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theory which is n:levaniiO what il bas retained. The method is lriumptusnt provided 
the abstractions are judicious. Bul, however triumphanl, tbe 1tiumph i> within limic.. 
The neglect of these limiiS leads 10 disas1rous oversights .. .. The methodology of 
reasoning requires the limiwions involved in the abstr.cc. Accordingly, the true 
ralionalism must always transcend itself by recurrence 10 the conctec.c in search of 
inspiration. A self-satisfied rationalism is in effect a form of anti-ralionalism. It 
means an arbilt31)' halt at a particular set of abstractions IWhitehe.ld, 1925, p. 200). 

What is the set of abstractions that political economy has r iveted on men's 
minds and at which it has come to a self-satisfied halt? Whitehead does not spell 
it out, but I think we know well enough. It is the abstraction of a circular flow of 
national product and income regulated by a perfectly competitive maricet, 
conceived as a mechanical analog, with motive force provided by individualis­
tic maximization of utility and profit, in abstraction from social community and 
biophysical interdependence. What is emphasized is the optimal alloca!ion of 
resources that can be shown to result from the mechanical interplay of individ­
ual self-interests. What is neglected is t..'le effect of one person's welfare on thai 

of others through bonds of sympathy and community and the physical effects of 
one person's production and consumption activities on others through bonds of 
biophysical community. Whenever the abstracted-from elements of reality 
become too insistently evident in our experience, their existence is admitted by 
the category "externality." Externalities are ad hoc corrections introduced as 
needed to save appearances, like the epicycles of Ptolemaic astronomy. Excer­
nalities do represent a recognition of concrete experience even when its sources 
have been abstracted from, but in such a way as to minimize restructuring of the 
basic theory. As long as externalities involve minor details, this is perhaps a 
reasonable procedure. But when vital issues (e.g .. the capacity of the earth 10 

support life) have to be classed as externalities. it is time to restructure basic 
concepts and start with a different set of abstractions that can embrace what was 
previously external. The frequency of appeal to externalities is a good index of 
the overall problem of misplaced concreteness in economic theory. But there 
are more particular examples as well. 

Examples from Economics 

Perhaps the classic instance of this fallacy in economics is "money ... 
It consislS in taking the characteristics of the abstract symbol and measure of 
exchange value, money, and applying them to the concrete use value. lhc 
commodity itself. Thus, if money flows in an isolated circle. chen so d<> 

commodities; if money balances can grow forever at compound intcresl. then S<> 

can real GNP, and so can pigs and cars and hain:uts. No an intcllc<:t than 
John Locke committed this fallacy in his lhcory of privale property. He at first 
argued-that one's legitimate accumulation of property was limited to what one 
could use before it spoiled. Thus the physical tendency to spoil. rot . and 
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,Je,·ay set a kind of natural limit to accumuhuion of real wealth. But, Locke 
argued. with the: advent of a money economy that natural limit disappears 
t>c..:ause mon.:y does nl.ll spoil. and wealth can be accumulated in the form of 
"'''"':y. N..1tc: that tho: characto:ristil: of the abstract symbol (nonspoilage) comes 
to dominah: the ,·har.Jl'teristic (spoilage) of the concrete reality being symbol· 
izc:d. L,-..:ke's limitation on wealth disappears even though wealth still spoils. 
One might as well argue that butter accumulation is not limited by spoilage 
bo:cause the quantity of butter is measured in pounds, and pounds can be 
summed inddinitely in a ledger without spoiling. 

Clc:arly. the existence of millionaires does not necessarily imply rotting 
stockpiles of goods. Indeed. money balances do not imply the existence of any 
real goods at all. The willingness of the community to bold money derives from 
the inconvenience of barter and the fact that money is an indent or lien against 
futurl! production, which cannot spoil because it does not yet exisl. Thus 
spoilage still limits the accumulation of real wealth, even in a money economy. 

