of economic thought.

 2. On 'THEORY'

 I understand the concept of theory in reference to Saussure's definition
 of language as a 'system':

 In language there are only differences. Even more important: a difference generally
 implies positive terms between which the difference is set up; but in language there
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 are only differences without positive terms. Whether we take the signified or the signi
 fier, language has neither ideas nor sounds that existed before the linguistic system,
 but only conceptual and phonic differences that have issued from the system (...).
 Proof of this is that the value of a term may be modified without either its meaning
 or its sound being affected, solely because a neighboring term has been modified.

 (Saussure 1966 [1916], 120; cf. also Mounin 1968, 59-66)

 In language, which is, doubtless, the most perfect human structure or
 system, the elements acquire their signification exclusively through
 their relationship to each other and to the whole. No element has an in
 trinsic, exclusive or positive signification. The structural approach of
 language concentrates its attention on the relations between terms and
 not on the terms in and for themselves. I think that theory must be un
 derstood as a structure in the sense of language. The elements of a the
 ory, i.e., the concepts, don't bear intrinsically their specific meaning;
 they must not be considered as realities carrying out some intrinsic and
 immediate content or information. Their signification or value is con
 ferred to them through their relationship to other elements, other con
 cepts of the theory. As such the concepts are essentially mediate realities.
 According to Saussure the game of chess is a particularly eloquent ex
 ample, which illustrates his concept of system: «A state of the set of
 chessmen corresponds closely to a state of language. The respective
 value of the pieces depends on their position on the chessboard just as
 each linguistic term derives its value from its opposition to all the other
 terms» (ibidem, 88).

 The structural approach which focuses attention on the relations be
 tween terms (and not on the intrinsic value of terms themselves) is al
 so adopted by Lévi-Strauss, the founder of structural anthropology,
 who, on this matter, expressly referred to Saussure and to Jakobson
 (Lévi-Strauss 2009 [1980], 33). The thesis according to which the intrin
 sic content of a term is unable to explain its positional value into the
 system or the theory is strikingly illustrated by the solution Lévi
 Strauss proposed, thanks to the application of the structural approach,
 to one of the crucial problems of anthropology: the institution of the
 so-called «avunculate» (cf. Idem 1945,1979). The problem concerns the
 significance of the presence of the uncle on the mother's side in cer
 tain systems of kinship. For which reasons is the education of children
 assumed, in these systems, both by the biological father and by the
 maternal uncle? The approach, which aims to fathom the intrinsic
 significance or value of the isolate element of the maternal uncle, in
 sistently defended, for a longtime, the hypothesis of a survival of a
 matrilineal (even of a purely mythical matriarchal) regime. Actually
 anthropologists observed the presence of such an institution in patri
 lineal cultures also. The solution required a structural approach of the
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 problem, i.e., the analysis of the significance of this element through
 the relations, which link it up to other terms of the structure that is
 the human family. As a structure or as a system the human family is
 the space of a specific exchange between two families among which
 the one gives a woman and the other one a man. From the point of
 view of the human family as a totality, this third element which is the
 maternal uncle regarding the wife and the husband, must not be any
 more considered as an external or epiphenomenal reality. On the con
 trary the place of such a third element (whether it is the father on the
 man's side, or the uncle on the mother's side, or the priest, or the
 imam, or the major, it doesn't matter) is immediately given in the
 structure of the elementary human kinship insofar as this element tes
 tifies to the fact that in human reality the union between a male and a
 female is not a natural or biological fact but a contractual act. In other
 words the 'identity' or the intrinsic value of the mentioned element
 cannot explain its proper significance in the structure of family. This
 significance is revealed through the relations of the terms, which com
 pose the structure considered. The «fundamental principle» of the
 structural approach implies, says Lévi-Strauss, that «the constitutive el
 ements don't have any intrinsic significance. That is true regarding lan
 guage, that is also true regarding other social phenomena [faits soci
 aux]» (Lévi-Strauss 1990, 158).
 The fact that in human reality the creation of a new family implies
 necessarily «the preliminary existence of two other families, the one
 accepting to provide a man [prête à fournir un homme] and the other a
 woman» (Idem 1979, 119) signifies also that regarding a structure or a
 system the 'whole' (here 'society') is logically prior to the parts ('fam
 ilies'). This Aristotelian principle («Thus also the city-state is prior in
 nature to the household and to each of us individually. For the whole
 must necessarily be prior to the part»: Politics, 1,1253a) adopted uncon
 ditionally by Hegel who reproduces in his Principles of Philosophy of
 Right (1970 [1821], § 270, Add.) this Aristotle's quotation, sheds also light
 on the question of theory. Elements or terms of a theory acquire their
 significance through their position in the whole, i.e., essentially as 'me
 diated' realities. The great importance Hegelian philosophy conferred
 to the concept of mediation (Vermittelung) drew my attention particu
 larly in relation with the question of theory. Hegel insisted on distin
 guishing carefully between two classical speculative concepts: Verstand
 (Understanding) and Vernunjt (Reason). The understanding tries to
 know elements in themselves, in their specificity, uniqueness, and sin
 gularity and operates on the opposition between true and false. On the
 contrary, from the point of view of Reason «it must be maintained
 that truth [die Wahrheit] is not a minted coin that can be given and
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 pocketed ready-made. Nor is there such a thing as the false, anymore
 than there is something evil [Boses]» (Hegel 1977 [1807], 22). When we
 pay attention to the relations between elements, the opposition 'essen
 tial/ unessential' loses its relevance. All the terms of a whole hold to

