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Politics, institutional structures, and the rise of economics:
A comparative study

MARION FOURCADE-GOURINCHAS

Princeton University

Our modernity has been a witness to the dramatic rise of economics
around the world. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, the study
of the economy has evolved from a loose discursive “field,” with no
clear and identifiable boundaries, into a fully “professionalized” enter-
prise, relying on both a coherent and highly formalized disciplinary
framework, and extensive practical claims in administrative, business,
and mass media institutions. Perhaps more than any other form of
knowledge, economics has participated in the rationalization of our
“life-world,” to use Habermas’s phrase, by extending its logic into ever
more remote areas of our everyday experience.

At first glance, the expansion of the discourse and profession of eco-
nomics may be understood as a fairly homogeneous, world-level, trend
of societal rationalization. Certainly, the dominant intellectual form in
economic science (largely derived from the Anglo-Saxon tradition)
generally presents itself as a universalistic paradigm. Its main rhetori-
cal tool — model-building — is often taken-for-granted as a “natural”
product of the cumulative development of scientific knowledge. And
since professions derive much of their authority and social legitimacy
from the delimitation of a coherent and widely shared domain of
knowledge, we may regard modern economics’ claims to expert
monopoly as a logical extension of its own internal theoretical and
methodological strength. The extensive jurisdictional prerogatives of
economists thus seem to be legitimated by the fact that their disci-
pline constitutes undoubtedly the most well-bounded and organized
scholarly enterprise in the social scientific field.

The purpose of this article is to contradict this supposed “naturalness”
of scientific and professional development in economics. Cross-national
surveys of opinion have already shown that economists in different
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countries tend to share different convictions about the economic world
and the likely effects of economic policies, or to see their mission as
primarily “academic” (United States) or more “political” (Europe).'
Available historical studies of national economics fields also suggest
very diverse images of professionalization processes and disciplinary
development.” Overall, contrary to the frequent assumption that eco-
nomics is a universal and universally shared science, there seems to
be considerable cross-national variation in (1) the timing and nature of
the institutionalization of an economic knowledge field, (2) the forms
of professional action of economists, and (3) intellectual traditions in
the discipline of economics.

How we should explain such differences and how different aspects of
these variations might be related to one another remains, however,
largely unexplored. In particular, we do not have a satisfactory theory
of knowledge formation that would allow us to account simultaneously
for the social structures and institutions that support the formulation
of knowledge claims and ideas, and for the latter’s intrinsic, substan-
tive nature. Second, our comparative frameworks, often designed to
compare broad cultural ensembles (for instance, the “continental”
world to the “Anglo-Saxon” one), often appear insufficient to account
for more subtle cross-national variations within each category. I now
turn to each of these puzzles separately.

The embeddedness of knowledge in social structures

This article starts from the methodological premise that understanding
the relationship between the institutional and intellectual aspects of
knowledge production requires, first and foremost, a historical analy-
sis of the conditions under which a coherent domain of discourse and
practice was established in the first place. This consideration prompted
a focus on the institutionalization of economics at the turn of the
twentieth century. A critical period in the formation of what we now
call the social sciences, the years from (roughly) the 1880s to the 1910s,
constitute a unique research site to investigate these questions. Indeed,
it was during that time that economics started to crystallize as a
distinct occupational practice, with the emergence of university chairs,
scholarly reviews, and professional organizations, and the appearance
of a demand for economic expertise from various sectors of society (see
Table 1).
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Through a detailed historical analysis of four national cases (Germany,
Great Britain, France, and the United States), I show that the institu-
tional location of economists is always of paramount importance to
understand the intellectual substance of the knowledge they produce.
In other words, the twin questions of “who is an economist” and
“what economic knowledge is” in different societies are more deeply
intertwined than is usually acknowledged. We cannot, for instance,
consider the emergence of historical economics in Germany, and
analytical economics in Great Britain, as the result of pure historical
contingencies. Rather, we have to relate both intellectual forms to
specific political and educational institutions. These broader struc-
tures, I argue, have shaped the intellectual location of economics, by
making certain cognitive frames available (and excluding others), and
by locating the formation of economic knowledge within particular
academic contexts, which constrained the range of possible academic
alliances.

My point is not to adopt a purely relativistic point of view on the
production of knowledge and to argue that all aspects of scientific
discourse can be, purely and simply, derived from institutional factors.
However, arguing that the latter do not matter at all would be equally
unfortunate. The idea that paradigms are partly nationally constituted
and connected to broader cultural characteristics and organizational
arrangements seems, after all, intuitively valid. Galtung,® for instance,
identifies distinct national “intellectual styles,” which he then con-
nects to characteristics in the social structure. In his study of railroad
development in three countries, Dobbin suggests that rationality itself
is a cultural product. Political culture, he argues, shapes not only the
institutional instruments actors have at their disposal for conducting
industrial policy, but also their perception of the problems to solve. The
solutions they come up with to handle these problems are, ultimately,
the result of this dual constraint.* The present article emphasizes a
similar point by showing that scientific discourses in economics (that
is, economic ideas, theories, and paradigms) are inevitably driven by
broader, nationally constituted, cultural frameworks embodied in
specific institutions of knowledge production.

Comparing economics across nations

Turning now to the comparative aspect of the argument, I show in this
article how national political structures and institutions have shaped
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economic knowledge development in the four countries under inves-
tigation. In their struggle to legitimize their discipline and construct
their role relative to other professional enterprises, economic practi-
tioners in Germany, Great Britain, France, and the United States
sought to derive authority from three main institutions: the higher
education system, the state, and the economy. That is, they formulated
claims about the intellectual distinctiveness of their discipline, about
the relevance of economic knowledge for policy, and about its usefulness
for practical occupations. The nature of the economists’ involvement
with those three institutions, however, and their ability to mobilize
them successfully in their quest for legitimacy, was highly uneven
across national contexts. Rather, in each country different institutional
environments provided different sources of authority on which to base
jurisdictional claims, giving each national field a distinctive “identity.”
Thus in Germany, the professional authority and substantive content
of economics were most heavily influenced by the formal relationship
of the “mandarin” professors’ class to state institutions and adminis-
trative practice. The United Kingdom, on the other hand, exhibited a
more decentralized model, where economic practitioners asserted
their position through civil society institutions on the basis of their
high-minded status and more strictly “scientific” disciplinary claims.
Comparatively, the institutional position and intellectual jurisdiction
of economics in France were the most contested of all four countries,
which was largely due to a lack of support from the state and the
relative weakness of disciplinary organization. Finally, the identity of
American economists at the turn of the century was largely defined by
their ability to legitimate claims about the “usefulness” and “relevance”
of their knowledge to key institutional audiences.

This research thus attempts to provide medium-range analytical cate-
gories that can help us “contextualize” the relationship between societal
institutions and the production of knowledge — in other words, to
identify the key factors that have made the formulation of juris-
dictional claims on the economy possible in four different national
contexts. As such, it comes within the scope of a growing body of
comparative-historical literature showing how state structures and
other broad institutional arrangements have shaped both the social
sciences’ academic and professional space, and their relationship with
policy.” It also addresses one of the important findings of the modern
sociology of the professions — namely, the basic distinction between a
“continental European” model of professional development, centered
around the state as a regulating mechanism, and an “Anglo-Saxon” or
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“liberal” one, based on decentralized control by practitioners gathered
in associations.®

The four-way comparison in this article, however, allows a much finer
analysis of the role of political institutions in shaping professional and
intellectual jurisdictions, by acknowledging possible variations within
the two main categories, such as the difference between French and
German “continentalism” and that between American and British
“liberalism.” For instance, the relationship of French economists to
the state during much of the nineteenth century — and well into the
twentieth — was often conflict-ridden; by contrast, German economics
was much better articulated with administrative institutions. Corre-
spondingly, the American form of professionalism was organized very
differently from the British one, with much less centralization around
authority figures, texts, and institutions. As we describe below, these
four different relationships gave rise to four different professions.

The rise of economics at the end of the nineteenth century

Economic discourse was certainly not born in the nineteenth century,
yet it is usually to the period following the publication by Adam Smith
of the Wealth of Nations in 1776 that the roots of modern economic
analysis are traced. Dumont argues that the major conceptual break-
through of the great Scotsman’s book resides in the separation of the
economic realm from the political realm and in the constitution of the
former as an autonomous intellectual category.” As such, it also inaug-
urated an era where the practice of political economy would assert
itself as an increasingly distinct and separate enterprise. Between the
1790s and the “marginalist revolution” in the 1870s, and while eco-
nomic theory was still in its infancy, a specialized field of discourse was
progressively circumscribed for the study of the economy.®

There is little doubt that the transformation of European economies
and societies by the industrial revolution played an important role in
the rise of these new forms of knowledge, by prompting an interest in
the economic mechanisms, which were thought to accompany the
process of change. The assumption that the emergence of modern eco-
nomic thinking was somehow stimulated by the ongoing transformation
of economic relations is, for instance, implicit in Heilbroner’s classic
book, The Worldly Philosophers. It can also be found in Polanyi’s Great
Transformation, which understands the ultimate triumph of laissez-
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faire economic ideologies largely as one outcome of unleashed self-
regulating market forces after the repeal of the Speenhamland system
in early nineteenth-century Britain.

