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Remarks upon Receipt of the J'eblen-Comrnons Award 

We propose oii this occasion to honor a suggestion Professor Edwin 
Witte used to make, that those of us who had Iouild Profiessor John R. 
Commons's ideas valuable in our work should attempt to explain this 
rc'I\ 10nCto our colleagues in ccol m lics. I have not onl\ been trailing 
(Coinamonsn b\ seveA! de'Ades in mv career. I have also \orked on pro
fessionlall probleins \'!r\ dillkrent from those ie Coll fronlcd. To make 
sucih Iransitioins of tImeI',and CxIcntial rC1 ercnces requires. of coursc, 
that sse lustl seek to achiee a general pcrspectl i.Con (olommons'sidcas 
and upon a lfe\w upon some centralke\ issues InI economin ics as well as 
ideas in agricultural de\oC)pment puOlic'. 

During the fift\ Nears and more since my student days with Professor 
Con mons. the \world ha. been torn asunder b\ \ars, revolutions, de
pressions., and the dissolution of empires. Since the countries that were 
born, or reborn, out of the breakup of empires were mostly agricultural, 
we in departments of agricultural economics confronted, soon after the 
close of V\:orld War 11,a \ast array of problems in the econonlic reconl
struction and development ofagricul Lure, worldwide. Since these coun
tries had to start national development programs from where they 
were, we in this counLry needed to learn a great deal abouL the less
developed countries to have an\ perspective on their histories and 
problems. Similarly. since economists could only move from where 
they were, the established and orthodox theories of economics gradu
ally came to dominate the discussions ofeconomrists regarding agricul
tural development policies. These orthodoxies are now approximately 
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poliizcd into thc "rc-n-akct''" ande the Marxian varieties of ortho
(Iox N 
Th' I -,Ioht,! I,..tt tII l
IIIs uIJl this.C' n[)JtntI tiltddC', Cl1 1))ll0 policies

di tir nlarkc i,\iholl (11lL pirt il tiltc i, i, Itoanlother, a, well as, f'rom 
tie pI IiiCIll, 0I Ilin LIStrI l de", hilOJlC't.I t iS, !te tradialso c,Mclnt that 

,ttnal s+\ ohf~ itllrlclltlrc, inI\ I CNc.ireteLc'ollrng iltiIet,,ing]\ Iliad
e.'tlate.lI ostlL lllt M (,ll el.10Itot' tileILtt't'rltrat
iootsill] 
and 5i'l,1c1t.It l . dhL lln-Ilt'.ttled h\ high r.te" tfpopUlat.ll%\t It liC 

Ur).,tlh. It't 111C ItalCes (t hu,,' 10\k itLI{ 'ltellt UtltlttIics m st1If\ 
I() l ltl \ ilL S" Ill i iii i1W11 ;11 I l (iitiS I'IIIl)tan I 01 Ir1 ihl sh l-

CiiL's 11Ii~ s 111 IIk)IIC' Ii ') 111( lIIIct Ios Ia II I c\ I\ IC I ' i i )I I )I I 
it",II I I I I I I II c5 '1.I.I: it-II ",tltIkitit l tls t, IIIlt, l I I l'tiL

i til Ii tI I' [I l SLt. t 'I iut L c llt I I ( l) tII' I I t .'I IIIcltIItIL
tl' , i 1 55t \ IC t il 1 1 I! I h) ) I, s i t-( -)111- lI I " ,cII. il'. 

tI k It I I.I'ill I I -,\I .IN tI "Il i k a Id .sc'l s i I'idi -"I Iti

kc k ks I 11tI olIi i 1ti fl , 'hI I \tf i un1 1\I i CiC Ai h .ICt 
il ILIitsI' I JI)I I d C IIiIIIA111 111 \ 11k1 1 t 

it l I l iI llrt' 

h. i ,L ,l l L ci l l t* l hi IIl ulr t i i L \ s., ii t IIt-asU s LI tl i j ls,i i li i 1 hl l i t lie 
ILC51trit1 l \ 0 ike Ii Jl 11: l Ill 0-dCc ll I t.M I" C ll i l h11 it e 
r t .l il-\ ; si I ' ls i ml, lin( C1 \ Cil I L ' ILIh lli C t l ide- \ts 
 lhe 


