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tive strategy. To support this claim [ reconstruct and evaluate the logic of Jevons’
interpretation and I identify his interpretative style by making use of two herme-
neutic categories, “interpretation” and * ‘application™ .

According to the hermeneutic approach to interpretation (see Gerrard
1991), the process of reconstruction and evaluation of a text written by a past
economist involves at least two moments that, though deeply interrelated,
must be kept accurately distinct for the sake of conceptual clarity. The first
moment is usually calied “interpretation”, The specific aim of interpretation is
to clear up the “meaning” of the interpretable text. Interpretation involves
“understanding”, the reconstruction of the meaning of the text in its own
terms, and “explanation”, the presentation of the reconstructed meaning in
terms palatable to a particular audience. The second moment is usually called
“application”. The specific aim of “‘application” is to determine and assess the
“significance™ of the interpretable text. Application includes “judgement”, the
construction of a relationship between the text and something external to it,
and *“criticism”, the discussion and evaluation of the findings thus obtained.

In the light of the hermeneutic categories sketched above, it may be
claimed that Jevons pursues an ‘“‘application” and not an “interpretation” of
Ricardo. Jevons holds that classical economists have elaborated some truly
scientific doctrines; but, at the same time, they have committed great errors.
In several occasions, both in the Theory and in his private correspondence,
Jevons declares his belief that his new economic theory is the (only) true one
and it can be used, inter alia, as the watershed between truth and error in the
appraisal of past economics. Accordingly, for Jevons it is possible to recon-
struct and evaluate classical economics by means of an objective standard of
judgement®. With this object in view, Jevons envisages a three step exegetical
strategy: first he points out carefully the scientific standards all economic
theories shoutd conform to and elaborates his own economic theory in com-
pliance with these standards; then he scrutinizes severely the corpus of re-
ceived economic doctrines in the light of his own economic theory and, fi-
nally, he passes his sentence. Jevons’ standards of judgement in the appraisal
of past economics appear to be influenced by Jevons’ view on the proper
method of pure economics. Jevons assumes some (alleged) empirical regulari-
ties known by (casual) induction or introspection as starting assumptions and

! Aksoy (1991) makes extensive use of hermeneutic categories to appraise the phenomenon of
multiple interpretations of Ricardo’s economics. He reviews and analyses the main interpretations
of Ricardo elaborated by such diverse authors as Malthus, Marx, Marshall, Schumpeter, Knight,
Stigler, Miichell, Sraffa and Hollander. Yet, he makes only passing references to Jevons.

% Jevons’ interpretative style may be defined as judgemental-objectivistic. From this point
of view, Jevons’ exegesis of Ricardo is akin to those of other marginalist interpreters such as
Schumpeter, Knight and Stigler: see Aksoy, 1991, p. 239.
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blance to the Theory of Rent, as it has been accepted by English writers for
nearly a century (p. 210) and that the ‘views which [he] shall endeavour to es-
tablish on this subject [the nature and principles of Capital] are in fundamental
agreement with those adopted by Ricardo™ (p. 222).

Jevons’ statements in the Theory and in his private correspondence clearly
imply that it is possible to separate scientific truth from error in past econom-
ics by means of an objective standard of judgement®. This point of view is
made explicit in “The Progress of the Mathematical Theory of Political Econ-
omy”, a paper read before the Manchester Statistical Society in 1874, Two
passages are particularly revealing and worthy of a full quotation:

I maintain that it is only by going back and reconsidering the primary notions of
the science that we can arrive at a true theory of economy, and be enabled to distin-
guish between the true and the faise in ancient theories (Jevons, 1972-1981, vol. vii,
p. 77, emphasis added).