 gether according to a specific logic of necessity. From this point of
 view the status the term of «civil society» («bürgerliche Gesellschaft»)
 acquired in Hegelian political and philosophical system is highly in
 structive. While «civil society» is simply equivalent to the division of
 labor in the text of Ferguson (1767), Hegel integrates this modern so
 cial space in his system as the second moment of the dialectical
 process, the moment of «for itself» («fur sich»). As such «civil society»
 ceases to be understood and analyzed as an isolated and sui generis phe
 nomenon and becomes the term of a specific modern social whole. In
 other words, in the Hegelian system the term «civil society» is insepa
 rable from a specific form of State and specific institutions. The atten
 tion to the mediation, i.e., to the structural nature of reality allowed
 Hegel to highlight the complementarity between the new form of the
 State - which emancipates individuals from personal dependence rela
 tions - and civil society, where individuals can behave and act as sub
 jectivities motivated by their personal interests and preferences. As we
 know neither Scottish Enlightenment thinkers nor Kant took into ac
 count this fundamental Hegelian distinction between civil society and
 State (Ege 2009).

 But what I have said above should not lead to the conclusion that the

 aim of the theory should be to access an imaginary 'total knowledge',
 the knowledge of an imaginary totality. Theoretical knowledge of the
 totality is a non-sense. Saying that 'theory is a whole where the parties
 acquire their signification through their relations' doesn't mean any
 more that science should have as ultimate end to reach the intelligence
 of reality in its totality. Theory concerns necessarily a fragment of real
 ity since there is no theory without hypotheses. By definition to for
 mulate a hypothesis, involved by the problematics of the study,
 amounts to delimiting, to circumscribing a territory into which the
 statements of the theory are supposed to be valid. In other terms hy
 potheses circumscribe the field of validity of the theory, which is built
 on them. A scientific concept is necessarily a theoretical not a descriptive
 element in the sense that its content is determined not through a di
 rect and immediate relation with reality but through the specific rela
 tions which articulate the elements which compose the field delimited
 by the hypothesis. A theoretical knowledge is by definition necessarily
 a partial knowledge.

 It is time now to illustrate my considerations with some significant
 examples stemming from economic analysis.
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 3. Some examples

 Let us first examine the concept of ëçyov (ergon) in The Nichomachean
 Ethics. When he analyses the phenomenon of exchange, Aristotle
 makes use of this term, which is often translated by 'work' or by labor'.
 For example the immediate translation proposed for the well-known
 passage concerning the exchange between a builder and a shoemaker
 is: «It is required that the builder shall receive from the shoemaker a por
 tion of the product of his labour and give him a portion of the product
 of his own» (Aristotle 1962,122-11333). And on the basis of such a com
 prehension of the term ëçyov, several commentators believed they
 found in Aristotle a theory of «labor value». But if we are attentive to
 the Aristotelian theory of value as a whole, we notice that the signifi
 cance of the concept of ëçyov cannot be grasped without taking into
 account all the other terms, which surround it: «need», praxis, poiésis,
 «community», the dominant position of the user regarding the produc
 er, the contempt expressed towards labor and the laborer, the concept
 of movement (kinesis), etc. Such an analysis which focuses on the rela
 tions between terms and not on the immediate and intrinsic signifi
 cance of the terms led attentive commentators such as René Antoine