>t.i-t lh!lic ls i f ,Imlas 1(1 II kil l I Cli ! 1I 1iiill i1. 1 \
 
L '", \i tI..i l l
iiIIIilul11 Li.d ISC lml5i l-l -thc LIl t lit' hil<LSlLLItliii Ii1[ltlt llLSLI ('ltlilllSISalLII , I ilL h lsIli La bletllt 'd-tI ,hI I I"1 

it , hl sicillltirl liiaL'll es-l th- thei 
t'il ti n Imaltii tI t p1)1 ()tiLic ei\ Il] ,itik andle th, lltn. (

i lLt 111 " t i, me k 
5 L sr 

"I lln., ,t ,L.,lt " h1 it jk'ill.'il I \11) l',%ic t ll oft llt.- tIcmnfo ,crYi 
II.(l1 tt- lsi.\Ciii -\t i lt Ulsti lltILL il it l t t ice t 5 tlii hIe% 

tope Ill'\C \ h, l ii\'II1IC ', l ICt 1 iI)II IIIkCI l 
 a'kI ,1 IIlll 
,
v c'I)11+ ( Itl II I I I I t i til11" 11C lttI I ) , tc l'1'I.cII1I IltI t, n ll I I ;I' scl kI" 


gl',lIll S tf(tt'\,C.' II)IM -1'n ltS I\'l'lktrlI ll h outt h \ 111C.\%ills' tOlc ats.% .atildtile 
hoIpes oflllun1.1n IwLillpL, 

It is inILI I L It Stilelltsuchs ,it1t1Il 111%(a t ut12itll /istoI vclo i ag-C% 
rilCuLrC ill the IC5s-tlC\ Ceisi))Cl arilas t the \korld t11 I row attempt to 
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respond to Professoi Witte's suggestion. We turh first to tile character
ization and development of'sone of(omnmons's key ideas.2 

I. 

I note, first ofall, that John R. ('omnons did not consider himself to 
be, and was not, a dissenter among economists. Rather, ('ommons at
tempted to broaden the horizons ol'economics better to cope with the 
problems ol'a national econoniv in)a corporate age. lie never spoke dis
paragingly ot the ort hodo\ economics of his da.v. As I read (Commons's 
interpretation of the cvCl opinenIt ot'Cconornlic thought, he emphasizcd 
fhe new insights \I)ies successitC generations of CC'tOl0i iSts hav'e 
Ichje\tcd. W1hat set ("onllmOns apart in)his own dav,andce\ en now, was 
partI. that heiwas able t selecL st rategic problens for research, from 
wh ich he ita proIoIn'lCd tlisights into the deeptr issues in Cxistence: 
p3rt% that li was a mtemer ola small hand o' Ancrican intellectuals 
who de\isCL 111t' "instiuillitntal" approach to philosophical analysis, 
antd witli this small group lie \was all ine\cstigator oftlhc most contro
versial of CconoiinC Issics rather than a writer of'plhilosophical trea
tises: and partII that I \was socting to IItlerstaaId how the rin('ustrial 
CCOnloni oi" this C0otlnt;\ Could c In'niatiicd aind itabililtd. without. 
one liotild note. 11lpalir1g O tlh)locti\tC tCHiCrCV o1' thte systell. He 
\%as stnsii t t to tie LtcptI ,sc's of pYrerx, ilneq nll tiatlinsecurit 

tI a11Cnonnc S\StclI whi'rt propc'rt% and collective action mean 
1h
DO% Tcr. fi,st iajor thtor-etical eCttipublished in1 8)3, was the 

anal\sis ( 11the Ot'1f loopolk po\ er in the distribution of'wcalh.' 
But his trin (1cl rcle \\Crtc to Fronm this, icwent on in hisoo Tarro\\. 
rCsCeart'h1o ld-,Ii11)ie wkass to ccononliCt ' iuclusivse analwIe the 
order-olr. mlort plIetf\, tihe interrelations het\cen the creation and 
tiansf'0rnllatiorn ol'social, ctorlnlic. auld political ordrs. 

\We need to remeillbr. aso,that ("orn in ons-a nidvesterner-was 
born ill I862 1ntd matIired dUi irig the tLimultuous da\s that followed tile 

ivil War. Tils was a inlt of'great socia, unrest, ol the (iranger move-
Iell t mon1g fai' . oI apild industrial .iiion--niostllvby immigrant 
labor, with captairis of iid ustry. as the\ were cal led, famous for their 
"pu1)blic be taMLd'" attitudtes. (011oniinlSonce relma rked to a group of 
sludeflts thai, Is l yLi)ig illlan, lie Ild decided he was for whatever 
helped tht cornnon lall. 