The view that economics as an organized field is a pure outgrowth of
the emergence of industrial society does not, however, do justice to the
complexity of historical processes. First, historiography has demon-
strated the importance of other factors in the institutionalization of
economic discourse. For instance, in Germany the expansion of public
finances and state bureaucracies played a key role.” Similarly, a close
study of the American context reveals that, in this case, the rise of the
social sciences was intimately tied to the emergence of a new institu-
tional form — the modern research university.'°

Second, the timing of industrialization does not explain the pattern of
institutionalization of economics as a field of teaching and practice,
and neither does it account for the discipline’s analytical progress.
Thus, in England and France, two countries that, according to Schum-
peter, witnessed the most important intellectual achievements during
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the organization of
economic teaching came late and proceeded rather slowly. By contrast,
in the later-developing German states, early forms of what we now
recognize as the discipline of “economics” existed as fairly self-con-
scious and institutionally organized subjects, most notably in Prussia.
Yet we are less often aware of this fact because German economics,
being far less analytical than its British counterpart, did not produce a
similar theoretical system, and is thus not so well remembered today.

No single factor, then, appears sufficient to account for the rise of
economics as an organized field of knowledge production in late nine-
teenth-century Europe and America. In each country, the transforma-
tion of higher education systems, political systems, and economic
systems shaped the national possibilities for the expansion of economic
discourse and practice, and oriented the local fields of economic
knowledge production along very distinctive development paths. I
next examine each case separately.

Germany: The role of the state and the authority of professors

As early as 1727, two chairs in “Oeonomie, Policei und Kammersachen”
were established at the universities of Halle and Frankfurt an der Oder,
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and “by the end of the eighteenth century, nearly every university in
Germany had a chair in economics.”!" Academic institutionalization
proceeded rapidly during the nineteenth century, with the expansion of
the number of chairs, the development of uniform curricula, the adop-
tion of clear-cut denominations for the various subjects, the emergence
of textbooks, specialized journals and reviews,'? the establishment of
research seminars centered around applied questions, and, finally the
creation of professional organizations.'?

The pioneering position of the German states with respect to systematic
advanced training in economics — as well as in other sciences — also
meant that it attracted many foreign students. A whole generation of
American scholars was educated there during the nineteenth century'®
and drew inspiration from the German model when developing their
own curriculums and departments upon their return to the United
States. Although it may seem surprising to many of us today (given
the overwhelming authority of the British tradition), in fact “up until
the 1920s, German economics exerted a powerful influence on the
development of the discipline on an international scale.” '

Cameralism, Nationalokonomie, and Volkswirthschaftslehre

The first German economics chairs were located in the faculties of
philosophy, that is, “in relation with politics and ethics.” '® They were
designed for the training of civil servants and thus closely associated
with the business of state administration. This “cameralist” science,
as it was then called,” was an essentially practical discipline that
“specialized in purely descriptive presentation of the facts relevant to
public administration,” and its professors were also often involved in
the practical affairs of the government.'® Its objectives were primarily
to further the interests of the state through rational means, notably by
focusing on the question of how to raise revenues.

During the nineteenth century, cameralism evolved into the broader
framework of the Staatswissenschaften, or the “sciences of the state,”
which included economics, finance, the sciences of trades (such as
agriculture, forestry, transportation, police science), and statistics.
Political economy courses and textbooks were themselves typically
divided into three parts: theory, policy and public finance — a pattern,
that stills holds largely today. The main function of the Staatswissen-
schaften was to participate in the training of officials and civil servants,
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which was primarily in law. Thus, although the “sciences of the state”
were institutionally set apart from the juridical disciplines, the two
were nonetheless tightly linked through the common purpose of civil
service examinations.

This connection was reinforced throughout the nineteenth century as
the various German states, following the example of Prussia, increas-
ingly placed the Staatswissenschaften under the institutional control of
state law, which had come to be regarded as a more rigorous field."”
However, while the Staatswissenschaften abandoned some of their
influence on the training of civil servants to the law faculties, their
academic position remained strong and their intellectual autonomy
increased. On the one hand, the creation of the modern research uni-
versity in Berlin in 1810 had redefined scholarly specialization (rather
than religious and humanistic instruction) as the principal goal of
higher education. This was embodied, for instance, in the requirement
of two dissertations — doctorate and habilitation — for professorship,
and in the attribution of chairs according to the narrow field of con-
centration. (During the 1880s, separate doctorates in the sciences of
the state were established at most German universities.) The institution
of the seminar in political economy, which gathered the most advanced
and promising students outside the framework of the regular classes,
further encouraged the specialization of scholarly competence.?’ On
the other hand, political economists started to understand their object
from a more individualistic point of view, where the state’s role was to
“shape” the economic order in which free citizens interacted, rather
than “govern” it authoritatively. Characteristically, the relatively specific
terms of Volkswirtschaftslehre or Nationalokonomie started to replace
Staatswissenschaften as the most common designations for a field whose
boundaries were now more clearly defined.”!

Historicism in the German intellectual context

Still, the substantive interests of German economists were without
doubt shaped by their institutional location (the broad organizational
framework of the “sciences of the state”) and the original subordina-
tion to administrative demands. The substance of German economic
discourse — until today — became characterized by an “emphasis on
applied questions, on social policy issues, on the state as a central
actor in the economy.”?* Hennings put it starkly: “economics did not
develop as a science for studying and explaining economic fluctua-
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tions, but as the science of how the state could influence economic
fluctuations.” >

Another intellectual characteristic of German economics after 1850 is
the emergence of the historicist approach, a major divergence from the
intellectual path started by classical British political economy. Initiated
in the 1840s by the work of Roscher but with profound roots in the
philosophy of German Idealism, the historicist conception came to
govern most of Germany’s scholarly production in the field. Briefly, its
core methodological credo defended the unity of the human sciences
(Geisteswissenschaften) against the natural ones. Considering that “the
abstract and classificatory methods of the natural sciences were in-
adequate models for the study of the human world,”?* it proclaimed
the primacy of historical monographs and empirical work over positi-
vist methods and insisted that all human phenomena ought to be
studied in their broad, and time bound, societal context.

Roscher’s own textbook was edited 26 times between 1854 and 1922.%
By the 1890s, historicism was the dominant position taught at univer-
sities throughout the country. In contrast with the marginalist approach
defended by the British and the Austrians, which considered that the
goal of political economy was to look for “natural laws,” the formula-
tion of broad generalizations was viewed with extreme suspicion by
historicist scholars. Such fundamental differences between inductivism
and deductivism brought critical disputes in the field at the end of the
nineteenth century — the most famous of these, the Methodenstreit,
famously plagued the German-speaking academic scene from the 1880s
to the 1910s.

Part of the strength of historicism in Germany came from its reso-
nance with the country’s political culture, as well as from the structure
of academic institutions. Romantic reformers in the 1800s had created
the modern university as a “model of unified knowledge within a
historical context,” and this framework was to dominate organizational
arrangements throughout the century.®® It is quite remarkable, for
instance, that the intellectual position of economics was not seriously
affected when the natural sciences organized into separate faculties in
the middle of the nineteenth century. Rather, Nationalokonomie re-
mained firmly within the framework of the human sciences, which
allowed a characteristically holistic approach to economic objects to
prevail until well into the twentieth century.?’ By contrast, in England,
the social sciences had come into being as the natural sciences were
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establishing a strong foothold in British academic institutions, and
thus looked elsewhere — toward mathematics and physics — for their
intellectual models.

Not only did the German academic environment foster a model of
pure scholarship and thoroughly specialized cultivation rooted in the
authority of historical methods, but institutional mechanisms made it
extremely difficult to challenge the view of the professorial caste, which
controlled appointments. First, in the absence of new university re-
forms, “mandarin” professors continued to exert considerable power
over the definition of acceptable intellectual views.?® Second, political
surveillance by an authoritarian state played its part, too. Under
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck (and after his resignation in 1890),
appointments of “historicist” professors were deliberately encouraged
by the state in its struggle for political influence against Austria.>® In
fact, each country sought to reinforce the homegrown school of politi-
cal economy through the manipulation of recruitment and promo-
tions. In a country where political freedom remained restricted, the
historicist rejection of individualism, and its conception of the nation
as a historically evolved social whole, was supported by a Prussian
monarchy (later German Empire) in need of internal and external
legitimation. As Konrad Jarausch has shown, whatever the professors’
reserve about the social and economic policies of the Reich, the major-
ity of them still “idealized the Prussian system” and stood firmly
behind the imperial program of national expansion.*”

German economists and policy

Academic institutions were, of course, not the only place where an
organized economic discourse was produced in Germany. “Smithian-
ism” (or the adherence to the principles of Classical English political
economy) was quite popular in the 1850s, notably among Prussian
politicians and civil servants (and even a number of academics). A
variety of organizations flourished in German society that supported
the reform of economic institutions. In the middle of the nineteenth
century, free-trade views were, for instance, enthusiastically promoted
by an association of liberal businessmen, journalists, and statesmen
that was founded in 1857, the Congress of German Economists (Volks-
wirtschaftlicher Kongress). Until the creation of a united Germany in
1871, the Kongress was a major voice in public economic debates, and
it contributed in no small measure to the liberal policies of the Zoll-
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verein (German Customs Union). However, its influence started to
recede once its major goals, such as the removal of archaic regulations
on the movements of labor, capital, and goods inside the German
confederation, were attained.>!