A more recent example of the fallacy of misplaced concreteness is provided 
by Gary Becker and Nigel Toroes (1979) in their model of intergenerational 
distribut ion of income. They attempt in rigorous fashion to extend the model of 
individualistic utility maximization over intergenerational time periods and use 
it to explain long-run changes in the distribution of wealth and income. The 
model requires a self-identical, well defined decision-making unit over inter· 
generational time. Individuals die off, so they won't do. Families won't do either 
because. although they endure, they are neither self-identical nor independent. 
Families endure only by merging and mixing their identities through sexual 
reproduction. and thus are not i.ndependent or well defined over intergenera­
tional t ime. 

My great-great grandchild will also be the great-gTeat grandchild of fifteen 
other people in the current generation, identities unknown. Presumably my 
great-great grandchild's well-being will be as much an inheritance from each of 
these fifteen others as from me. Therefore it does not make sense for me to 
worry too much about my particular descendant, or to take any particular 
action on his or her behalf. The farther in the future the hypothetical descen­
dant is the greater the number of coprogenitors in the present generat ion, and 
consequently the more in the nature of a public good is any provision· made for 
the distant future. To the extent that I am concerned about the welfare of my 
descendant. 1 should also be concerned about the welfare of all those in the 
present generation from whom for good or ill , my descendant will inherit as 
much as he or she will from me. Thus a concern for future generations should 
reinforce rather than weaken the concern for present j ustice-contrary to what 
is often supposed. Although we are not a.ll brothers and sisters in the literal 
sense, we are quite literally all coprogenitors of each others' grandchildren and 
more distant descendants. The thrust of these evident consequences of sexual 
reproduction is toward community and away from individualism-a thrust 
generally resisted by standard economks. especially the Chicago school of 
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which Becker is a prominent member. To avoid this thrust and keep the world 
safe for individualistic maximization, Becker and Tomes adopt the obvious if 
extreme expedient of assuming asexual reproduction! It is one thing to abstract 
from the incidental in order to highlight the fundamental . It h something else to 
abstract from the fundamental to save a model. When the concrete fact of 
sexual reproduction conflicts with the abstractions of individualistic maximiz.a· 
tion, the authors hang on to their abstractions as somehow more real. Becker 
and Tomes try to convince the reader that this absurd assumption i~ for 
expository convenience only and that nothing important hangs on it, quite 
unsuccessfully in my opinion (Daly, 1982). 

Another recent example of misplaced concreteness is evident in the book by 
Julian Simon, The Ultimate Resource (1981). Since we treat reality in terms of 
number so frequently and so successfully, some of us have come to believe that 
whatever is true for the set of real numbers must be true for everything in the 
real world. Witness Simon's argument that copper is infinite: 

The length of a one-inch line is finite in the sense that it is bounded at both end>. 
But the line within the endpoints contains nn infinite number of points; these point.s 
cannot be counted, because they have no defined size. Therefore the number of point' 
in that one-inch segment is not finite. Similarly. the quantity of copper that will ever 
be available to us is not finite, because there is no method (even in principk) of 
making an appropriate count of it (Simon. 1981. p. 47). 

Note that Simon switches from the concept of infinite divisibility to infinite 
amount, from the infinity of points on a line to the infinity of copper in the 
ground, with nothing but the word "similarly'' to bridge the gap. No doubt the 
abstract properties of numbers can be used to describe many fa..:ts about 
copper, but not every property of abstract numbers is obliged to convey a 
concrete truth about copper. 

A very important example of misplaced concreteness occurs in the neoclassi· 
cal proposition that ,;reproductible capital is a near perfect subst itute for natural 
resources." This notion has been defended by Nordhaus and Tobin ( 19721 and 
by Stiglitz ( 1979), among others. It is frequently appealed to in order to argue 
that natural resources are not a binding constraint on economic grov.·th. This 
argument confuses abstract paper-and-penci l operations on symbols in a C\•1>1>· 
Douglas production function with real world physical processes of producti••n. 
Aside from the obvious fact that concrete reproducible .:apital is itself made 
from raw materials, there is the absurd implicat ion that we could huild the same 
house with one-tenth the lumber, if only we have enough more saw' t>r 
hammers. Yet this ridiculous substitutabil ity argument has !x-en fro:qucnth 
apj>ealed to in order to show that natural resource scarcity need nt>t limit 
production growth. The fact that mathematically the produ<·t of K and R <an t>c 
kept constant by raising K to offset a fall in R (as long. as R docs n1>t !><',·,•mr 
zero), just does not mean a thing. when we talk ahout con<'rctc amt•unts ,,f 
lumber and saws needed to make a house. 
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On.: tinal l!.xample als\> has to do with resource availability. Lester Thurow 
a.rgues: 