('ommons came to Wisconsin in 19)5, initially to direct research for 
a coniprehensive documinitarv history of the industrialization of this 
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counLrx.lef itas%%; n engigct inI research on industrial accidents as 
well and %as ; ke\ tigirc InI tit design ofan industrial insurance pro
grail to cl\ rl act Idts ild thc Olgail/ation of the Wisconinlnlus
trial ('ommission (in I I ). xMhlh aldmairstercd the program. More 
thin an 'tune tls2. he prox idcd the CCeONmi1 fol.1ic1',l1atitnls for the Wis
euns1inll Progrcsi\ e P%, eIi.ent. Kenneth Bluulding. In aIpaMIpCr Iete'CSC d 
to the Aellcricall ficolonuics .Associatiol ,nnn T t SO.meI.gs in re
markcd (in pIrt): "throtighi his stuLCnts ( '(un tinI wa;is the intelhectual 
origin (0 thc ",\ I )eal. of laborI etislt t n of social +,oI.rit,. ofI the 
\I, ili.lCH \ niM1 t11 thi, '<)tlllrtl tti\\lrtId i 't'larc statc.. i wa, the 
fir"t blin-ttI i .t-p i I'.I t is 1lie. ()II lI t Ilit.rt lleost )aIrt tIIn the 
IMi4). stale ol\ Ituns l[i t sttiliI aIpilV"'rnilifgrlfl Iipottilltc' I'm 
tie HC \t .' ititiin I li hiit( tr ut( lll ltis," irlut'lue .ee ,till rillitills 

t.'Itl .,It'. \\)h thit1 -, C I li Ih and i ltt hIL It( tt ' I t eit l rIthel.r 

0i) I II( IIIt 1C , tiI(IY,1", IiILIi(,iI )l %i II lh -10s(hI~Isd I )- 1C 11 1' LI II 1CIlI hl s1 1il c lpl I Ii piI'\\, IIt iI it Iiiruh i tf tt is,

ctolsIll. ( i TI .i , It illti . t-li[HY 15ft \\ erl ,la liiltd th 'l sharp
'cLI11l11 i e t th~ii ) 'A ,\ l III t i 11lC1 'l IIH l l \tl I() ',i I .CI Wl t '' lOU,c'I tCl-M), la 

i 	 li t', ,,tcic fit.;liit I hi N i ail 5ne0i in tf th t1i\ s%\,s I lie c il 

litl!',A i I It IT i' I V,iM I 'li,' O i Miuii1ti t.s dd til Ii ' l \it IL 	 i1: )ttiI hitmii d it a1 1~l~1 1~l } c t i~ ~( l itt n;I 	 'I l li tI \ h c,h iid h ( [)I l lmt c c' ~l ) \ t+i 

ncititi{,ll I 	 'Ie ll iIls jietI ~l'lit I /li h,ii asl \Slltll-iblI t l t l -lIII i ul htt iatir.Itt n,Mtk lheiit d i Ill- a t lPt it.ifi l'lxL III Lii t tl Il pils tr1i -
lr t" . t tirtte tcti f IIIli ,t". itI I, tllk IItItt I 1 l , 

ssi1 1t to I", 

Ip I It I I i illMsiofdt jvt t i cand th picihe I Irntugh)kl	IIII rs 
,Iarid IiTheins) I I IkMJ,I III I s!ln-Itn t I 1' letin(all t I ',ll\ i , lit dur-ta l l.it
 

tired' it' lid~lli rew cdl t:iu. ,
+ i f Scc\ilt rles 's ere i btitdel.'t'se~ 
,


whi,.lci',r Of\ tt.. rt,.,1t hanieIII tuh' lalss,nltinId illf'ict ll\ cue, wilc'ttr dc iw
tl1 .,1 "iWIIcbelllefkc tI I " liii. \ r t d ed. 