The advent of rapid industrial growth during the last quarter of the
nineteenth century in a united German economic space substantially
altered the context of economic knowledge production. Economics
professors in universities became concerned with the new problems,
which had arisen in conjunction with industrialization, most promi-
nently the condition of German workers and the threat of a social
revolution. A new organization, the Verein fiir Sozialpolitik was cre-
ated to address these issues and promote a greater role for the state in
“(regulating and moderating) the contending industrial classes” with-
out questioning too much the broadly liberal basis of the market

6001’1011’1}’.32

The constitution of the Verein fiir Sozialpolitik as early as 1872 thus
appears the single most important episode in the relationship between
German economists and the state in the period that preoccupies us. It
is today the oldest professional association of economists surviving in
the Western world. From its foundation to its forced disappearance
under nazism, it used to enjoy such international prominence that the
economist Jacob Viner said that it “almost at once became by far the
most influential organization of economists in the world.” ** Hence the
first efforts of the founders of the American Economic Association to
organize American economists — with the failed attempt at creating a
“Society for the Study of National Economy” — had been pursued in
imitation of the German body, which was then perceived as a model.**

The Verein fiir Sozialpolitik had originally been constituted as an organ-
ization for the promotion of social reform — as its name suggests. Its
membership at the onset was quite varied, including representatives of
“chambers of commerce, industrial organizations, trade associations,
communes, universities, state bureaucracy, as well as employees, arti-
sans, members of the liberal professions, professors and advanced
students (Dozenten).” *> Professors, most prominently economists, rep-
resented only one-sixth of the members of the organization, yet they
were its chief architects and provided two-thirds of its leadership.*®

Rejecting the two evils of Manchesterian ultra-liberalism, which denied
the existence of a “social question,” and revolutionary socialism, the
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Verein’s platform opposed laissez-faire and pronounced its “ethical”
commitment to state activism and conservative social reform.?’
Although individual professors in the Verein were rarely involved in
party politics (Alfred Weber was an outstanding exception) nor sought
to assume direct functions in government, they nonetheless under-
stood their role as one of providing enlightenment and education to
political actors and state bureaucracies, practicing what Ringer calls
“mandarin politics.”

While the high prestige of the universities gave the professors a unique
authority to speak publicly, their institutional status as civil servants
still put some limits on open and free statements of convictions. As
Beamte, professors were expected to support the state and the govern-
ment in its actions, and in particular to refrain from excessively parti-
san politics, at least in public. Theoretically, the compensation was that
the state guaranteed academic freedom (Lehrfreiheit) in the class-
room.*® This institutional situation shaped the Verein’s public activism
in characteristic directions. For instance, one of the most remarkable
expressions of the manner in which German economics professors
envisioned their public role was the systematic and collective develop-
ment of practical expertise on pressing matters of public policy inter-
est. Thus, in addition to serving as a professional forum, the Verein
functioned very much as a research institute and regularly put out
large-scale empirical surveys, whose topics were often chosen through
informal coordination with the government (in its earliest years espe-
cially, the Verein used to petition the Reichstag). These surveys gave
rise to numerous publications and studies (Schriften des Vereins fiir
Sozialpolitik), which were thoroughly discussed at the annual conven-
tions and in the media, thus enabling the organization to reconcile its
reformist goals and its need for political legitimacy.*® Between the end
of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth century,
the organization, either through its role in the public sphere or as a
result of individual connections with state officials, thus achieved a
certain political impact, helping to increase the public’s and public
officials’ awareness of social and economic problems, and “transform-
ing their views ... on the role and responsibilities of the state.”*

At the eve of World War I, then, German economists enjoyed a secure
institutional position, which was rooted in the legitimacy conferred by
their inclusion into the broader realm of the German imperial state.
The centrality of their knowledge to the university curriculum was
firmly established, not only within the highly prestigious framework of
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the Staatswissenschaften, but also in the emerging business schools
and engineering departments.*' By 1905, there were over one-hundred
economics professors in the German-speaking universities of Europe —
over three times as many as in France. Their intellectual maturity as a
scholarly community was nowhere in doubt: As Lindenfeld points out,
the very occurrence of the Methodenstreit, a struggle over method-
ology, demonstrates, if anything, a high degree of scientific self-con-
sciousness and autonomy.** Finally, they practiced a form of distant
public involvement, respectfully loyal to the bureaucratic autocracy
from which their authority derived in the first place. As we will see
below, under these three dimensions the identity of German econo-
mists contrasted quite sharply with that of their British counterparts in
the same period.

Britain: Elite amateurs and militant entrepreneurs

Looking at history from the vantage point of late twentieth-century
practice, it is certain that present-day definitions of “what economic
science is about” owe a lot to Britain as the country where modern
economic analysis was founded. Blaug’s Who's Who in Economics?, for
instance, shows that over 36 percent of the 400 most prominent “dead”
economists recorded in major histories of economic thought were
born in the United Kingdom (compared to 13 percent in Germany
and 11 percent in France).*> The paradox is that these intellectual
achievements seem to have been, for the most part, accomplished with
an extraordinarily limited institutional infrastructure. As Schumpeter
argued, the contrast between German and British economics on this
point, at least for the 1870-1914 period, is quite startling:

Those who are wont to emphasize the importance for scientific achievement
of professorial chairs, research funds, organizations, and the like would have
to infer that English achievement was at or near the bottom of the interna-
tional scale. As a matter of fact, it was at the top.**

A late but solid institutionalization

Nothwithstanding the far-reaching influence of British authors on the
shaping of the intellectual identity of economics worldwide, academic
institutionalization of the discipline was much slower there than in
Germany. In the early part of the nineteenth century, economic writers
only rarely held professorial appointments. A few chairs in political
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economy were created in the 1820s,*> but the following decades wit-
nessed little expansion from this embryonic situation. At the end of the
century, political economy existed chiefly as a “practical” subject
whose place in the elite university tradition was still controversial: it
was included as a subordinate part in the general training in history
(e.g., at Oxford) or moral science (e.g., at Cambridge).*® Otherwise, it
was present as a minor subject in the recently created faculties of
commerce (e.g., in Manchester and Birmingham), and in the university
extension classes designed for a popular (rather than elite) audience.*’

The slow pace of development of the subject in an academic environ-
ment, especially in the core institutions of Oxbridge, comes partly
from the absence of a demand for such qualifications by potential
employers.*® The business and industry communities did not deem
economics to be a useful subject until the 1890s and 1900s.** Neither
did the British Civil Service (even after its reform in the 1850s) formu-
late expectations about specialized skills in political economy. Profes-
sional education was traditionally excluded from British universities
and handled by interested occupational groups themselves — so that
the commercial professions felt little need for formal training in polit-
ical economy. And the British Civil Service was the province of elite
amateurs often educated in the humanities. Political economy became
a required subject of civil service examinations after 1871, but it carried
far less weight than the traditional “classical” subjects.’® The absence
of an explicit articulation between economics and bureaucratic train-
ing stands in marked contrast with the German model of the camera-
list sciences, or even the French Ecole Libre des Sciences Politiques,
which, as Winch remarks, both “embody the vision of a more techno-
cratic state.””'

Still, the practice of political economy in nineteenth-century England
was very alive, but many of its key institutions were non-academic. The
field was organized around popular reviews, on the one hand, and
learned societies and clubs, on the other. The publication of books of
vulgarization of economic ideas, such as Mrs. Marcet’s Conversations
and Harriet Martineau’s Tales in Political Economy, were greeted with
immense popular success. Pamphlets and newspapers remained one
of the most privileged forms of communication on the subject of
economics until the late part of the nineteenth century; serious eco-
nomic debates took place in non-specialized and popular settings, for
instance, in general purpose reviews such as the Edinburgh Review, the
Quarterly Review, or the Westminster Review. But even in these media,
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“the great majority of economic articles were written by part-time
journalists, whose major occupation was most commonly politics.” >
So much so that when the scholarly Economic Journal first appeared in
1891, the more polemical The Economist had already been around for
almost five decades, and, under the wring of Walter Bagehot, consti-
tuted a powerful medium for the widespread diffusion of the classical
economists’ ideas.”

