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1. Los profesores de política económica o de economía 

economía se enseñaba como parte de las ciencias 

fructíferos debates.

ECONOMISTS AS WORDLY 
PHILOSOPHERS

The Worldly 
Philosophers: The Lives, Times And Ideas 
Of The Great Economic Thinkers

countless beginning economics students 

because of the breadth and moral depth of 

inspiration of that book has contributed 
to the desire for many to go on to become 
economists, and to productive lives as 
researchers.

out by economists is most impressive, 

economics as a profession substantially lost 
sight of the idealism that existed in earlier 
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research to the frontier led to some loss of 
moral perspective?

The financial crisis that started in 2007 

the popular press as evidence of a lapse, 

failed to anticipate and raise any significant 

in the better part of a century?

p r o f e s s i o n  t h i n k  t h e  m o d e l s  t h a t 

see the big picture and to sound the alarm 

to consider trends in economics over 
the years,  and to think about factors 

early development of the profession – 

involved in important public policy issues 

citizens. They conceived of their discipline 
more broadly, and more in terms of moral 
imperatives, than most economists seem 
to do today.

I. Examples

economics but of moral philosophy1. 
The Theory of Moral Sentiments, f irst 

philosophy, psychology, and economics. 
It puzzled over the guiding force behind 
economic activity: are people inherently 
self ish, or do they have a concern for 
others? In assessing human morality, Smith 

to describe accurately human drives. This 

Wealth of Nations in 
1776, the book that laid the foundation for 
modern economics.

A Treatise on Probability 

stable. But stable frequencies are not 
very common, and cannot be assumed 

think of probabilities as degrees of belief, 
and hence psychological phenomena, 

modeling, and to formulate a concept of 
animal spirits as a force in the economy. 
Thus, his philosophy of probability and 

The 
General Theory of Employment Interest and 
Money 2

led to his inf luential book The Economic 
Consequences of the Peace

the heavy reparation payments from the 

and interspersed purely economic analysis 

the reparations, the popular sense of their 

analysis anticipated the economic, social, 
and political events that lead to the tragedy 

most significant successes in the history 

an extremely broad, inductive, mode of 
inquiry.

recent financial crisis. Sensing an imminent 
crisis once again involved thinking about 
the unreliability of our probability models, 
and instead of human psychology and 
of the course of historical events and 

in modern econometric models.
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advant ages ,  o f  course :  i t  f ac i l i t a tes 
rapid scientif ic progress, at least along 
directions that have been indicated by 

the profession has potencial disadvantages 

i t  has  a  tendency to lead to carr ying 
original ideas too far, beyond their useful 

ponder broad issues and learn even basic 
simple facts outside their specialty. Their 

l imited, and so they may retreat into 

development of the field, but fails to pay 
attention to the larger picture.

II. A Long-Term Trend Towards Increasing 
Scientific Rigor and Specialization

Modern social sciences departments 
began to prol i ferate in the late  19th 
century. The Baltimore Sun commented on 

 
Political economy has come to 

ordinary intelligence could teach 

a  combinat ion  of  spec ia l i s t s  to 
present the results of the most recent 
researches in every department of 

th

that def ied formal analysis and those 

Seligman suggested that adherents of 

Interestingly, this observation might be 
made by some about economists today. 
Perhaps there is indeed something about 

vision of human nature had been creeping 
into economics:

Economic theor y has  s teadi ly 

in theory at least, to go behind the 
existing forms and instruments of 
the economic process, to the human 

I n d e e d ,  t h e  e mp h a s i s  o f  m o d e r n 
e c o n o m i c s  o n  re p re s e n t i n g  h u m a n 
e c o n o m i c  b e h a v i o r  i n  t e r m s  o f 
maximization of utility functions in the 

motives as the core of economic theory, 

connection to economic analysis.

special ization of f ields in economics 
became more  prominent  in  t he  la te 

as rational expectations theory and the 
efficient markets hypothesis seemed to be 
carried to excess by their enthusiasts.

Even t he inventor,  in  1961,  of  t he 

Muth, had concerns in subsequent decades 

at Wesleyan, Muth asserted that:

It is a little surprising that serious 
alternatives to rational expectations 



have never really been proposed. My 

against  ver y  naïve  expectat ions 

rational decision-making behavior 
a n d  s e e m s  to  h ave  b e e n  r a t h e r 

Tversky). It is really incredible that too little 
has been done along these lines.

seventh and last edition of The Worldly 
Philosophers, published in 1999, included a 

about an increasing focus on economics 

the exact physical sciences, for it deals 

cannot be a pure science because the social 
life of humans is inherently political.

III. Economics as a Moral Science

as a moral science” appears to date from 
American Economic 

Association

considerations, since they are aimed simply 

inherent ly  depend upon a  common 
acceptance of value systems, and hence 
have an inherent ethical component. In 
making this argument, Boulding asserted:

We cannot escape the proposition 
that as science moves from pure 

i t  creates becomes a problem of 

the common values of the societies 

scientif ic subculture. Under these 
circumstances science cannot proceed 

a direction that often carries economists 
too far: the fascination that economists 

self -evident to many economists that 
economic  sc ience  should  adopt  t he 
Pareto criterion as a research discipline: 
We should pursue the development of 
policies that make every single person 
better off, and cast aside any policy as 

the underlying assumption that motivates 
Pareto theorizing, that people care only 
about themselves and that there is neither 

in the system, is  demonstrably false. 

condition could hardly be imagined” 

i n  o rd e r  to  p u r s u e  e c o n o m i c s  a s  a 

history and the broader social sciences, in 
addition to developing mathematical and 

the interconnectedness of people, and of 
their emotional reactions and motivations.

IV. Promoting Economics as a Moral 
Science

to see the possibility of our recent financial 
crisis, there are emerging signs of greater 
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fields, including history, psychology, and 
sociology. What can the profession do to 
encourage its members to continue this 

that could encourage young economists to 
have greater investment in reclaiming the 

inf luence the direct ion of  economic 

research proposals, engage in the hiring 

position to encourage broader perspectives 

of economic problems.

Journal 
of Economic Perspectives. In the first issue 

Shapiro, and Timothy Taylor, lamented 

specialists,” and asserted that economists 

to provide a range of perspectives on 

perspective can help in understanding 

though it did not suggest imminent failure. 

cognitive theory of speculative bubbles 
based on experimental economics, though 
it did not discuss the current situation. 

Sinai about the alleged speculative bubble 
in the housing market, though it reached 

on sociology and economics that set the 
stage for a discussion of the sociology of 
the current speculative situation in the 
markets, though it did not actually do this.

the crisis but did not put all the elements 
together to alert the reader that a crisis 

not anticipate the crisis at all, or did their 

model builders make them hesitant to use 

But the kind of effort exemplified by the 
Journal of Economic Perspectives to encourage 
professional economists to synthesize 

issues of the day is the right direction 
to go. We simply must implement more 
changes, such as other interdisciplinary 
forums, and improved design of incentives 
for researchers, both in their training 
and in their subsequent careers. The real 
imperative for researchers is that efforts 
need to be redoubled to encourage cross-
fertilization and broad-spectrum thinking, 
driven by the broad moral purpose of 
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