c"<rcplc' cnla[il (11 h 't111 tie rcI!W. \ itld the' I)uhlikc. I hrI-Migh 
h1CM, ing', M.lt Ii ' ,~ tti ,I tt ll/i,, t rl IIItL [lt.d I)TO cL-dIM I FI Cl''. 
\%tli l l C'I.Ct ~C'.,AlllC' SW Illtl %"la\\ i]n \\ Ilk ll<ill. ( ()[11l1t0ll, ifliI ,t 

hso%\ \ Cr. tha thele co s ofi-tirtllc,Cto eac'h niplt)u tr ,littltIC retle.t the 
ictUal iaccidet'l record :n his o\%il l)llts t encrag.,' the adotption Of 
salel\ ted'\tdics. [he' inspctors bet'al e s let\ C'riginC's rat hC thlan 
plicet-i )es is tinl't-the c)inir )il-li. reg21;ic. hc oittce w.is nt
ol a. nitrketI retuction) in irtTRIS arilt SL'Cd worker coniperisa
tliln. but that salet\ became a concern oftInc'. hole industr\. In etlect. 

http:counLrx.le
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the "\'lu)I\ < t l0 t1 111 , 'J--;. III or(',-- out ill%,\,a|C'oVc cl''d iol' 
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lkxcn1ialI\ [1, ;IlIu t1. lut\k,,. cd h, ('otll
a llp lt.-I[Ill ll ,,I lh> ,m ll llI 

|0 a .st tlt r (d 


t h sIc)tuillt ti 'it(ltlltt i l A I)i . I '1,111 t'hath i n ulL' i.111
 

rLSIit)MeI t)1( Ille w!it U',)\ crit \\ isconsill that liesove tihe 

hi1i1% l\ 

I, ,.l [t'[ 1 fl"anc.hi',c<",J+\h lh1(1 J)tHN '.k(J 1,1 '"I
, \W IClLtII+Cl C'harltere'Ld 

11I \\ l" I Lii . I I . II II IihI a I , thl III I I kti a \ ii\ lt ll it,liltI i
 
ratt." m : .1 t It, \w ittl iI'. I 1 ,titik d
' U t,h iIlI 'iw itoV b
 
tltu( ,+lit ', I te y P '\kIt i,t .itt. t)I I 'mtlillder the
 
ilh atld Iw i t t t, t( ut it ltI'm iihllqtiri,,s
tli,,tii'lrijlirtt- i th S. ( 

],tA) lct It L . V 'Aitlk t \ IIili +t tt tl 

ktlpt ( o m m1i1n1to 


i 'rat tt '1.' II tW") /",",tfl . 
w', ind, ill', ',It~lkIC~l', l~+, hI t \ 't ,'lll, +\ItL'l M M WlIH 

t",ialii't it.il-,te \hil' ( 'h ii1 'ttr''qt' IC I e / ! /lt/tlertt,/Illt 
(llU'L ,-t Ill i't124 11 " M i'. Itt A\ :ltKI I, t IW ('tt11tMUM It, 


\ L\ ( )ul[ t)! lI- " -(,l , ( im immll + I C~L10
Jt)ll, \\LI',\,,u ll"l;. 
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sLTL ',,',1'\'It",Ill 11h11l,tlll ] l tU &I'I~ l'll 1-!1 c J ltll ,h
,t .tll] ls 11 


' 
\511-.1' Imlc klleli u.l.' iI it 1i, it II' bIi Ii 1 i1,i . tqt.J N I\ hltt1i 51\ c'-, 
,
arcI tti tIhtI I , 9 ,I] t .' hh t itoftlit. I . l . I LlI , !. citural 

COiI (tte hrI )r o) +lllai I . sit' 'N il l l .I I,' thia cti iLi tl .ItII I,It) 

e [ablIt, [liI l VII I it t11 1 1 tit 1 I I,,,C lt 12t ll. Clt t1i h IIt. I I eu 1S 

Ct''rL' 4I t.it iiiLetl it . 1 1 ieI i . , d l dl dpit 1 I I 1i l ia le.ie a\ II 

I,-,- t It ,I +,+lia e ra. t II Ii titI , t)Is ti.' ,t-k I it \ II i n l.hu Uco m111
 
cu ! (ItII
Iki'.''I t ' lII(I II h\ I t lat Ite ei ieitettted 1 I.. tdth11 _c()I. Ills 
st the,It' . I II',hc,I tI. s (dIIItnt s I .ea'CnIiad k IIt Il nd ItOurth Sft
0.,l ilt it I teJtti', I t IreIded1 . c dt. I_(I I IIV t It)IIinIsImI\ t l t t II.- I'ei 