 Gauthier, Jean Yves Jolif or Jean-Pierre Vernant to propose a very differ
 ent translation for this term: «task» or «work» in the sense of œuvre (Ege
 2004b). In the final analysis from the point of view of Aristotle the value
 of a good is appreciated and defined by the user (Ege 2004a, Dos Santos
 Ferreira and Ege 2012b).

 Second, the Marxian concept of «abstract» or «simple» labor was the
 object of violent criticism for instance by Bôhm-Bawerk (1896). As the
 whole theory of surplus value is partially founded on this concept, one
 declared that this theory was devoid of any foundation. Such an inter
 pretation also forgets that 'abstract labor' is, first of all, the term of a
 whole, i.e., Marx's theory of value. What is at stake is a 'concept' and
 as all concepts it does not have an immediate equivalent in reality; by
 definition a concept is not a simple and naïve description or image of
 an element of reality. It is obvious that in the world of labor one can
 not observe directly, as a quantifiable variable, an object as 'abstract la
 bor'. In reality we have to deal necessarily with the forms of different
 'complex' labor. The idea of 'abstract labor' is to be connected with
 Marx's observations concerning the concept of 'labor force'. From the
 period of Die deutsche Idéologie (1846) onwards Marx undertakes a deep
 historical interrogation on the evolution of the modes of production
 through European history. Fie observes that progressively the relation
 between employer and employee ceases to obey a logic of personal de
 pendence. And the capitalist mode of production takes root when the
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 worker meets the employer as a legally free individual, as a free part
 ner of a contract who offers a particular merchandise: his labor force.
 Therefore the new mode of production ceases to exploit the worker
 in his social identity, with regard to his social position, to his social sta
 tus, which is necessarily integrated in a set of relations of domination
 and submission; now the object of exploitation is the capacity or the
 aptitude of the worker to work, to create, to produce. To put it differ
 ently, in the new mode of production the «labor force» becomes an in
 tegral exchangeable good. Such a process of transforming the labor
 force into an ordinary merchandise supposes necessarily and logically
 the advent of a new social structure where the individual (the worker)
 is recognized as a subject legally free and autonomous. This process
 through which the labor force becomes the specific object of a con
 tract makes time emerge as the fundamental dimension of the new
 system in the sense that time becomes the unique object of the eco
 nomic calculus. The condition of the surplus lies from now on in the
 capacity of the employer to exploit effectively and rationally the time
 during which the labor force is available to him. Marx forged the con
 cept of «abstract labor» in order to formalize this specific relation of
 the new system with time (Marx 1962 [1867], vol. 1, zweiter Abschnitt,
 3). The other concepts of Das Kapital are also forged in relation with
 this problematics of time. Marx's objective is not to describe the sys
 tem but to penetrate its logic, its «rationale». And we cannot penetrate
 the logic of a reality but through a theory. The following observation
 of Lévi-Strauss is highly significant:

 Marx was the first to use in the social sciences systematically the method of models.
 Capital as a whole (tout le Capital), for example, is a model built in the laboratory that
 his author operates (que son auteur fait fonctionner) to confront then the results with
 the observed facts.

 (Lévi-Strauss 1990,151-152)

 This observation of Lévi-Strauss could give an idea on the reasons
 which led Marx, beyond the political and ideological stakes, to adopt an
 attitude so violently critical against Proudhon's Système des contradic
 tions économiques (1846). What Marx denounces in this book is the lack
 of an analytical effort in order to construct a theory on the basis of a
 precise problematics. As we know Proudhon's book begins with a long
 «Prologue» on the existence of God whose relation with any economic
 question seems at least obscure and throughout the rest of the text we
 see that Proudhon's ambition is to construct «the systematic and rea
 soned knowledge [...] of what it [society] is in all its life» (Proudhon 1923
 [1846], tome 1,73). In other words Proudhon is haunted by the phantasm
 of «total science» which is, as I underlined above, the exact opposite of
 the theoretical orientation (Ege 2000).
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 A third significant example of a concept as the term of a specific whole
 is the Walrasian concept of «absolute free competition» («la libre con
 currence absolue»: Walras 1988 [1874], 11). It is well known that the com