It might seem that [my new mathematical theory] leads us to no new conclusions,
because we found that the principal inferences from the theory were the laws of sup-
ply and demand, and the doctrine of the relation of value to cost of production already
so well known in political economy. But though many paris of economical doctrine as
now accepted will be confirmed by the theory, other parts will probably be shown to
be groundless. The results of any such theory must be of a triple character, destruc-
tive, conservative, and constructive [...]. [...] ¢ will be a result of quite sufficient im-
portance for the present if the new theory enables us 1o test the truth of prevailing
dactrines concerning value, and to reject those which are false. Tt is quite doubtful
whether the new theory will always lead us to such precise and dogmatic conclusions
as we find in some of the principal treatises on political economy; but it will be al-
lowed that precise and dogmatic conclusions do more harm than good if they be false,
and that there is nothing of more worth in scientific matters than the touchstone which
can decide between truth and error (idem, pp. 84-85, emphasis added).

* Mosselmans (1999, p. 35) argues that both the elements of continuity and discontinuity
between Jevons and the Ricardian econemists may be explained through the congept of “per-
ception of a changed environment”. According to Mosselmans, the classical environment in-
duces a perspective focusing on reproduction and internal scarcity, that is, scarcity provoked by
individual human actions. By contrast, Jevons elaborates his economics within an environment
“in which the ‘main pillars’ of classicism have lost their place” and in which the relevant cate-
gories have become non-reproduction and external scarcity, that is, scarcity provoked by im-
personal societal mechanisms. Thus “Jevons functions as a ‘translator’ of classical concepts
into the new non-reproductive environment, and precisely this feature leads to his position as a
transitional economist”.

* In a letter to H.S. Foxwell (November 16, 1875) Jevons writes: *l am beginning to think
very strongly that the true line of economic science descends from Smith through Malthus to
Senior while another branch through Ricardo to Mill has put as much error into the science as
they have truth” {Jevons, 1972-1981, vol. iv, p. 146).
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ence from those premises’. It goes without saying that Jevons holds his own
theoretical framework to pass both the test of the empirical truth of the initial
assumptions and that of the logical correctness of the deductive inferences.
Jevons maintains that the fundamental premises of his theory are self-evident
psycological laws or lex naturae whose empirical truth is beyond dispute:

That every person will choose the greater apparent good, that human wants are
more or less quickly satiated, that prolonged labour becomes more and more painful,
are a few of the simple inductions on which we can proceed to reason deductively
with great confidence. From these axioms we can deduce the laws of supply and de-
mand, the laws of that difficult conception, vatue, and all the intricate results of com-
merce so far as data are available (p. 18).

Later on, in Chapter VI, Jevons introduces the law of falling marginal pro-
ductivity of a variable factor (labour) applied to a constant factor (land). This
law is considered by Jevons an “undoubted principle” (p. 221), as much as the
previous ones:

It is quite impossible that we could go on constantly increasing the yield of one farm
without limit, otherwise we might feed the whole country upon a single farm (p. 212).

Moreover, Jevons takes care to stress that his own theories of exchange
and production are logically consistent in the precise mathematical sense that
they contain as many independent equations as unknowns (see pp. 100, 115,
118 and 185).

As far as step two is concerned, Jevons focuses his criticism of the Ricar-
dian theory of distribution on the theory of wages: in his view, “to determine
the wages of labour” is “the main problem of the science” (p. vi). The famous
and oft-quoted passage on the “mazy and preposterous assumptions of the Ri-
cardian school” and on the “able but wrong-headed man, David Ricardo, [who]
shunted the car of economic science on to a wrong line” concerns specifically
the Ricardian theory of wages. In the Preface to the first edition of the Theory
Jevons singles out among the “generally accepted doctrines” which have always
appeared to him “purely delusive” the “so-called Wage-Fund Theory” and de-
fines it a “mere truism” (ibidem). In the Preface to the second edition, he claims
that in order to elaborate a “true doctrine of wages” it is necessary to abandon
the “Wage-Fund Theory, the Cost of Production doctrine of Value, the Natural