I Te ()II a>I) 1llI i II .' I t, pttwrd i ult h 1,( ) ,tl'-t|,IlIl.tit1 whicha 

artdprol !(.'tIladIItrIt I I C1 \, I t IC C,' t1 i ]rd tC ll mid
,,.rahict+( 'I c (. pa r.h.l1p1,t ll trt I I IIh. 1[kJ LI'L 

th(';|ilet )dt I( I , l s. IIL It'( M 11 1!1+ta:t LIlaII(.it'\,Ii.IhS\ , .Illl 

.', ' t11 ', I ll I'c.t ",11I~t t ,cpl )t+, . I() Se t.. 

pa )II)| II ot~ 

()I"K IM1!", ("()ULI| \M It.IC l I'l t1 " ).',,t'' L llll. ) andlt 1_litllits
 

pr l' ki.c.d.Illthc+alcta . )ItII ollthlisca ri t.ileh_ \,h ic+s,\ste_11 of,[lt,'com m on1101 

I;.mof E)ltlglailki. \ Ith dt'L'p rooht, hC, tlh p .'I hc.',.\.',t.'ininlll Ihc icI_ of' 
c. l)im11oll JI'-, \%A1 ,.'tIJJ, htl)lt'lt. ll I tile. kM S',t)1'C. tI t\- Ollt 

(dfti¢l ttC ,it\It)prk,\ tldcM-,u W 0ft.,\l)Ct'tatioII, ft' tile Ifu'+, ]]t.lC.lt I'+,,,'tri, 

ltur._Itoillttit'ttile. lIt', I1It.'l lIC'td .d forl I11C I.tlld ,+CCMI ll (I't.'OC1111111 

ThCL ( L't(iatlt'IldTIIj'1-1thII tl l11u11 whiCh Sepl-CCI
uttrill RIIh.S of'g0.\CFt.. 

ariltled propcrt\ illland f'rom+ smcrcigilt. (and thcre.fore rent front 
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taxes) was made by Plarliame:nt in 1660. (Commons describes this 
change: 

Thns the right ot prisNat I)Io)tCit\ ini Land Cte11iCgCd Ionlithe striggicof.t 15 
.cars hbitltecl the soerclgnl as laItndlord and his vassals as telaill, o~erthe rental \aneC of land. The co'llctive bargaiin lver rentS. beginning illtAe Nagna ( arta in 1215 ,', ending with the ,'storatmi and a hmIWed
lolarcll i Ill (10, alintl 'isrrddiin1ii tn fitOll) the \k Ill 0I the sos\CCgn

tle vAdl (of'the teolint. \ the imple l t, i~c 
to 

otliaking liked and ce.rtain, in
tenlti, of' (iht01 . IIl'iad of ritta'1is'll In ltels oft coniltoditel s and scr

ilktIse+ the t thcviTs, tile 1\ t to niriIch. Iita11te1(propet+'PaClIlIgI2td. hi"111 tit IL'Ilt hiigdiii kJ1i 1ld OHt 0 )1C+lh' CLtt+]Ill ILtIllls (11ll11011C\ 

hectstci nuptmcnic indhmf thei kin,. ind hIs nntllls. Ilet0 t to p11adefinite tactn InLash. dtfeiiint u it~,1\ In the iitonalt'h andi theN lwpt
"eilltat, of i1itif isJtJCnt. t in nit l titefto: 1 th1iLdefiite dills (to piaymrlli. ini tnoilil tlti a m', cdS ',tit sS dtl ItCtmiiim mifi\ dtiallr lm\ tit Chietf
landhold.'
 

'he reirLiti-utti, n,()placed potillthe arittiL .\et.cis th) e p)\e's if 
ptero~gat is h e .riCl si ith gf ii.H A1limit tothe dtt+is to the king flir
\0hiuh the te;Ljits++ %teteliable' Ihise 11t1tations n if'the()Ithe ps(e)Crs

plte1to.g:itit tt;ite ill ( tnlltilS '- phrase 
 " . ll Itndelinite rTsid tlil 

MId " thl\s hic thC s 1 I',is Tc." 
 It \L \t th intis eteI' tiche. Cre
ajed \i1C N1 .t ,11 ,
 , ' LJC% 'h~jllt, O Lul t ttd ]hina et iat'e. that gross iit and111it ',Ct~ 


/ItI',hiji. tI Irl i set+'\ 


hl.h 1 I\t'tirud C.iti

niilitIi ,i;si I 1iii\ t \',1 ti t Ilt. sta-

!ihih'd. andilthe ctiliiliiii-Iii 
 tie dIi iiiiots,\tti, CICtct!d. 