The people who devoted their time to the practice of political economy
during that period often were leisured gentlemen, enlightened busi-
nessmen, intellectuals, journalists, statesmen, and civil servants. They
were gathered in learned societies such as the powerful British Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Science (whose “Section F” covered
economics and statistics), the National Association for the Promotion
of Social Science, and the more scientifically minded London Statisti-
cal Society, or in elite clubs, such as the orthodox Political Economy
Club of London.>*

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, however, political economy
started to equip itself with the attributes of a more professorialized
(and professionalized) field. By 1914 the field “had become dominated
by academics” > first, the British Economic Association (later Royal
Economic Society) was created following the American model of the
scientific work organization, and the Economic Journal, founded in
1891, provided the new body with an in-house outlet. Palgrave’s Dic-
tionary of Political Economy identified and centralized what had be-
come a recognized and separate domain of knowledge. Second, critical
steps were taken to make political economy a subject for full-time
professional study. Chairs in political economy were established in all
major British universities in the 1890s and 1900s, but by far the most
decisive events were the foundation of the London School of Econom-
ics and Political Science (LSE) in 1895, the establishment of the faculty
of commerce at Birmingham University in 1900, and curricular reform
at the University of Cambridge where a separate tripos in economics
and political science was constituted in 1903.%°

The three institutions originated in very different motivations and
different views about the role and mission of political economy. The
first two emerged as “new” institutions and the shape of their eco-
nomics curriculum exhibits the pressure of external constituencies; the
latter, by contrast, represents the evolution of an older institution,
which is mainly regulated internally. Originally the LSE was created
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by the Webbs as a vocationally-oriented organization, modeled after
the French Ecole Libre des Sciences Politiques to train experts for
government service (who, it was hoped, would also hold modern,
socialist views). However, the financial involvement of the City and
the London Chamber of Commerce rapidly fostered an evolution
toward the business occupations (for instance the school later acquired
a railway department).”’ In Birmingham, the faculty of commerce was
even more explicitly an initiative from the business community. Its
organization reflected the concerns and desires of its major constitu-
ency. With its graduates entering the industry in large proportions,
economics at Birmingham was acknowledged a fairly subordinate
place among a host of other business-relevant subjects.”® This situation
differs from the institutionalization of an economics program at Cam-
bridge, which created a core that was to dominate the English field of
economics for the next half-century. The principal architect of the
reform, Alfred Marshall, sought primarily to advance the cause of
economics as a distinct theoretical and scientific enterprise, even
though he never rejected the importance of final uses for economics
and made sure that he secured the support of businessmen in his
negotiations with the university. But the Marshallian enterprise was
first and above all an academic initiative and it exhibits more
autonomy from the business community than the two previous ven-
tures (the case of accountancy, which was deliberately excluded from
the Economics and Moral Science Tripos, bears witness to this fact.)

The scientific ideal in British economics

The intellectual characteristics of British economics in late Victorian
England also appear quite distinctive, especially when seen in compa-
rative perspective. The disciplinary core was built on a particular,
rationalistic, representation of society, which had a long tradition in
British social thought and culture, and differed quite starkly from
conceptions found in other countries.>® First, the unit of analysis was
the individual, the individual’s behavior was motivated by self-interest,
and individual interests found themselves ultimately in harmony at
the societal level. Second, in marked contrast with the Germans, the
majority of British economists at the eve of World War I were seeking
to uncover abstract laws for economic behavior that would be inde-
pendent from the larger historical context.® They saw themselves as
the practitioners of a full-fledged “science” and conceived of their
intellectual mission as a primarily theoretical one, much like in the
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physical sciences.®' And their claims to scientific status were reinforced
by an early, and rather extensive (by the standards of the day) use of
mathematical tools — a practice that had been inaugurated by Jevons
and the conceptual breakthrough of marginal analysis — and were
steadily expanded since then.®?

There is a large variety of possible explanations of the intellectual
character of British economics, that is, the overwhelming authority of
the individualistic model and the concomitant weakness of the historical
school. On the one hand, a political culture rooted in the sovereign
power of the individual partly explains the founding images and repre-
sentations of the discipline. As Rosanvallon pointed out, the form taken
by British economic discourse exhibits a profound affinity with the rise
of civil society as a political and economic actor in eighteenth-century
Britain. In sharp contrast with Germany’s historicism, which came
about in a bureaucratic-autocratic political culture, Adam Smith’s
science of wealth “constructed itself on a new representation of poli-
tics” — it saw civil society as a collection of interacting individuals.®®

The particular configuration of the British intellectual sphere, and the
nature of disciplinary genealogies embedded in academic institutions,
was of great importance too, in this country, as in the previous case.
Intellectual legitimacy in nineteenth-century British elite culture was
heavily vested in “classics,” which included the study of the humanities,
but also that of mathematics — the latter, indeed, were regarded as part
of a “classical heritage” that went back to the Greeks. Mathematics
was singled out “as the discipline most appropriate to intellectual
training,”®* and throughout the nineteenth century reigned at Cam-
bridge as a prominent component of the prestigious Tripos system.®’
Many of the major figures in British economics were trained as
mathematicians (for instance, Jevons, Marshall, and later Keynes and
Beveridge).

As Sanderson points out, it is through the connection with mathe-
matics that a number of applied subjects (physics, engineering, eco-
nomics) made their way into the very core of the higher education
system in England.®® In contrast with Germany, the natural sciences
were incorporated quite late in university education, sometimes not
until the 1880s, and in part the latter’s strategy to gain acceptance
relied on their ability to demonstrate a truly “scientific” character.
Economics struggled, too. In 1877 a proposal to dismiss the section F
(economics and statistics) of the British Association for the Advance-
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ment of Science (on the grounds that it did not practice true science)
triggered a serious crisis.%” It was resolved by the progressive elimina-
tion of most inductive and historical elements from the core of politi-
cal economy, and the concomitant success of the deductive method.®®
Instead, economists, as well as statisticians, with whom they were
closely associated, came to look toward mathematics and mathemati-
cal statistics in their quest for institutional legitimacy.®” Thus, although
Britain did experience its own version of the Methodenstreit, historical
approaches failed to gain a strong foothold in that country.”®

In contrast to other nations (for instance, the United States) where
intellectual life was more decentralized and thus remained more di-
verse longer, in England the hierarchic organization and control of
university departments — where half the chairs were held by Marshall’s
students”' — made intellectual homogeneity a relatively easy task to
achieve. At a time when Walras in France was still struggling to have
his mathematical contributions recognized, and was not granted a
teaching position at home, Marshall, Edgeworth, and Wicksteed, all
of whom placed mathematics at the center of their approach to the
study of the economy, stood among the most authoritative figures in
England and commanded considerable influence over their field.”*

British economists and British society

British economists also differed from their continental European coun-
terparts in their relation to policy. As we have seen earlier, nineteenth-
century British civil society was a fertile ground for economic dis-
course. Even specialized organizations were characterized until after
World War II by the persisting involvement of non-professional ele-
ments: the Royal Economic Society was presided over by a non-aca-
demic figure until 1928,” and individuals from the private sector (e.g.,
business and banking) continued to constitute the dominant fraction
of membership long after that date.”* The first president in 1982 was
the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Goschen, and the four initial
vice-presidents were all members of Parliament.”

Thus, while the relative closeness of a professionalized civil service
prevented regular and formal access of political economy to state
administrations and the policy process, economic ideas were nonethe-
less commonly exchanged among academic authors, businessmen, civil
servants and politicians through informal networks organized around
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various associations and clubs. Since both the political elite and the
civil service were recruited almost exclusively from Oxford and Cam-
bridge, many of these connections were rooted in social relations
formed during the college years, either among peers or between stu-
dents and teachers. The geographical centralization of intellectual and
political life around the London area was also an important factor
in maintaining the vitality of these links.”®

These informal networks did not exclude more official forms of aca-
demic consultancy on the part of economists, however. Those came
usually in the form of temporary appointments on specific questions,
and concerned almost exclusively the most authoritative figures in the
field. For instance, professional economists from Cambridge and Lon-
don were frequently heard as expert witnesses in parliamentary Com-
missions of Inquiry (but they were rarely full members).”” Alfred
Marshall served on the Royal Commission on Labour, and was heard
at the Gold and Silver Commission, and the Royal Commission on
Local Taxation.”® William Beveridge started his long career as a nearly
permanent adviser on social policy with his work on labor exchanges
for Churchill in 1909.”

Finally, a large part of the activism of British economists was carried
out in the public sphere. The history of the nineteenth century is
peppered by high profile debates involving economic writers, the most
famous of which are certainly David Ricardo’s influential activities in
the bullion controversy and the movement against the Corn Laws, or
Nassau Senior’s major contribution to the Poor Law debate in 1834.
The Whig party was a natural affiliation for economists from Ricardo
to Keynes, although Fabian socialism came to attract an important
following as well around the turn of the century (e.g., the Webbs and
members of the British historical school).

In fact, in spite of Marshall’s influential ethical commitment to abstain
from public controversy, many of his colleagues did not hesitate to take
an open stance on matters of economic and social policy when they felt
they had some authority. Middleton shows that out of 24 key British
economists live in 1914 (19 of them in academia), 7 engaged in policy
advice, 13 in journalism, and 12 in policy advocacy.®® This pattern of
involvement reached a high point during the tariff reform campaign in
1903, when a collective of fourteen economics “professors,” among
them Marshall and Edgeworth (who stepped out of their usual reserve
for the occasion), Pigou and Bastable, issued a free-trade manifesto in
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the columns of the Times.®' Such actions were rooted in the conviction
that economics, being solidly anchored in the realm of science, had
demonstrated its relevance for policy. As we see below, the absence
of such confidence, and the widespread belief that ideological consid-
erations continued to inspire much of economic discourse, placed
French economics in a somewhat more ambiguous position relative to
politics.

France: Libéral networks, law professors, and state engineers

As in England, the production of economic discourse in France was
not a professionalized affair throughout much of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Certainly economic ideas were actively put out by civil society
organizations and lobbying groups, but the French State, as the main
authority for the development of higher education, remained reluctant
to organize a centrally administered form of training in the subject — in
sharp contrast with its German counterpart. Rather, successive re-
gimes until the Third Republic concentrated elite administrative edu-
cation around technological and engineering subjects, in the tradition
started by revolutionary governments and the First Napoleonic Em-
pire.