 mon and very easy refutation of the Walrasian approach is to exhibit its
 non-realistic character. One denounces the fact that this form of com

 petition is a non-sense, a pure fiction, a pure imaginary object, which
 does not correspond to any concrete phenomenon in the real world; and
 such an argument is frequently considered sufficient to reject the totality
 of this exceptional and impressive conceptual construction Schumpeter,
 as we know, has qualified as the «Magna Charta of exact economics»
 (Schumpeter 1978 [1954], 968). We find again here the same misunder
 standing concerning the real nature of a concept. First of all one must
 recall that Walras himself underlines explicitly that the status of his con
 cept of «absolute free competition» is purely hypothetical, «because it
 was not important whether we had seen it ['que nous l'eussions vue']: it
 was enough, at a pinch ['à la rigueur], that we had been able to conceive
 it ['que nous l'eussions pu concevoir']» (Walras 1988 [1874], 334). In other
 terms Walras responds straightaway both to the criticisms of his time
 and to those of the future saying that his concern is to build a theory on
 the basis of a problematics and not to describe reality. This problematics
 concerns the conditions of possibility of the determination of the equi
 librium prices able to clear all the markets. Obviously such a question
 does not exist as an object of observation in reality; one must imagine
 and formulate it; which amounts to saying that such a problematics can
 not germinate but in the thought, as an idea. I would distinguish here
 carefully between the concept of idéel (which means in French a reality
 that appears in the mind, as an idea) and the concept of 'ideal' (as a sup
 posed perfect state or situation ardently desired by the subject). Conse
 quently, «absolute free competition» must be understood as a term of a
 whole acquiring its specific content through its relations with other
 terms. This form of competition supposes the presence of economic
 agents as pure price takers because Walras has a very specific conception
 of the price: it is conceived as the only «natural fact» in human economic
 existence. As such the price is necessarily conceived as an imperative re
 ality and the agents are invited to accept it passively (Walras 1988 [1874],
 lesson 3). But the same agents possess the necessary competences to
 maximize their utility. In this operation of maximizing they become ac
 tive. And this aptitude is one of the conditions of the tâtonnement process
 insofar as the auctioneer's or center's operations of price adjustment
 will continue until the totality of individual maximization of utility on
 the basis of the equilibrium prices deletes all the excess demands on all
 markets. On a logical level the routing towards the equilibrium prices
 supposes the suspension of the historical time (no transaction out of the

This content downloaded from 
������������130.79.168.107 on Tue, 12 Jan 2021 14:02:57 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 History of economic thought as text analysis 45

 equilibrium). Another term of the edifice is the question of the initial
 endowments; they are assumed as given (neutrality of the distribution).
 We observe that we have to cross all of the components of the theoret
 ical edifice to understand the significance of one of them. That is anoth
 er way to say that «absolute free competition» as a piece of a theory does
 not describe directly and immediately any reality (on the question of the
 realism of the Walrasian construction see Bridel 1996,16, 490).

 4. On 'HISTORY OF ECONOMIC THOUGHT'

 The other element of the Workshop is history of economic thought. Un
 fortunately the term 'thought' is frequently understood as doctrines,
 ideas, observations, etc. Consequently many textbooks in this discipline
 have the boring character of a nomenclature of ideas (which rightly ex
 asperates students). On the other hand, as I stated above, the theoretical
 work of an author cannot be reduced to some ideas or general consid
 erations. The thought develops and flourishes in texts and not in gener
 al ideas whatever their interest could be. The practice of the history of
 economic thought is, first and foremost, an activity of reading, i.e., an
 activity of text analysis. We should be also careful with the term 'histo
 ry'. We are not historians but we are interested in what our ancestors
 wrote. This does not mean that we do not believe in the progress of
 knowledge in our discipline, in the sense of a better understanding of
 economic phenomena. But we believe that we can think with our an
 cestors, with the concepts they forged. As respectful readers of texts we
 try and resist what I call the 'narcissism of the present', i.e., this partic
 ular form of narcissism, which persuades us that the mission or the rai
 son d'être of the past is to prepare our coming into the world.