\ titli. l l t Itttlie,,1 (ih itiil]ti, inalse, (i )I pcit . 
po)ssC. aind th' %atil, f0ot11is, that kOlic ti c acttin ha\ taket ilithe 
• \lglIt-A\llIeri ,i I iie ileit I lt)!,t\\ii pollit, ill (Colntraditiit. ,ss 

l nhtt,'n, ctcluniii I) !hlatha ec tlci
i intstitiitiitls, ,ter,cssenltiadle+l-
lt:Ii,,eactiii ill t1c iesttitlt. ibe1tatioui. ,tti e\tpan S(il it intliiduai 
act imm, s--this teritnl/es the 1,,ishilit\ Oi ,t CatCatie I Me fbir proe
dunn!l i tLirs and (2) that thrleC s\\tti tt ilmr kinds of' transactions 
implicit Mi nptfiCtud h\ tie I(edtnral rleH--aithioti.ed and aiithori
tiseO." In anthonied tranactions, the ptoie'edrTal rifles spcCiI the lim

its \within \shich the indi idual masactions occur bv specifying
avoidanes---thiis to thths e.xtent making the sMills of the actors slpteme
in their palrtentlar do)mains. A-\thori1ed transactions are idenli ed in 
conventiotnal c'i ) imts as free markets. The pro)rcdtural rules for au
thotitati\ c transactios, hos\ C r. s Ildivsidn al perfiirmanccs
intended to make the wills of those in authori tv elclctive, top to 

http:rleH--aithioti.ed
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bottom. This latter is what we ncan by a totalitarian system. Under 
such arrangements, there is litlie or no "indefinite resid u," little or 
no "orbit where the will is lIe, aid, one might add, unsatisfactory 
rates of'national agriculIurill dC, eloI)pmCi I. 

AItho1ugh ('on mon s's Writings Illay seem) conilplex to econoist s, I 
have yet to meet an ceontniist who did not consider what he did-his 
CillphilsIs uL)) inStitLit ions. pFo)Crt .\, CCOnoni ic power, corporations,
Un ions. CCl trIansactions-to b ff irn portantc. although they might 
Iot COisidCr+ it to b( conoiti's. Stlled dIllerentl,, I know of no econo
mist who L'onsiders tile character of't he economic or'der to be insignii-
Cani t. "ThnC Wh\ IhaVe Sue' isstIes hCCn ignor',-d bN so manyv eeoollOnists?
 
The aniswer, ilil In j\udgCCi teaIICe sti i im rliICd h\ two ideas, both 
 lof 
\which have a long hiistor\: (I) convCntional co)rniTinC aia!'.,sis centers 
tipoll the e'ono , ISaa uns,erse ()fcoliri)idIt\ relations: ait. (2) tile op
cratilOls of'illtioril sstClS ofccn()n)11il\ callcanst he aila!]/Cd h\ view
iig national conmlies as 11clia llisms for ti.Insol'rl1i1i1rg rCSotirces into 
('orm modities. 

Kenneth E. loilding. oie of' the one rilint coom11111sts 0f our 
0ille, has long Clnpha1.1Sied the clC'ceTatl1oln of" Ctolltolloloo ;inalysis
 
upon comiinodit\ rclations, to \d icl the. piriciile oICchanisrn has a!
\va, hColl a cOtLieIrl)pait. I lo\Cver, Ilie 
 has CorlIIIr(i IeCCIntly, With
 
sonic alai, ab()ut the etluencs of'the "eiuilibiiui traIl)" in which
l 
eci()nioril illria!s, hias bee+n cAIght. In: an rirv L Ict'elturC gi\cn to the 
Anerican -o',iitio)ii o.lric'iltural Lnonics, in 19 I, hlotldirig ob-
Sr'lVCd legard1itlI1 ' "'Its thee()ti-c'al StRUettie elrzstalliteo IilrCieCOrioll 
Adai Smith: it ha s not changedi icLI ,incC. A..,dam Sruitlh had a clear 
Concept i'f tile S\ cmt "ofconmiodities as an Cuilibiui systenii of 
Lant itics aid priccs . Marshall wisa clearl\ ticas\ ahout the Newto
nilli (lualit\ Of'cquiliLb)ritinlr e'Cono0miCS and fell that comic s shotuld 
use biological rather than micilanical models, iIi. was nver able to 
achieve this transition. Kcncs, agalii. nC\Cr CSCal)Cd the CquilihII
rili trap..'"' 