A fragmented academicization

Economic discourse in early nineteenth-century France was identified
with laissez-faire liberalism, and as such, it remained at odds with
the prevailing economic sentiment of the country, which was, with a
few exceptions, overwhelmingly favorable to protectionism. Economic
writing was a monopoly of liberal networks tightly organized around
powerful institutional strongholds in educational establishments, at
the prestigious Institut de France and Académie des Sciences Morales
et Politiques, and in the media. Most of the individuals involved in
economic debates were associated with the Société d’Economie Poli-
tique,** a pro-free trade and laissez-faire club, and with its journalistic
organ, the Journal des Economistes. The members of the group were
primarily nobles and grands bourgeois, wealthy businessmen and jour-
nalists, who were often closely connected with political power. In con-
trast with their counterparts in other countries, the main objectives of
those (part-time) “economists” were political, more specifically anti-
protectionist and anti-socialist, rather than academic or scholarly.
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Many of their activities would best be described as a form of lobbying
or popularization of economic ideas geared toward the government
and the larger public opinion.**

These free-trade liberals — also called the Idéologues for their dogmatic
views — were acutely aware of the importance of institutionalizing
their doctrine, and lobbied for the creation of some economics teach-
ing in France. Through their activism, economics thus found a niche in
the complex network of “écoles,” which served to train the technical
elites of the higher public service. The first economics chairs were
created in a piecemeal fashion, during the few and short episodes
when economic liberalism was favored among politicians. They were
located at the National Conservatory for the Industrial Arts (1819), the
Collége de France (1831), the Ecole des Ponts et Chaussées (1846), and
the law faculty at the University of Paris (1864).* In great part, such
positions were used by the liberals as political tribunes for the dis-
semination of their views. A dense press network and a publishing
house, Guillaumin, completed the educational apparatus in diffusing
liberal ideas toward a public of educated elites.®’

The truncated progress of economics teaching in the nineteenth cen-
tury reflects the tensions raised by the tight links between the emerging
discipline and free-trade liberalism in a politically centered environ-
ment. In contrast with England, legitimacy in the French academic
system has been historically vested in the state, both in the realm of
research and in higher education. It is quite relevant for our argument
that the institutional development of economics during the nineteenth
century mirrors almost perfectly the country’s chaotic political history,
expanding under “libéral” governments (e.g., the July Monarchy 1830—
1848) and contracting under the two most centralizing regimes, the
First (1804-1814) and Second (1852-1870) Napoleonic Empires. In-
deed, the science of “laissez faire,” as French political economy had
come to be known, was quite at odds with Imperial conceptions of
state-controlled economic organization. Thus as First Consul, Napo-
Iéon presided over the abolition of all economics teaching from the
prestigious Institute of France.®® Similarly, during the early years of
the Second Empire, the police kept a watchful eye on political econo-
my lectures and publications®” and politicians would “fight the preten-
sions (of the field) to become a guide for public policy.”®® With the
exception of a chair created in Paris in 1864, the libérals’ lobbying
efforts at incorporating some regular political economy teaching into
the law curriculum (which then constituted the main avenue for civil



419

service recruitment) continued to face the combined opposition of
politicians and jurists and thus remained largely unsuccessful.

Faced with the skepticism of the public sector, the subsequent institu-
tionalization of the discipline therefore continued to involve the mobi-
lization of private elites. On the one hand, political economy made
some very limited progress through the emergence of an early form of
business education, whereby two Parisian institutions (the ESCP and
HEC) included it in their curriculum as part of the practical training of
commerce graduates.®* On the other hand, the idéologues “achieved a
most important institutional success with the foundation of the Ecole
Libre des Sciences Politiques in 1871,” a private school of public policy,
which sought to compete directly with the university in preparing
students for civil service examinations.’® Political economy was from
the beginning given a central place in the school’s curriculum. By the
end of the 1870s, it included 10 teachers in the subject among its
faculty.”!

Successive French governments remained reluctant to grant economics
a place in university education until the last quarter of the century, and
even then, teaching in the field was placed under the tight supervision
of the law faculties. The discipline was introduced in 1877 as a compul-
sory subject in the law curriculum, and a chair in political economy
was created at every law faculty in France. In the absence of a separate
credential for economics professors, it fell upon jurists, whose reti-
cence for the “new” field was undisguised, to teach the required
courses. The subsequent development of economics as a university
discipline remained slow by comparison with other countries, moving
from the complete subordination to the juridical field toward greater
institutional autonomy and specialization. Thus, a doctorate in law
with an economic specialization was introduced in 1895 and an “eco-
nomics” option in the law agrégation was created in 1898,°% thereby
generating a specialized teaching staff. During the interwar, the num-
ber of courses in economics required for law diplomas progressively
increased, leading in 1961 to the creation of a separate B.A. in eco-
nomics (licence déconomie), and finally an independent “economics”
agrégation in 1964. Until well after 1945 then, and in contrast with the
other three countries, curricular specialization did not exist until the
doctorate — which meant that “every advanced student in economics
had to spend (at least) his/her first three years of college studying
law.”%?
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With the reform of the law curriculum, however, teaching economics
turned into a full-time job. The proportion of professors among eco-
nomic writers increased sharply, and, consequently, the connection
with the nobility and the higher classes weakened. The field was now
also more directly linked to the training of bureaucratic elites. During
the following periods, the state’s interest in the economic training of
the higher civil service would become even more apparent. First, the
evolution of the Ecole Libre des Sciences Politiques contributed greatly
to tightening the connection between political economy and the po-
litico-administrative field. By the end of the nineteenth century, the
school so excelled in preparing students for state examinations that
soon the vast majority of those admitted to the grands corps were
trained there.”* And almost half of the professors in post in 1900 were
themselves members of the high administration, making it de facto a
new grande école, and a major center for top bureaucratic training.”

Second, the curriculum of the engineering schools was amended to
include a more significant economics component. In 1903 for instance,
courses in political economy were introduced at Polytechnique.”® Orig-
inally conceived as a form of legal training, political economy courses
in the engineering schools became progressively more technical. A
tradition of economic calculation had emerged there during the nine-
teenth century, mostly out of the necessity to solve applied public
economics problems in various industrial sectors (e.g., construction,
railways, roads, mines).”” Teachers themselves were increasingly re-
cruited from the body of engineers rather than from the ranks of the
jurists, and they brought their specific experience to the field. For
instance, one of the major influences of the period, Clément Colson,
a high functionary who taught economics at the Ecole des Hautes
Etudes Commerciales, the Ecole des Ponts et Chaussées,”® the Ecole
Libre des Sciences Politiques, and the Ecole Polytechnique, had been
director of the Railways.

Discursive tradition(s): Politics, law, and mathematics

The fragmentation of institutional situations in French economics was
reflected in a scattered and contested intellectual landscape. Methodo-
logically, French university economists, who constituted the largest
group, remained by tradition “juridical and literary” until the 1930s,
and they displayed a characteristic avoidance of theory.”® The liberal
school had never been strongly interested in scientific formulations,
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concentrating much of its efforts on propaganda and vulgarization.'*”
Hostility toward mathematics was rooted in a representation of politi-
cal economy as a moral discourse on society and humanity — in the
tradition of eighteenth-century philosophers. In contrast with the
engineers, for instance, Cournot and Walras (who identified a distinc-
tive intellectual sphere for “pure” (abstract) economics), and with the
British professors (Jevons, Marshall, Edgeworth), who had built eco-
nomics as a deductive science, French liberal economists regarded
mathematization as an unacceptable narrowing down of a discourse
that they thought resorted to art as much as to science.'”! In fact, the
pioneering work of civil engineers in public finance and mathematical
economics remained largely at the margins of the French community
of economists until the inter-war period. The /ibérals’ principal organ,
the Journal des Economistes, discriminated against mathematical
methods in its columns — Walras, who is now acknowledged as the
intellectual father of general equilibrium theory, was a famous victim
of its censorship. Cournot and Dupuit’s earlier innovations were even
more widely ignored.'*

The absence of mathematical capital among the /ibéral school’s mem-
bers partly explains their aversion for a type of approach that had the
potential to erode their quasi-monopoly on the definition and practice
of political economy in France.'”® As a matter of fact, the quasi-totality
of French economists in the nineteenth century, liberal or not, were
trained in classics or in law, and they had a widespread ignorance of
even the most basic mathematics. Thus, in spite of the development of
a more scholarly approach to economics after the 1878 reform, the
latter’s inscription within the legal curriculum, coupled with the method
of appointment in French universities, which made access to chairs
dependent on holding a national diploma (“agrégation”), further pre-
vented mathematical approaches from being regarded as a legitimate
research endeavor. A powerful instrument in the hands of university-
based gatekeepers, who presided over examination boards (and thus
over the definition of the skills to be rewarded), the agrégation served
to maintain the hegemony of the professors by failing countless math-
ematical economists who were then excluded from the possibility to
teach within the university framework.'**

On the other hand, the gate-keeping role of the agrégation was only
relative. It is not simply that the libérals and the law professors ignored
the work of the engineers: the relationship is true the other way round
as well. Except for a few personalities, such as Walras, who actively —
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and unsuccessfully — tried to make themselves accepted among the
dominant group, the engineers had their own networks and reviews
(e.g., the Annales des Ponts et Chaussées). They worked within widely
different institutional bases in public administrations and technical
“corps,” and primarily sought to solve microeconomic problems —
such as the pricing of public works — that were entirely foreign to the
purpose of economics as stated by the mainstream: In fact, they re-
mained relatively inconspicuous to the rest of the “field.” As Porter
suggests, economics was more part of public engineering than engi-
neering was part of economics (at least during that period).'%’

Assessing the intellectual nature of French economics at the turn of the
twentieth century is thus a delicate matter. Although the home of
many original currents (for instance, several brands of socialism), and
major scientific innovations (Walras’s general equilibrium conceptual-
ization), France never produced a distinctively French school of eco-
nomic thought with a coherence comparable to its British and German
counterparts during the same period. By and large, French economics
at the turn of the century conceived of itself more as a discourse on an
ever-changing social reality than as a science in search for universal
laws. As such, it had to be guided by considerations of a different
nature — morality, justice, or the pursuit of a political ideal.