 On the matter of history of economic thought I am a faithful disciple
 of my professor of the history of economic thought, Paul Chamley,
 who used to lay the emphasis, in his lectures, on the following quotation
 from E. Gilson (Saint Thomas d'Aquin, 1925): «Nothing is trustworthy re
 garding the thought of a philosopher, neither a book nor a historian,
 nor no matter how careful a translation: nothing except the actual text
 of this philosopher, read in the language in which he wrote it» (Chamley
 1963,11). Consequently I am radically not a partisan of contextualism.
 For the text analysis approach what matters is the understanding of the
 specific relations, which articulate the terms of a theory. If the author
 made actually the effort to construct a theory from a precise problem
 atics his text must be sufficient to understand his enterprise. Otherwise,
 if the text needs extra informations to clarify its concepts one must con
 clude that there is a failure in the effort of theorization of the author.

 Informations concerning the context in which this text is elaborated
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 cannot have any importance but in a second time, at a secondary level.
 The comprehension of the text must precede the investigation of the
 context. If not, the theory is overlooked among a plethora of contextual
 informations; and by definition the latter are multiplied indefinitely.
 With contextualism we are always elsewhere and never in the Sache
 selbst, in the 'thing in itself'. The ground that the contextual approach
 has gained nowadays in the field of history of economic thought is not
 a good evolution for the theoretical promotion of our discipline.
 These considerations can explain my mistrust towards encompassing
 categories such as 'tradition, 'paradigm' or 'century'. We should be
 very careful with formulae such as 'classical tradition', 'neoclassical par
 adigm', 'the thinkers of the 18th century', etc. Such encompassing cat
 egories frequently end up in an attitude which tends to deny the com
 plexity of the realities they refer to. When we compare the texts of
 Rousseau and those of Quesnay, it is impossible to pretend that they
 share the same vision, the same conception of the world, the same
 «comprehension of the good» as Rawls would say, even if they lived in
 the same epoch and in the same country. These kinds of differences ir
 reducible to the context exist for us, in our world; there is no reason why
 we permit ourselves to ascribe a factice homogeneity or coherence to
 the realities of the old world, which were as complex and fragmented
 as ours.

 This particular attention to the text as the privileged space where the
 theory develops has other important consequences. What matters to us
 as attentive readers is not what the author was able to utter on such and

 such subject, but the theory he built into his text. From this point of
 view we must learn to distance ourselves with regard to the declara
 tions of faith of the studied author himself. In other words, we must re

 sist the temptation to fetishize the speech of the author at the expense
 of his theoretical texts. The fact, for example, that such an author could
 have said somewhere that his theory is a dynamic one is in no way a
 proof of the dynamic character of his theory. It is only the text in which
 his theory flourishes which can attest of its nature. In other words we
 must ourselves go to the text and verify the nature of the reasoning. The
 question could turn out to be much more paradoxical. The author him
 self is not always the best interpreter or commentator of his theory.
 That is true in both senses: the author could have an exaggerated posi
 tive idea of his work; he can also misjudge the importance of his con
 tribution. The attitude of Augustin Cournot regarding his book of 1838,
 Recherches sur les principes mathématiques de la théorie des richesses, is an
 eloquent illustration of the second case. As we know, during around
 thirty years this undeniably revolutionary book did not meet any out
 standing echo in French economists circles until it was discovered by
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 Walras. Walras, fascinated by the richness of the research program the
 book harbors, wrote to its author several letters in the 1870s inviting him
 to assume unreservedly the paternity of the mathematical approach in
 economics. Cournot declined this invitation (Jaffé 1965, letters 226-327);
 at this time his interest was concentrated on the history of sciences. The
 deference that the late Cournot showed to the mathematical approach
 in economics and his relations with Walras are not easy to decipher. But
 one cannot deny that if the posterity retained his name even today,
 Cournot owns this recognition to his 1838 book.