To understand the eol1tit0n ofl'this "'cquilibrilinI traIl)," to Use liou!
ding's phrasc, it scetiis helpful to -cve\\ abit of,+British history. For 
\dam Smith, while a maiinglv creative, was al.o a Child tif hills own 

ti riCs. As we(!all recogri.,/C. Adaii Sm ith li\ved inI tile early decades of'the 
industrial revolition. I\ thiis tire there was deep disitlusioimrnnt with 

the rules of iliercaiilismri+.Cnc senses that this was a time of great expec
tations regarding the potentials of the machines then being invelted as 
well as the promise of of the industrial revolution just beginning. In 
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C011SC11.h1111 CC.iiiiidt'Ii :III 

tI'tI()I()* l' I I I I , *II I I k-N 0 N1111 ii~ It,,I "CI It clV 't (,k,1)I I I la \tecr 

Ic~l it' Ii~ ('.Ii i( 1M i I (1CL, i h -N11klil Itli 1 m )Ill III titi kil 

t k'( ItiiIlI& Ill~l !\ taNi, dlkc\ Co cd ill, i ilcr-picta

( i i l -Ilc 
.1a1 t N I.111c i' tl 1111k' diit ii h14) [!t k L .IiI III Hll I

d a ;l~i w . h 'm 

t' ,,i.'1 teen it 11i Li i. k q I k Il t)1i It- I I I I~ I \k. INI[it 

I II'i I IN I I i l W 1 ik J IkM )I ( )ml It Ii IIt I1 

\k li k. I, i ik I, lo thii ;ii dl i ic f 

i~lk I~ 111 M il l"', \\ hlc w t Ilt 111 11 t"0 CH-

ItthIll. III I IiINII!Ii J IL ll ii 'N ii 'Nd \ C N ( '. -I 1 11ii t Illh IIt

kiL' , )Ii tII I l,iL1 I il I Iii' ol kjit II t lt fK N NItL ".N 

andil~tl~ti N'1,Iiiit' I li -, 1NI~i(l~ I llh I' lute i NNti lt' I ki lt"11 

L11'rl 11i111tl I .W C ' i *Ii~ii ildI Nl ii N iu L it l Ill,! N 

thtl I Itil li N i Nit1 ''It II N tNWN~I iN'11 l,: l \ko ill uN ~l IiI i II N'i I

niight~ ta e~iiii v1~ it htIllN, tiIoliit Itth t-rea t l ille !11k limi 

g1 I li alak' t luje ielt aili iNC 11IuetlL ra t \I- "(I Ih[
fle\ *hIVC[I",11 ',uneelII thkm':IIC 'Nlalkll t ail na e h 

I 
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I1.
 

As we turn to a consideration cf the issues in agriciltural duvelop
rnent policies for ICss-dCve!oped cotin trieS, "0enrey remind ourselves 
that ('ommons tcoguile\aliC alnd the nccessit\the of achieving a 
technically eflicient, productive" ecOnOnI (It' agriculture, as is consCen
tional aiong ccnomists,-,. Ht h CircCtCd his crt to SulemIt'PIenting 

this onxeutional emphi b tud, prob'lems of creating and 
tra nsfo ilmnthe enenrssing socL ial)I ccorlnlllic ordel. \Vitl in this 
litte'r con'tt, I c1i.fudC that I ,hotlId at lcast sUnlnai'i/m as a back
groUlld f'o\what fohcvws al Iess iajor iilferccis. ss hieli I dru twin1 tio 
precclin" skct':h cc'( "oiIiuns's JCas. 

(I) (onli! ,,v,,%aosem ',as else, Qr all Ihis lfe,. anal ii\ecqilhcr. iHis 
I'as'r'Cl led l in 1(', It s\sL'Ilens IIIIt h0 l )CI)p -I cV, inational CCOnIIOIIII 
tie th lIkccII,1)II[),ssiII oclal and1 economll Ic orders rather thalIn Ioill 
tilt c tthc' o)rCIatiosll t I Ils Isci"chi celltIred ol1ChaniICs olfthC 

how such orderCs hA ied thehaI Ken ,ta)lsli,,hf a;idiranunI il Anglo
.\ ellcricall l.
iraliti 
(2)( oinnccns i iitctoiu rItsiile thii' lIIliI f 'i ll tilte catilcn a1d( 

tIriillsfortioini .fccc[" i ceItII hC cc-- t "'tie". ifI b t- I " e 
solkime, iles of( poie O"iCMi. as he (-ill (I1he1m. Ih,1, 'sas, bhlC 

thc 'lit aInI ;:ip . Isaso aillcoif gel c*lK O' oill sow) e\Istiic Ihis 
ot i c ot'-on n, Iltl illelhurb li i nt sll ' ltl 'cIansat I nl to the illitIng 

facIt H- I h plI "]s,I gI' pie" iaha csc sIIcaI I I I ' I-' oia IJiotlnm. 