Economics as a moral and political science

Now we still have to consider whether the institutional and intellec-
tual fragmentation described above amounted to a general “weak-
ness” in the field as a whole and the difficulty of economists to
intervene in the broader society. The conclusion on this point is
mixed. On the one hand, a scholarly community had definitely
emerged by the end of the nineteenth century. Indeed, the inflow of
the new university professors, as well as the reinforcement of eco-
nomics teaching in the grandes écoles, caused a quite notable expan-
sion of the stock of people writing in economics. This accelerated
the process of autonomization of the discipline from the Idéologues’
model of political polemics. On the one hand, these new members,
based in the universities, played an important role in promoting a
more scholarly type of economics.'°® This process was accomplished
with the creation of the Revue d’Economie Politique in 1887, a profes-
sors’ review, conceived by its founders as a more academic and less
dogmatic alternative to the Journal des Economistes. The Revue was
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deliberately open to a wider variety of approaches, including foreign
scientific achievements.'"’

The new patterns of recruitment also fostered important changes in the
ideological composition of the field, which started to shift away from
the libéral dogma. A number of university professors and a significant
proportion of the state engineers gathered in the Society for Social
Economics, a body devoted to the scientific investigation of social
problems.'?® Politically, these new generations could be described as
“moderate republicans,” rejecting the liberal ideology in favor of more
protectionist and interventionist positions; as their German col-
leagues, many were sensitive to the “question ouvriére”'* and took
part in the elaboration of the social laws at the turn of the century.

This, however, suggests that economic discourse — in spite of a sub-
stantial move away from the /ibéral proselytism of earlier periods —
still remained more overtly wedded to political ideals in late nineteenth-
century France than in other countries. Thus, in spite of a limited move
toward academic professionalization, French economists disposed of
no umbrella organization to speak of — rather, each “current” was
organized separately, often on the basis of political inclinations. The
principal authorities of the period, be they /ibéral or moderate social-
ists, continued to be deeply preoccupied with moral questions and
remained suspicious of the scientific pretensions of economics — as
they were expressed, for instance, on the other side of the channel.
Hence, Charles Gide, who, together with his younger colleague
Charles Rist wrote a very successful History of Economic Doctrines,
often judged economic theories on the basis of his own social leanings
(he was a major figure in the cooperative movement). The prevalence
of such attitudes has led Levan-Lemesle to conclude that “French
economists [were] the representatives of a moral science, never sepa-
rated from social life, and tightly linked to political interests.” '

The contrast with Britain on this point is particularly interesting, be-
cause there institutionalization under a strong scientific form occurred
in spite of a similarly long history of political agitation by economists.
In England, however, such activities were highly legitimized within the
political culture — as was the scientific program of the marginalists and
early neo-classical economists, which benefited from its association
with the main institutions of power in British society, namely Ox-
bridge. By contrast, in France, economic discourse during the nine-
teenth century lacked the support from the key legitimating institution
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in the sector of higher education, the French State. When it finally
secured it, it was under a truncated form, where economics was not
sponsored as a separate domain of knowledge, but as a subordinate
element in a curriculum dominated by law. This institutional location
further reinforced the already prevalent conception that economics
was an eminently moral and political subject, and prevented the asser-
tion of a strong scientific program. In fact, one would have to wait until
after World War II for the mathematical engineer-economist tradition
to rise to the fore — thanks, this time, to the explicit patronage of the
state.!!!

The United States: The rise of a professional model

The case of the United States represents yet another variation on the
role of politics in the formation of the identity of a national profession
of economists. In this country, academic economics emerged, like in
Britain, out of the classical curriculum — that is, moral philosophy and
history. Yet much more than in England, academic curricula in pre-
Civil War America were “still dominated by theology” and economics
was merely regarded as a minor branch of moral philosophy.'? Teach-
ing in political economy had been introduced starting in 1817'"* in the
northeastern colleges, but it was controlled by clergymen until almost
the end of the nineteenth century. The first economics textbooks pub-
lished in America were also written by clerics,''* and as such they were
deeply reflective of these religious ties. Capitalist activities and the laws
of political economy were thought to be in harmony with the laws of
God and to enter the larger purpose of moral elevation.''

The new universities and the rise of economics

American economic discourse at the time was fragmented and cer-
tainly not integrated around a fairly unitary scheme, like the British
was. Home-grown theory was virtually non-existent. The small size
and geographical dispersion of American colleges during the early
part of the nineteenth century was certainly the major factor in this
localism and “sectionalism” of American academic culture, in eco-
nomics as in every other field."'® It is only with the university revolu-
tion that American scholarship really started raising its profile. After
the 1860s, two major sets of events — the emergence of public establish-
ments of higher education after the passage of the land grant legisla-
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tion in 1862, and the foundation, by wealthy philanthropists, of a series
of munificently endowed academic institutions — profoundly trans-
formed the relationship between higher education and society.

In contrast with continental systems of higher education, which relied
on a centralizing state (France, Germany) or powerful academic guilds
(England) to define the form and content of academic institutions, in
the United States the “market” came to occupy a central place. The
graduate school first, and later the professional school, became the
cornerstones of a culture of specialization directed toward identifiable
audiences, and the production of socially “useful” knowledge.!"” In this
cultural context, modern subjects (such as the social sciences) came to
be regarded as vehicles of the new spirit embodied by the university
revolution. They offered “secular substitutes for religion,” and social
scientists were seen by university administrators as the agents of moral
progress, who would both provide leadership for the solution of social
problems and serve to establish the reputation of their institution.''®

Between 1870 and 1910, the number of students at American univer-
sities and colleges quadrupled.""” In this rapidly expanding system,
political economy was able to secure a niche relatively easily. It became
a more secular subject, and a subject of specialized study. The number
of teaching posts increased correspondingly, so that by the 1890s, there
were 12 institutions delivering 95 PhDs in political economy.'?°

The process of professionalization in American economics went ex-
tremely fast. It drew its strength from the new research-oriented uni-
versities and the emerging elite of full-time professors. Until the
1880s, social-scientific thought in America had been dominated by the
American Social Science Association (ASSA), formed in 1865 “by a
group of New England gentlemen educators and men of affairs who
wished to study and find solutions to various social problems.” '
Discourse on such issues was then understood to be the domain of, on
the one hand, traditional professional specialties in search for modern-
ization, such as lawyers, doctors, and educators, and, on the other
hand, businessmen looking for social prestige and recognition.'?*

With the rise of the research-oriented university in the last quarter of
the century, this model of knowledge organization came to face the
growing challenge of the younger generations of practitioners who
were operating from purely academic institutional bases, and it began
to decay rapidly. In contrast with their European counterparts, whose
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elite situation was a “given,” grounded in history, class, and (for con-
tinental Europe) state patronage, American university professors had
to conquer their own legitimacy and social standing in a culture that
had never been strongly deferential to intellectual authority,'*® and
they relied on professionalization in order to accomplish that goal.
The specialization of disciplines and fields took place earlier than in
Europe, and was pushed to a greater extent.

The creation of specialized disciplinary associations such as the
American Historical Association (1884) and the American Economic
Association (1885), from a split of the ASSA, thus marked the growing
influence of a new elite based in the occupational framework of the
universities and the advent of a different, more scholarly, approach to
the nature and role of the social sciences: While still retaining the
reform orientation of the ASSA (a point that is discussed at some
length later), these new organizations were also strongly committed to
“giving institutional structure to a community of inquiry that was
rooted deeply in the academic world.”'** The yearly meetings of the
American Economic Association soon provided a forum for the dis-
cussion of academic papers. Professional publications, often linked to
particular universities, followed almost immediately: in 1886, Charles
Dunbar at Harvard launched the Quarterly Journal of Economics and,
in 1892, John Laughlin at Chicago founded the Journal of Political
Economy. In 1911, the American Economic Association started an
in-house journal, the American Economic Review.

Politics and methods in America

American economics at the turn of the century was still a very diverse
field, shaped by a variety of European influences, and by a decentralized
university system. A regional pattern of thought was quite obvious,
with the West being the stronghold of German influence, here labeled
“institutionalism,” and the Northeast being closer to the British tradi-
tion. Political divisions were also important. Like their continental
European counterparts, American economists in the last quarter of
the nineteenth century were a fairly politicized group whose members
sought to reform society by mobilizing popular support for their views
and promoting the education of mass audiences. The conservative
Political Economy Club was essentially a free-trade clique. And the
American Economic Association adopted at its inaugural meeting a
progressive platform whose ambitions resembled closely those of the
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Verein for German social policy. Not only did it proclaim that the role
of economic science was to seek the rational resolution of the pressing
social problems of the day, but many of its founders, especially those
who had studied in Germany favored the use of government regulation
to further this goal.'?