5 Some commentators have pointed out that it is necessary to distinguish between Jevons® pre-
scriptions in the field of pure economics from those in the field of applied economics, As far as
pure economic theory is concerned, “Jevons was at one with [John Stuart] Mill” (Peart, 1993, p.
437), as Jevons himself plainly acknowledges in Chapter 1, Section 6 (‘Logical Method of Eco-
nomics’) of his Theory. Jevons parts company with Mill in the field of applied economics where
he insists upon the use of appreximation techniques. See also Peart (1995 and 1996).
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of his belief that truth in economics is one. Jevons, in fact, charges the'Ricardian
theory of distribution of what he believes to be deadly sins for scientific theories:
in his view the Ricardian theory is based on assumptions which have empirically
false implications and it is logically flawed. Hence it does not pass the test Jev-
ons himself has set up for a theory to be accepted in the realm of science. Jevons
detects two crucial assumptions within the Ricardian theory of distribution:
1. the various factors of production are considered as separate sources of
production and
2. the rate of wages is assumed as exogenously given at the subsistence level.
According to Jevons, the first assumption leads Ricardian economists to mis-
represent the relationship between wages and rent and, consequently, between
cost of production and value, Jevons’ view on this aspect of the Ricardian theory
may be reconstructed as follows. In Ricardian theory rent is determined at the
margin of cultivation and therefore it “forms no part of the cost of production
which determines the value of agricultural produce™; wages are determined either
through the wage-fund theory or through the natural rate hypothesis. In any case,
unlike rent, wages are a determinant of cost of production and thus of value:

Rent in fact is represented as the effect not the cause of high value; wages on the
contrary are treated as the cause, not the effect (p. xIviii).

Jevons rejects these Ricardian conclusions not because they do not follow
consistently from the Ricardijan premises but because they derive from an ag-
sumption which (in his view) has an empirically false implication: the Ricardian
doctrine assumes “labour, land, knowledge and capital” as “causes each of a cer-
tain portion of the produce” (p. xlvi). By contrast, for Jevons the various factors of
production must be considered as “conjoint conditions of the whole produce” and
“distribution” as “entirely subject to the principles of value and the laws of supply
and demand” (ibidem)’. Thus Jevons appears to criticize this aspect of the Ricar-
dian theory of distribution from an empirical and not from a logical point of view?®.

Jevons® staternents make sense once it is granted that Jevons undertakes a
reconstruction and an evaluation of Ricardian economics in the light of his own
economic theory which he considers as the true economic theory. Jevons, as in-
terpreter of Ricardo, is aware that Ricardo has elaborated an asymmetric expla-

7 Jevons claims that each particular kind of factor is monopolistically owned by the various
labourers, landlords and capitalists: each of them “must be regarded...as bringing into the
common stock one part of the component elements, bargaining for the best share of the produce
which the conditions of the market al.low him to claim successtully” (Jevons, 191 1, p. xlvi).

The distinction between logical (or internal) and empirical (or extemnal) criticism has an
epistemic foundation much more slippery than usually thought (see Salanti, 1989a and b). Yet,
since the main purpose of this paper is not to dwell on the exact epistemological nature of Jev-
ons’ critique of Ricardo, that distinction may be retained at least as an usefui simplification.
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I think that in the equation Produce = profit + wages the quantity of produce is es-
sentially variable (p. 270).

Moreover, the assumption of a uniform rate of wages is, in his view, a “vio-
lent assumption” (p. 165), a “sweeping simplification” (pp. 269-270) which im-
plies that “all higher rates are merely exceptional instances, to be explained
away on other grounds” (p. 270)'®. To put it briefly, it is an assumption devoid
of any empirical content:

I altogether question the existence of any such rate (p, 269).

For Jevons, in fact, “a true theory of wages” should dispense with the as-
sumption of an uniform rate of wages. In a letter to J.L.. Shadwell, (December
5, 1872), Jevons writes:

In my Theory I have attempted to show that every one who works for pay will ul-
timately be paid according to what he contributes to the general industry. 1 think that
it is the very essence of wages to vary with the skill and efficiency of the labourer
(Jevons, 1972-1981, vol. iii, p. 255).

