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e FECONOMICS AS A STUDY OF PROCESS?

THORSTEIN B. VEBLEw ®

Veblem bere discusses ecanermics as a study of process, evolution, mmd
developrrent, He laoks Ween w2 Bs ccononic relavionshipy as a prow-
g, changing, and dynamic ety ratber than ar & wormal, statiomary, and
rational calcwlator of pleasure and pain, Vebien wants to study econamic
hbabits and their cummulative growh rather than fictitions statcs of narmal-
ity and rationality. He expresies stremg doubrs whether a sudy of that
sort can be separated from an analysis of culrural changer in life a5 a
whele.

The standpoint of the classical economists, Tn their higher or defini-
tive syntheses and generalisations, may oot inaptly be called the
standpoint of ceremonial adequacy. “The ultimare laws and principles
which they formulaced were laws of the normal or the natural,
according rooa preconceprion regarding the ends to which, in the
nature af things, all things tend . . .

Ini all this the agencies ot forces cansally at work in the economic
life process are neatly avoided. The ourcome of the method, at
its best, is a body of Jogically consistent propositions  concern-
ing the normal relations of things— a system of economic faxon-
oy ...

But whar docs all this signify? If we are getting restless under che
txonemy of a menocoryledonous wage doctrine and a eryptogamic
theory of interest, with involuce, loculicidal, tmmentons and monili-
form variants, what is the eyroplasin, centrosome, or karyokinetic

' This selection is reprioted from Thorsiwein Y elblen, "Why s Feonomics
Mot an Frolutionary Seiences™, Qwarterly forenal of Econonrics; Valume XII,

¥ agrs afiz, 184, 385 sug, 300,

*Thorstein Bumle Veblen {1B57—cgig) was sometime prifessor of economics
in the Universicy of Chicagu, Sranford Lniversity, University of Missourd, aml
the Mew Scliowl for Soecial Researchs he i generally recopnized as the founder
uf the Institurional schoal of f{_‘unumi(::f.
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pracess to which we may turn, and in which we may find surcease

from the metaphysics of normality and controlling principles? What

are we going m do abour u? The qucstiun ix rather, What are we

doing aboue it? There is the economic life progess still in great meas-,
Ire :Hl-‘l]!'l]'l.g theoretical fumlul:lnun .The active marerial in which

the coonoemic process roes on is the human material of the industrial

community. For the purpose of economiec science the process of .
g_;_gt__nhtwe change that is 1o be acconnted for is the sequence of

change in rhe methods of doing things—the methnds of dealing with

the marerial means of life . . . -

The ph}rﬁiml pn}pcrtiuﬁ of the materials accessible ta man are
constanes: it is the human agent that I:hnnges,—his insight and his
npprcc.ia[inn of what these things can be used for & what del,'r:lnps,
The accummulation of gn-uds nlread}r on hand conditions his hnndling
and utilisation of the marerials offered, but even on this side—the
“limitation of industry by capital”™—the limitation imposed is on what
men can do and on the methoeds of doing it. The changes that take
place in the mechanical contrivances are an expression of changes in.
the buman facter. Changes in the material facts breed further change
onlvj,gg_u,gh the human factor. It is in the human material that the
cantinuity af Llevtfnpmtlﬂ: 15 to be looked for; and it 15 here, there-
fore, that the moror forces of the process of economic development
must be studied if they arc to be studied in action at all. Feunomic
action must_be the subject matter of the science if the scicnee is to
fall intow llnt"nb an evulutivnary scicnce.

Nothing new has been said in all this. But the fact is all the more
siymificant for being a familiar faer. It is a fact recognised by commen
consent throughout much of che later economic discussion, and this
current recognition of the facr is a ]nng step rtowards centering dis-
cussion and 1n[]111r1.r upun it. If ceonomics 1s to follow the lead or the
:mzlngv of the other sciences that have to do with a life procgss, the
way is plain so far as regards the peneral direction in which the
move will be made.

The economists of the classical trend have made no serious at-
tempt to deparc from the standpoint of taxonomy and make their
science a genetic acvount of the economic life process ...

In all the received formulations of economic thcurv, whether at
the hands of English economists or those of the Continent, the human
material with which the inquiry is concerned is conceived in hedo-
nistic terms; that is to say, in terms of a passive and substantially inerr
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and immutably given human nature. The psychological and anthro-
pological preconceptions of the economists have been those which
were accepted by the psychological and social saiences some gencra-
tions ago, The hedonistic conception of man is that of a lightning
calculator of pleasures and pains; who oscillates like 2 homogeneous
globule of desirc of happiness under the impulse of stimuli that shift
him about the area, bur leave him intact. He has neirher anrecedent
nor comsequent. He is an isolated, definitive human datum, in stable
equilibrium except for the buffets of the impinging forces thar dis-
place him in one direction or another. Self-imposed in elemental
space, he spins symmetrically about his own spiritual axis until che
parallelogram of forces bears down upon him, whercupon he follows
the line of the reshltant. When the force of the impact is spent, he
comes to rest, a self-contained globule of desire as before. Spi ritually, =
the hedonistic man i AGr a prime mover. He is not the sear of a
process of living, excepr in the sense that he is subject to a series of
permutations enforced upon him by circumstances external and alien
to him,