What is most distinctive of the American context, however, is the
rapidity with which politics became a controversial issue among the
community of economists, and prompted an intellectual and profes-
sional “backlash” of wide-ranging consequence. First, economists
gradually abandoned the institutionalist model of thought and grew,
instead, increasingly accepting of the analytical framework of mar-
ginalism, as it had emerged in England. Second, in the words of Mary
Furner, this intellectual transformation was accompanied by a com-
prehensive transformation of their role in society, from “advocacy” to
“objectivity.” %

As in the other three cases, we must understand these patterns in
reference to the broader social environment within which the produc-
tion of economic knowledge was carried out in the American context.
In the absence of a tradition of autonomous academic guilds, or the
support of a strong state, political involvement in the United States
faced the hostility of university funders and administrators, as well as
the skepticism of the general public. The captains of industry who made
up the first group were unlikely to regard working-class sympathies, or
even positions favorable to state intervention, with a benevolent eye.
On the other hand, in a society, which never succeeded in establishing
a socialist movement, the general population was not so ready to
accept radical views either. And in contrast with Germany, the moral
authority of intellectuals was not firmly established in America: it was
much less seen as a structural property of certain social strata or
groups than as a position, which had to be earned through impeccable
behavior and hard work. In the scholarly context of the end of the
nineteenth century, this meant the removal of open politics from the
realm of all disciplinary enterprises.

Even within the community of economists, reformist agitation was not
all that welcome. In contrast with the German Verein and even more
the French Société d’Economie Politique, which represented currents
that were dominant, if not hegemonic, in their respective countries, the
AEA at the turn of the century had to unite a much more diverse and
fragmented discursive field. The fact that conservative scholars (e.g.,



428

Laughlin, Taussig) had refrained from joining the American Economic
Association in its early years constituted a failure from a professional
point of view, and seemed to belie the higher moral ground, which
economists sought to occupy. Although the organization conceived
itself as a tool for human betterment, it also saw itself as a national
umbrella, whose credibility could be seriously damaged by the public
display of disagreements among its members. In contrast with popular
education, a positivist stance rooted in the affirmation of economics’
scientific status seemed to represent a much “more promising strategy
to influence policy.”'?’ This situation prompted the expulsion of all
controversial references from the 4EA’s platform. From about 1888
on, the latter defined itself exclusively in scientific terms, and adopted a
low profile on public policy issues.

In many ways, this particular political context also explains some of
the intellectual characteristics of American “institutionalist” thought
as it developed in the first part of the twentieth century. First, the
uncomfortable position of politics in academia increasingly drew
American economists away from historical analysis, which was then
associated with socialist views. Conversely, the fact that the marginal
approach did not imply a particular political outlook, or a set of policy
preferences, facilitated its acceptance in an American context in search
for professional legitimacy'?® — especially among the younger genera-
tions who had to create a position for themselves. Its a-historical
framework also seemed to fit well the country’s prevailing cultural
ideology, deeply anchored among the American intellectual elite — the
belief in “American exceptionalism” or the widely shared vision of a
society exempt from class conflict, evolving in a “constant dynamic
recreation of the liberal order.” '*

The gradual evolution of institutionalist thought in this country exem-
plifies quite well the ambiguity of the relationship between American
economists and history, and the redefinition that had been operated
upon historicism as it traveled to the United States. In fact, for many
American economists, historicism as it was conceived in Germany did
not meet the criterion of rigor and science. Rather, it was often under-
stood as mere “history” — a separate discipline. Even Veblen’s review of
Schmoller’s Grundrisse is sharply critical of the German professor’s
failure to produce a viable economic theory, and of his lack of a
“scientific attitude” in his treatment of Germany’s current economic
problems."*® As Ross points out, “one striking feature [of American
institutionalism] was that, (in contrast with its German precursor), for
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the most part it did not study institutions” and thus did not fully
engage with history."*! Rather, in their attempt to reconcile their need
for scientific legitimacy with their awareness of social change, Ameri-
can economists often found themselves in a position of intellectual
compromise between the different sides of the German Methodenstreit.
Of the earlier generations, many “liberal historicists” (such as Seligman)
also embraced marginalism,'* and later periods saw some spectacular
conversions of institutionalists to neoclassical orthodoxy (such as that
of J. B. Clark). Yonay has convincingly shown that in their exchange
with neoclassical economics during the interwar, many American “in-
stitutionalists” were careful to use a scientistic rhetoric and to present
themselves as the true heirs of Alfred Marshall, and that the bounda-
ries between the different “schools” were far from clear-cut.'*

Beyond the theoretical compromise with marginalism, the other char-
acteristic evolution of American economics during the period under
consideration was the movement toward applied, quantitative empiri-
cism and the attempt to base economic theories on sound statistical
measurement of economic variables and causalities. In fact, it is quite
remarkable that much of American institutionalism (for instance, in the
version promoted by one of its chief architects, Wesley Clair Mitchell)
remains more closely associated with quantitative and statistical re-
search than with historical work."** In the words of Mitchell,

Our best hope for the future lies in the extension to social organization of the
methods that we already employ in our most progressive fields of effort. In
science and in industry ... we do not wait for catastrophes to force new ways
upon us.... We rely, and with success, upon quantitative analysis to point the

way; and we advance because we are constantly improving and applying such

analysis.'*®

In many ways, this positivist-empiricist approach constituted a natural
compromise between social demands for “objectivity” and “useful-
ness,” the intellectual requirements of “science” in a competitive dis-
ciplinary context, and the economists’ original mission as agents of
societal progress. It offered a common intellectual ground where the
methodological battles between institutionalism and orthodox theory
could be settled, and where social reform inclinations could be trans-
lated into practical, “a-political” knowledge based in the close obser-
vation of facts. It also enabled American economists to assert their
relevance to a large variety of key audiences outside of academia:
quantitative analysis attracted the wide support of philanthropic organ-
izations, corporations, and political institutions alike, and experienced
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considerable institutional success as it became, after the war, embodied
in a new generation of research organizations that were then imitated
all around the world.!*¢

The progressive years: Economists, advocacy, and expertise

As in the other three cases, the evolution of American economics at
the turn of the twentieth century thus confirms the profound inter-
dependence of intellectual and professional attitudes. The intellectual
evolution of the field was profoundly shaped by the way in which
relevant audiences came to envision the proper role of academics,
both in their scholarly pursuits and in their interactions with society.
In contrast with their German and French counterparts, who em-
braced a broader social purpose, in the United States the economists’
historical mission to advance societal progress came to be vested in
more narrowly defined professional roles.

We should understand this professionalizing drive in American social
science in the context, first, of a search for insulation from the general
public and political controversy, and second, in relation to the peculiar
structure of political and administrative institutions in this country. As
pointed out earlier, the tight links between American universities and
business — through the external control of boards of trustees — made it
difficult for professors to hold progressive positions. The “academic
freedom” cases of the 1890s — several of which involved pursuits
against renowned economists — “contributed to the gradual narrowing
of the range of dissent that seemed safe for professional social scien-
tists.... Direct appeal to the public on controversial social questions
was retained as a theoretical right, but economists were expected to
channel most of their efforts through government agencies or private
organizations where scholars could serve inconspicuously as technical
experts, after the political decisions had been made, rather than as
reformers with a new vision of society.” %’

This brings us to a second important point, namely the fact that the
administrative structure of the American government played a very
important role in creating an institutional “niche” for economists.
During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, university research
in America became increasingly tied to demands of business and the
government (both local and federal), and economics was no exception.
This pattern accelerated considerably during the so-called “Progres-
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sive Era” (mid-1880s-1914), a period marked by administrative ration-
alization and the introduction of scientific methods into government.
The Progressive years saw the first important movement of incorpora-
tion of economists as experts to various public administrations as
the government engaged in a deliberate attempt to break away from
political patronage in the civil service and “remove various economic
and social problems from the political arena.”'*® In the absence of a
separate tradition of civil service training, the establishment of a set of
independent regulatory commissions (e.g., on interstate commerce
(1887), immigration, industrial relations, tariffs, trade), as well as the
creation of federal institutions for the organization of data gather-
ing,"*? came to rely extensively on academic institutions and the new
professional associations for expertise and guidance. A large number
of academic economists took up temporary positions in such organ-
izations, which also served as important training grounds for the
younger generations of researchers. Harvard conservative professor
F.W. Taussig and the institutionalist economist John R. Commons are
among the most prominent examples of these patterns of administra-
tive incorporation of academic knowledge. The former did extensive
work for the Massachusetts Commission on Taxation and became
chairman of the Tariff Commission.'"*” The institutionalist economist
John R. Commons worked for the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the
independent U.S. Industrial Commission before taking up a position
at the University of Wisconsin. During the term of the Progressive
Party in Wisconsin (1900-1914), he — as well as other academics in-
volved in the same “university-state alliance” — then had a prominent
role as an expert for the local government. According to Dorfman, his
career helped legitimate the economists’ association with such “non-
partisan, but progressive” enterprises.'!