In the c'c>nlc~t <>f lCI'I) ec'OO\lRUC g.rowth and other countries a fallacious " impos­
sit>ility JI!(Unt~nf' is <>ften made to demonstrate the need for zero economic growth. 
The ~unt<:nt sta.rts with a question. How many tons of this or that non-renewable 
n:s<>UIW w\luld the world need if everyone in the world now had the consumption 
,tan<Ja.rds enjoyed by those in the U.S. '?The answer is designed to be a mind-boggling 
number in .:omparison wilh current supplies of such resources. The problem with 
ooth the question and the answer is th;u it assumes that the rest of the world is going to 
a.:hieve the .:onsumption standards of the average American without at the same time 
a.:hieving the productivity standards of the average American. This is, of course, 
;,Jgebraically impossible. The world can consume only what it can pro<.luce. When the 
rest oi the world has consumption standards equal to those of the U.S., it will be 
producing ar thc sa.me rate and providing as much of an increment to the worldwide 
suppli.!s of goods and services as it does to the demand for goods and services 
[Thurow. 1976. p. 40). 

Professor Thurow thought well enough of this argument that he reproduced it 
verbatim five years later in Chapter 5 of his otherwise admirable book, The 
Zero-Sum Society ( 1981 , p. 118 ). Thurow appeals to the abstract accounting 
conventions of the circular flow of exchange value in order to "prove" that the 
physical flow of resources can never be a constraint on economic growth. He 
tells us that it is not only possible for the U.S. standard of resource consumption 
to be generalized to the entire world, it is "algebraically impossible" that it 
should be otherwise! Never mind about tons of nonrenewable resources and all 
!hose numbers that are "designed" to be mind-boggling. Aggregate production 
equals aggregate income and that is all there is to it! Unfortunately for Thurow's 
argument, the algebra of circular flow accounting identities tells us absolutely 
nothing about the adequacy of biophysical resources to sustain worldwide a 
per-capita resource use rate equal to that of the United States (Daly, 1985). 

Even before Whitehead made it easy to recognize the fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness by defining and labeling it, the great Swiss economist, Sismondi, 
had observed the error and was compla.ining about it: 

The new English economists (classical economists) are quite obscure and can be 
understood only with great effort because our mind is opposed to malcing the 
abstractions demanded of us. This repugnance is in itself a warning that we are 
turning away from the truth when. in moral science where everything is connected, 
we endeavor to isolate a principle and to see nothing but that principle . .. . Humanity 
should be on guard against all generalization of ideas that causes us to loose sight of 
the facts, and above all against lhe error of identifying the public good wilh wealth, 
abstracted from lhe sufferings of the human beings who create it (Sismondi. 1827). 
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Conclusion: Avoiding Misplaced Concreteness 

Enough c:xamples have been presented to lend credence to Georgescu-Roegeo's 
claim, cited at the outSet, that misplaced concretenes~ is the cardinal sin of 
standard economics. Nor can these examples be dismissed as Str.lw men. I have 
quoted only from deservedly respected economists of diverse ideological bent , 
professors from such prestigious universities as Chicago, MIT, Maryland, and 
Yale. My purpose is not to impugn their professional status, but merely to argue 
that when the best economists fall so easily into the trap, we should have grea~er 
respect for the trap and guard more against it. 