'LLI_I; _!55{:.? pﬁ}ichcl_lcgy, reenforeed h}’ modern g.nthmpnlo-gica] re-
search, gives a different conception of human nature, According to
this conception . . . the activiry is itself the substantial fact of the
process, and the desires under whose guidance the action takes place
are circumstances of temperament which detcrmine the specific
direction in which the activity will unfold itself in the given case.
These circumstances of cemperament are ultimate and definitivE s, =
the individual who acts under them, so far as regards his attitude a5
agent in the particular action in which he i cngaged. Bur, in the view
of the science, they are elements of the existing frame of mind of
the agent, and are the vutcome of his antecedents and his life up ro
the point at which le sfands. They are the prodncts of his hereditary
traits and his past experience, cumularively wrought out under a
given body of traditions, conventionalitics, and material circum-
stances; and they afford the point of deparmre for the next step in
the process. The economic life history of the individual is 4 comula-
tive process of adaptation of means to ends that comulatively change
a5 the process goes on, both the agent and his environment heing at
any point the outcome of the last process. His methads of life ro-day
are enforced upon him by his habits of life carried over from VEsTer-
day and by the circumstances left as cthe mechanical residue of the
life of yesterday.
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What is true of the individual in this respect is true of the group
in which he lives . . ,

The economic life history of any community is its life history ..~

5o far as it is shaped by men's interest in the material means of life.
This economic interest has counted for much in shaping the cultural
growth of all communities. Primarily and most obvicusly, it has
guided the formation, the cumulative growth, of thut mnge of con-
ventionalities and methods of life/ that are currently recognized as
ic—instituriqns; but the s#me interest has also pervaded the
community’s life and its cultural growth ar points where the result-
ing structural features arc not chiefly and most immediately of an
economic bearing. 'The econumic interesc goes with men through life,
w goes with the race throughout its process of culrural develop- -
thent. It affecrs the cultural structure at all poines, so thar sl institu-
tions may be said to be in some measure economic institutions. This
is necessarily the case, since the hase af action—the point of departure
—at any step in the process is the entire organic complex of habits
of thought that have beent shaped hy the past process, The cconomic
interest dnes not act in isolation, for it is but one of several vaguely
isolable interests on which the complex of teleological activity car-
ried out by the individual proceeds. The individual is bur a single
agent in each case; and he enters into each swccessive action as 2
whole, although the specific end sought in 2 given action may be
sought avowedly on the basis of a particular interest; as e.g., the
economie, aesthetic, sexual, humanitarian, devotional interests. Since
each of these passably isolable intercsts is a propensity of the urganic
agent tnan, with his complex of habits of thought, the expression of
each is affected by habits of lifc formed under the guidance of all
the rest. There is, therefore, ng_neatly isolable range of culwra
+phenomena-that-can be rigorously ser apart under the head of eco-
nomic_institutions, although a category of “cconomic instirutions™
may be of service as a convenient caption, L‘ﬂmprising_}_t_huar.__instil:u:

s

_sistently finds cxp: . and which most im

- (1AL i,

ro11 at has been said it appe that an emlutinnary eco-
nomics must be the theory of 2 prucess of cultural growth as deter-
mined by the ecunomic interest, 2 theory of a cumulative sequence
of econemic institutions stated in terms of the process itself . . .
Iris necessarily the aim of such an economics o trace the comula-
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Under the stress of modern lechnulugicnl cxige
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cultural sequence.
of the race or thc

ncics, men's every-

day_habits of thought arc falling intw the lines that in the sciences
constitute the evolutionary method; cand knnw]edge which proceeds
on a highcr more archaic Planc is h:mmmg alien and meaningless
ro them. The social and p-nljt'n::al sciences must follow the drife, for

they are already caught in it,

ECONOMICS AS AN ART?
JOHN NEVILLE KEYNFS?®

1 N. Keynes bere appases the wieq that esm&rﬁfiﬁ_ﬁ

e art art vather than -

a setemce. He noarns that if economics should attemipt ve lay down abso- %

lute rrdes for the regulation of buthan conduct, iz il

no Fe a well

defined science but woill become largely non-economic in chara
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(1} Under the first of ¢ abm.'e hends it may
the aim of the cconomic aﬁu mchw:}uﬂw ?
national or meupﬂl:tan e A

(2} Ir is clear that imdiic
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VI I Wﬁ# _.Wf Economic scienice, The"

'1m::1-1np-n: may denive pr qtlt&?'ﬁu:d.m{:e Tromm

_the-treatment of

monepaly- -value; the ‘manufacturer from the discussion of ﬂver-‘#,m-—-"“--"
production and industrial depressmn, the hanker_from the* ‘enguily. :
into the conditions under which crises tend to become. periodic; the

trades-unionist from the analysis of the conditions favnurahle to.-the < —

success of a strike. We might, accordingly, recogn

"

isC @ bmnn;h of «tht"' _,-'
T o

! This selection is reprinted by kind :rm:lmnn of the

Neville Keynes, The Scope and Meathad of Pﬂhfﬂi Feauonty, Lnndun 'm Y

millan and Co., Led,, 18y, pages 72-%a0.

4 John T\'m-l]ll: Kcvncq L1 - } is HWI{L{;I'E!H%H

of Cambridge, England. oy s

Futﬂuhmﬁ from ]bl}qﬁv




	Con_27_Fol_08_Pg_001.pdf
	Con_27_Fol_08_Pg_002.pdf
	Con_27_Fol_08_Pg_003.pdf
	Con_27_Fol_08_Pg_004.pdf
	Con_27_Fol_08_Pg_005.pdf