This early and formal acknowledgment, by political institutions, of the
administrative “usefulness” of economists encouraged academic insti-
tutions in the United States to professionalize along technocratic lines,
and embrace the attitudes that have been elsewhere characteristic of
the civil service. Through the demand for expertise placed on the
academic sector, American political institutions thus had a powerful
effect on the structuration of the research field, on its substantive
orientation, and on the construction of distinctively professional roles
and attitudes among American economists.
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Understanding cross-national differences in the institutionalization
of economics

The culture and institutional make-up of the national polity plays a
critical role in shaping the context in which groups of individuals
develop, understand, and exercise their knowledge. The historical
eclipse of certain intellectual traditions in economics (for instance, the
German historical school, or the various French currents), which are
nearly forgotten today, should not lead us to think that such countries
were intellectual and institutional deserts prior to their (sometimes
very relative) conversion to modern neoclassical economics — which
seems to prevail today. In fact, I hope to have shown that they con-
stituted very important, and original, centers of economic knowledge
production and diffusion, and that they did so for very specific reasons.
Contrary to frequent assumptions in the traditional sociology of the
professions, which are used to see the rise of professions as a “private”
rather than a “public” process, national political institutions always
play a critical role in the organization and intellectual orientation of
expert knowledge — not only through explicit policies in education,
research, or civil service recruitment, but also through differential
modes of incorporation of expertise into policy and administration,
the definition of the limits of political involvement and the promotion
of what Dobbin calls “conceptions of order.” '*?

Forms of entrenchment

A comparison of the four cases under investigation suggests that the
entrenchment of the economics profession was profoundly shaped by
the relationship of its practitioners to the larger political institutions
and culture of their country. At a first, general, level of analysis is the
opposition between “statist” and “liberal” political traditions, that is,
political systems organized around a rather autonomous state and a
fairly well institutionalized bureaucracy, and systems with a weaker
bureaucratic apparatus and a greater susceptibility to outside influen-
ces.'* Between these two political cultures, the social purposes ascribed
to the discipline differ greatly. In continental Europe, the institutional-
ization of economics was orchestrated by the state in the process of its
own construction. In both Germany and France, the nineteenth-cen-
tury state purposefully used education (both mass and higher) as a
means to create a more unified polity,'** and political economy was
integrated into the scheme as an element in the training of political
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elites. Characteristically, political economy is institutionally tied to law
— the central element in the training of a separate “government profes-
sion” — in continental Europe, as opposed to moral philosophy (or
history) in both Britain and the United States. In Germany, a primitive
form of “political economy” gets entrenched in the system quite early,
and evolves in a tight relationship with state power. It consolidates
almost continuously at all steps of university expansion during the
nineteenth century. At the eve of World War I, German economists
are thus numerous and well established, both as scholars and as public
figures. They have strong links to the institution of the state, although
they often remain at a certain distance from it, as their legitimacy relies
on a non-partisan stance, which prevents a too direct involvement in
politics.

In France, the development of economics in the nineteenth century
appears a more contested affair notably because of close ties to politi-
cal agitation. The ideological nature of economic discourse in this
country prevents the development of a coherent institutional base
before the field starts to mature as an autonomous intellectual enter-
prise. Furthermore, the internal division of the educational system
between two separate tracks (the grandes écoles and the university)
also contributes to the fact that, at the end of our period, the country
still exhibits a mixed and weak foundation for economics — especially
when compared to other industrial nations. This situation, however,
does not mean that a certain pattern in the organization of economic
knowledge is not readily identifiable. Throughout the period a “statist”
model clearly rises to prominence, whereby the discipline is gradually
promoted in order to fit the needs of a bureaucratic system.

In the Anglo-Saxon countries, the rise of economics takes place as a
relatively private endeavor from groups of individuals in civil society
and educational institutions, with little state intervention. But while in
the United States economics is able to build its own niche relatively
easily in a higher education context still under construction, in Eng-
land the discipline has to fight its way within an already entrenched
system and build alliances with more established disciplines — for
instance, mathematics. There, organized economic discourse has also
an old intellectual tradition in civil society, which has preceded aca-
demic institutionalization. The existence of an active public sphere in
economics where ideas circulate more through informal channels than
on the basis of formal appointments and functions provides a quite
efficient outlet for the production and dissemination of economic
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knowledge and ideas. As a result, in a country where the state appears
throughout the period profoundly reluctant to get involved in the higher
education system, explicit demands from potential users of economic
knowledge (civil service and business) remain conspicuously limited.
When they do arise, as in the late nineteenth century, they are often
suspicious of existing forms of economics, to which they oppose the
more tangible advantages of a truly “commercial” education. The pro-
fessionalization of economics in England comes about not as a conse-
quence of enduring institutional strength, as in Germany, but instead
results from the activism of a group of scientific entrepreneurs involved
in a path-breaking intellectual enterprise — the construction of modern,
“neoclassical economics.”

By contrast, in the United States, the intellectual ascent of economics
does not happen until the end of the nineteenth century and it is
simultaneous with the massive expansion of both higher education
and administrative capacity. Incorporation of the young “discipline”
into the newly created universities thus becomes a quite natural move.
The subsequent development of economic knowledge in America
exemplifies a case of professional expansion organized around academ-
ic credentials, closely connected to key social demands outside of
academia.

Intellectual trajectories

Similar connections may also be observed on an intellectual level. The
patterns, however, seem far more complex in this case, since intellec-
tual products are obviously exchanged internationally and fluctuate
more easily than institutional models. In 1914, approaches to economics
are still quite heterogeneous, not only across, but also within nations.
Yet there is usually a “dominant” view that characterizes each “na-
tional” field in broad traits: it is quite noteworthy, for instance, that
economists in the four countries understood the role of the various
institutions of the economy in very different ways — and the same is
true of their conception of the goals and mission of political economy
as a discipline. Thus, in their general outlook the German mandarins
vested most of the economic authority in the state as the ultimate
source of economic order,'* while the British economists looked at
the market for the same purpose. If we believe the opinion surveys that
have been conducted in recent years, these patterns still largely hold
today.
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In both our continental European countries, the state not only pro-
vided the institutional framework within which economics was to
develop later — and in doing so it constrained the range of intellectual
forms that were to emerge — but it also consciously manipulated
economic appointments for political reasons. Thus, the very success of
the historical school in Germany, and the emergence of the engineer-
economist tradition in France, were partly produced by centralized
educational policies. In the United States and Britain, by contrast, the
subject of economics was shaped more significantly by the influence of
outside elites on the policies and design of the universities, although
such influences might play out in different ways. In Britain, socially
validated intellectual models pushed economics toward scientism. In
the United States, university trustees and other institutions (govern-
ment, foundations) helped bring about the scientization of economics
by their distrust of the political underpinnings of academic knowledge
and their conception of social science as “objective” expertise.

Forms of action

A third area of interest lies in the forms of action used by economists in
the four countries. I have pointed out that in the period under inves-
tigation, economists in all nations shared quite similar concerns with
social policy and reform, and often sought to act upon those concerns.
What is interesting is that they ended up framing their role in quite
different ways. Thus the Germans spoke from the authoritative posi-
tion of pure scholarship; the French, from their connections with
legitimate political groupings and, progressively, from their associa-
tion with the higher ranks of the state administration; the British, from
their belonging to a social elite educated in the most prestigious cen-
ters of learning; the Americans, from claims to expertise rooted in a
powerful university basis and, increasingly, in quantitative analysis. As
above, I shall argue that the relationship of economists to policy in the
different countries can be understood largely from the organization of
the polity in those nations. The administrative elitism in Germany and
France, for instance, brought economists and economic knowledge in
close contact with the state, by associating the discipline to generalist
civil service training — a pattern that was virtually absent from the
Anglo-Saxon cases.

On the other hand, the fact that none of the two “liberal” polities
exhibited a strong bureaucratic component did not prevent connec-
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tions between economists and the state to take place at various levels,
as we have seen. Still, important differences in the relative “openness”
of administrative institutions between the two countries profoundly
affected the nature of such interactions. In Britain the legitimacy of
economists within the larger public and government spheres continued
to rest on traditional institutions of power in British society (i.e., the
Oxbridge networks), rather than on formal institutions of expertise.
The rather closed (both organizationally and socially) structure of the
central administrative limited the role economists could play as official
experts, and thus limited the move toward full-fledged professionaliza-
tion, but it did not go as far as preventing British economists from
being quite effective still in conveying their message.'*® In the United
States, by contrast, the fragmentation and permeability of such institu-
tions, the absence of an elite civil service tradition, as well as the
differentiation among levels of local, state, and federal politics, enabled
a fairly easy and extensive penetration. In addition, bureaucratic ra-
tionalization in the American political context strongly favored a tech-
nical and scientific approach to the study of economic and social
problems as a way of de-politicizing the field of policy-making.

The processes of early institutionalization described in the preceding
pages are particularly interesting because they suggest that economic
knowledge fields, like the industrial policy fields studied by Dobbin,
develop along fairly coherent national trajectories that are not easily
reversed. Moreover, not only professional forms, but also intellectual
patterns exhibit a strong dependence on national institutional struc-
tures.

I have shown elsewhere that the patterns emerging at the turn of the
century defined the institutional framework within which both eco-
nomic “experts” and economic “knowledge” were to be produced in
the future in each country. In spite of important transformations, many
of the organizational and intellectual characteristics outlined in the
preceding pages are still true today.'*” While it is well beyond the scope
of this article to detail the manner in which present-day patterns are
consistent with their history, it seems nevertheless important to under-
line the potential consequences of such lasting traditions of economic
knowledge production on national understandings about economic
organization. In many ways, analyzing how the economics profession
came to take its modern shape and intellectual outlook provides a
unique point of entry into national cognitive frames for thinking
about, and acting upon, the economy. Overall, this should help us
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better understand the nature of economic “culture” in different coun-
tries.
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