It may be granted that for Jevons classical economists assumed the rate of
wages within the givens and the rate of profits within the unknowns in their
theory of value and distribution. Hence, Jevons® charge of underdetermincy
holds if and only if it is admitted that 1) for Jevons classical economists did
not assume “produce” as given and 2) classical ecohomists did not actually
assume “produce” as given. As far as point 1) is concerned, I shall recall the
posttion of Kriesler (1984) and White (1991}, according to whom Jevons rec-
ognizes that classical economists did assume “produce” as given. Hence Jev-
ons’ charge of underdeterminacy cannot be sustained (at least from a logical
point of view), Moreover I shall discuss the arguments put forward by
Mosselmans (2000) to support his claim that to ascertain Jevons® thought at
this regard is a false problem. As far as point 2) is concerned, [ am aware that
a detailed examination of classical texts would fall beyond the scope of this
paper. Thus I shall content myself by mentioning the views of an established
school of interpretation according te which classical economists did take
“produce” as given in their theory of value and distribution.

Kriesler claims that, taking Jevons’ statements as a whole, “is abundantly
clear” the fact that “Jevons recognised the importance for Ricardo of taking out-
put as given” (Kriesler, 1984, p. 404 fn. 2). White’s position is more articulated.
According to White, the critique of the classical theory played a major role in

¥ Jevons is here unfair (to say the least) towards the classical theory of wage differentials:
see Kurz and Salvadori (1995, Chapter 11).
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the technical conditions of production of the various commodities;
the size and composition of social product;
the rate of wages and

. the quantity and qualities of land.

The unknown magnitudes are
a) the system of relative prices of production and
b) the residual distributive variable, the rate of profits.

The asymmetric treatment of the distributive variables and the logical separa-
tion between the theory of prices and the theory of quantities (thanks to the as-
sumption of given quantities) are considered by these interpreters as the hallmarks
of Ricardian economics and two of the main theoretical differences between the
Ricardian and the marginalist theories of value and distribution. In particular, Ga-
regnani (1984, p. 293) formalizes the “core” of classical economics by means of
an equation, “Social preduct — Necessary consumption = Shares other than wages
(surplus)”, which proves to be strikingly similar to that envisaged by Jevons, pro-
vided that Jevons® “produce”, “wages” and “profit” are translated respectively
into Garegnani’s “Social product”, “Necessary consumption”™ and “Shares other
than wages”. According to Garegnani, the classical authors did assume “Social
product” and “Necessary consumption™ as given: the equation at hand is thus per-
fectly able to determine the only unknown, “Shares other than wages”.

4. Final Remarks

Some commentators have recently argued that Walras, -as interpreter of Ri-
cardo, had difficulties in coming to grips with the analytical structure of the clas-
sical theory of value and distribution. In this paper I have focused on Jevons’ in-
terpretation of the Ricardian theory of distribution and I have highlighted the fact
that Walras’ exegetical difficulties were substantially shared by Jevons. I have
reconstructed and evaluated Jevons® strategy of interpretation in the light of two
hermeneutic categories, “interpretation” and “application”, in order to isclate the
logic underlying Jevons® point of view on Ricardo, in particular his claim that
Ricardo tries to determine two unknowns from a single equation. I have argued
that Jevons, unlike Marshall, is not interested in providing an original interpreta-
tion of what Ricardo really said. Jevons’ basic goal appears to be a critical as-
sessment of the scientific worth of received economic doctrines. To accomplish
this task, Jevons looks for an objective standard of judgement and he identifies
such a standard in his own theory. He makes this exegetical choice because of
his belief that truth in economics is one. (Apparently, Jevons underrated the pos-
sibility that different theoretical approaches could coexist within the realm of
economic science.) In his view, in fact, his new economic theory passes both of
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Abstract

Jevons on the Ricardian Theory of Distribution. An Interpretation

The paper reconstructs and evaluates Jevons® strategy of interpretation of Ricardian eco-
nomics in the light of some hermeneutic catcgories. Jevons® basic goal appears to be 2 critical
assessment of the net scientific content of classical economics. Jevons envisages a three step
exegetical stralegy: first he points out the scientific standards all economic theories should corn-
form to and elaborates his new economic theory in compliance with these standards; then he
scrutinizes the corpus of received economic doctrines in the light of his theory and, finally, he
passes his sentence. Jevons® belief that truth in economics is one prevents him to recognize that
what he calls scientific errors may actually be theoretical differences.
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