How can we guard against misplaced concreteness in economics'> For one 
thing we could warn students about it in the early chapters of principles texts. as 
we already do for the fallacy of composition, post Jwc ergo propter hoc. petito 
principii, and other Latin crimes against reason. To my knowledge no text 
mentions the fallacy of misplaced concreteness. They do talk about abstr.tction. 
but only to emphasize its powers, not its dangers. 

One must admit that avoiding misplaced concreteness is not easy. We simply 
cannot think without abstraction. "To abstract" means literally "to draw away 
from." We can draw away from concrete experience in different directions and 
by different distances. To expect perfect judgement in choosing the direction 
and distance of abstraction proper to each argument, and never to mix up levels 
in the middle of an argument, is to expect too much. It seems we must always 
commit this fallacy to some degree, and must think of minimizing it rather than 
eliminating it entirely. For this reason it is a very subtle fallacy- more a general 
limitation of conceptual thought than an error in logic. 

There are nevertheless two rules of thumb that will help us to minimiT.C 
misplaced concreteness. One is, in Whitehead's words, "recurrence to the 
concrete in search of inspirat ion." One technique for getting back to the 
concrete is to look at all four of Aristotle's notions of cause. In addition 111 

efficient causation, which occupies our anention almost exclusively. let u~ 
remember material, formal, and final causes. Whitehead ( 1929. p. 2Sl ~aid. "a 
satisfactory cosmology must explain the interweaving of efficient and linal 
causat.ion." Likewise for a satisfactory political economy. 

One could hardly accuse the coauthor of Principia Mathemnticu ofhart>nring 
a vulgar prejudice against abstract thought. He just insists. like a j!OOd ccon<~· 

mist , that we constantly weigh the costs of our part icular abstracticm~ again~t 
the benefits and be willing to recur to the concrere now and again. 

Whitehead describes the costs and benefits of abstract ion as follows : 

The advantage of confining anent ion to a definite ~troup of abstra•tions. " th~t ynu 
confine your thoughts to clear-cut. definite relations . . . . We all ~now tho" dcaN·ut. 
trcncltant intellects, immovably encased in a hard shell of abstract inns. They hniJ ~·nu 
to their abstractions by the sheer grip of per.;onality. 

The disadvantage of exclusive anent ion to a ~rour of ahstr.l<'lions. hnwcvcr wdl· 
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foull<la.t, is that. by !he nat om.- of !he case. you have abstracted from the remainder of 
changs. Insofar as !he exduded tlungs- impor1ant in your experience, your modes of 
thoug.ht ~ noc 1\nC\lto deal with chcm (Whitehead, 1929, p. 200). 

The s«onJ and ~lated rule of thumb is to avoid excessive professional 
sp.:cialization: 

Th< dangers arising from this ilSpect of professionalism are great. particularly in 
our dcmocr:uic soo:.c:ties. The d~cive force of reason is weakened. The leading 
intdk<:ts lack balan<:e. They see this sec of circumstances. or that set: but not both seiS 
togelh<:r. The wk of coon.lination is left to those who lack either the fon:e or the 
dwncter 10 succeed in some definite can:c:r. ln shon. the specialized functions of the 
communicy are performed better and more progressively. but the generalized direc· 
tion tacks vision. The progressiveness in detail only adds to the danger produced by 
the feebleness of coordination [Whitehead. 1929). 

That this danger is an aspect of the fallacy of misplaced concreteness is 
indicated in the following paragraph where Whitehead adds, 

There is development of panicular abstractions and a contraction of concrete 
appreciation. The whole is lost i.D one of iiS ilSpeciS. 

Those fields of economics that deal more with the whole and the concrete, 
such as economic history, comparative systems, history of economic thought, 
and economic development ought to be more emphasized, not only for their 
own sakes. but also as an antidote to the near roxie levels of rarefied abstraction 
encountered in the "core courses." But until present trends are reversed, some 
of us might make modest contributions by pointing out examples of misplaced 
concreteness as we discover them in the pages of our learned journals. 

l"'TE: This article appeared originally i.n Journal of Interdisciplinary Economics, 1987. 
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