 Another misinterpretation by an author of his own theory, but this
 time in the positive sense, we find it in the work of Walras himself. We
 saw above that his «absolute free competition» is a very complex con
 cept, which cannot exist but in the idea (idéel) as a fiction. More exactly
 this concept corresponds to a limit case of the competition. The Éléments
 are very clear on the fictional character of this concept. But Walras
 nourished also the temptation to present this form of competition as
 the norm with regard to all other forms of competition. Progressively
 the concept became an ideal (leaving its idéel status as a concept), the
 perfect state of competition and as such the destination of society, the
 condition of universal peace (Ege 2010, Dos Santos and Ege 2012). Such
 an interpretation is in total contradiction with the reasoning, which
 governs the theory. In the same way, when Walras pretends that the gen
 eral equilibrium theory represents the scientific foundation on which
 social economics, namely the problem of distribution, must be edified,
 he forgets that his exchange theory supposes the state of the distribu
 tion as given (the question of the neutrality of the distribution) (Huck
 2001, Ege 2004c). Obviously an attentive reader of the texts cannot ac
 cept such deviations or misinterpretations even if their provenance is
 the author studied himself. Rigorous reading requires a distance regard
 ing what I call the fetishism of the speech of the author. What matters
 is the text and not the speech of the author.

 A third example of an ambiguous attitude of an author regarding
 the specific logic of his own theory could be observed in the corre
 spondence of Marx, two years before his death, in 1881, with Vera Zas
 soulitch, a young Russian populist revolutionary (cf. Rubel 1947). In re
 ply to the question of the latter on the existence or not of a chance for
 Russia to access socialism avoiding the phase of capitalism, Marx says
 that the relevance of the analyses of Capital are strictly limited to the
 specific history of Europe and a genuine social reality as Russia can
 perfectly evolve in the sense of socialism on the basis of its own tradi
 tional institutions such as the «rural commune» (Marx 1968 [1881], 1557
 1558). Marx is absolutely right to assert that all social structures possess
 their specific dynamic and mode of evolution, but when he suggests
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 that a social structure such as Russia, deprived of the specific European
 institutions which allowed the liberation of the labor force, could
 reach a form of socialism or communism announced in Capital, he dis
 obeys the logic that governs the reasoning of his economic and social
 theory. The socialist system conceived in Capital is necessarily the re
 sult of the process of liberation of the labor force, i.e., the emergence
 of the concept of juridical liberty. Such a process demands logically
 the instauration of a specific form of State, the democratic State. Marx
 himself, in his younger texts, enhanced the importance this form of
 State represents in the historical evolution while criticizing it without
 concession (Ege 1994). Indeed according to Marx the democratic State
 will be overcome in the socialist or communist form of society; but as
 the most advanced form of social structure in history it constitutes
 one of the conditions of possibility of the socialism. In Hegelian terms
 the socialism or communism conceived by Marx and Engels is neces
 sarily an Aufhebung of a democratic State: the historical process will
 both preserve and suppress this social structure raising it to a higher
 level. A society such as the one of 19th century Russia was obviously
 thousand miles away from a democratic State, a society which never
 experienced the process of the emergence of «civil society». The so
 cialist experience, which could be attempted in such a social structure,
 would have evidently no affinity or resemblance with what Marx and
 Engels imagined through their concept of communism. In fact and
 unfortunately the so-called 'Marxist' revolutions of the 20th century
 confirmed this point of view and they revealed at the same time the
 misjudging character of Marx's interpretation of the prerequisites of
 his own theory (cf. Ege 1991).

 5. Conclusion

 In the light of these considerations the question of the future of the his
 tory of economic thought can be formulated as follows: will the young
 generation make room for its teaching and research activity to the read
 ing, i.e., for text analysis? The future of the history of economic thought
 does not depend exclusively on the existence or not of the history of
 economic thought teaching in the training programs of students. It is
 obviously desirable that history of economic thought courses would be
 maintained in the programs. But it is much more important that the
 teachers try and make their students sensitive to the importance of text
 anlysis. Indeed only such an analytical practice, can allow students to ex
 periment the good 'method' in scientific research. One can hope that
 through this practice students will learn that in scientific research the
 starting point is not the adoption of ex ante methodological principles
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 but the construction of a precise problematics. All the theoreticians fol
 lowed this way.

 There is one last but extremely important thing to say. This rigorous
 discipline of reading should definitely not inhibit the students. They
 should know that when they succeed in setting up a problematics of
 their own they are authorized to use any available means, in order to
 develop and deepen it, which amounts to saying: «anything goes».
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