(31 The pra:ccdiral 1I ' ,l 151 ,pecifYruh"les itjI s,,t. inplieit. 
,wihtlitr thI pei o act . in, I'lItiIIsensons h se \ ilsIs )Niiidc II,.'e ', age InI anl.

. iiI>ais I linlhoriCd or ii .rhitct, C i1',. iia iWislc lani. anIlrIo
I'ielil'anSa i \,I ls 'alls i a reuLf Oi ith'ri'sl0l o iele iea/,I ,'ae a 
r,'straints iinpro'-,i upon th,1os,,cir ot ro ,alprcro ati t L... "indefiliti!he 
rcdittiri "'sc ci"tcaed also p+1io\icil -il orb it ss hert c l l isI I, C.-rc''( )i 
theIl'tiLutIlatiolnlr)O\ 1dd Ky thi , "'ilidfiilite rsCidumltlll'' iac grownr the 
fj'i'rilloi f the i i''. Ii cidoIi Of" choice ii itulri/CId ,'.-omitimliC 

transactiospoal) e e. ial parliamientarscl c\ ti'nmilel-anpiiptc . 

11LIch m1ore. 
Accepting this intcrpretaton sit'prosioiiil hakgrotiril.asa vc now 

atItCm)t 1tc L')clli n hriCfh three sets c( Isstics crnphaIsi ed k ('tim nonsl 
sshich seem tic us to hi' tiirCCt rlos Ci' 10 tiche jorIrluation of agricul
tiral develclncrit policics in the lss,-dC Clopi)ed coltnracS of the \vorld. 
all of' which are dii'et'ed iamssd tire CstablishmCnt OfzaroductivC .CO
nornic torder: 

(a) ('uOnmons's belief'that the ('Uim s of a people area gmaL. even an 
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indispen sable, tesou re iII th c r;1tion o1" ipodtnctive and equ itable 
eC'orn] ic or Social orLde: 
(')(Oh lOlS'S epi s on reasonable valLCs'o; 
(c) ('onIonss accIeptanLe o tlhe idC of cOlllllOil\VIlth as SOmeIC

tingi4 o'a practical ideal in tile design ofnational econonic and politi
cal orders. 

('im 1)".s 

We turn Iirst to coilIlicles (oI -customs.' I remiem her well the first 
time I heard Professor (om n on',mention this in class. Bank checks, he 
observed, are not legal terde, in the I !iited States. FIhcv are merely a
CiStO)ll of businCss used ftr thc seeti'rent Of iccontIs. But, said ( 'o
mons. ai,, businesS \\hich reVIIseld to acce)t cheIcks inI the settleillent O'
debts \%ould sooP be 1ankIlt. In In'uu',10dl /:rk t'.%. ( 1lllollns
 
noted: -or ( "tIl is [lot ICI'.l\3 somelhing that happened in tile past

N\hen man \\as stLupid: it I 
 the t.spCct.d repetition of transactions that
 
must be oIbse-\ ed b\ 1i1x iduLals i"t'\cN pect byNde;ing \with each
 
other to make a i ving or getricl."' 
Some lirther insight int(, tile f6or1aitiC role of custom ill societies 

;il'11 ecC'ibluelites iS sugge;ted b\ his, defiio!'ll indi vidual. Inl a cOinI-
Illeit uplll teile d11)rsiilificance of* thle c'on tS ill ecoiloPlics 
\which restlt fIom the tltcor\ of 'rCatl\ it\ incon parisol wit the fixed 
categories in tile fliiiatisll, r,.stltil, from N'\wto'Is thought. Com-
Monls rCIllIked: "..\n11di\ idtlal is a dlikrent )esOI)n according, to tile 
latLure of Ithe coILc.:ris oftFInsacetios in \\ llich he participates ....[File

i/idi idnIal is a sstein of relations and chalgCs with tile collective ac

"tIoilS nl, hlicI lie i,part anLd product. 
Now. if' in tihe intcrest of p 'ccise iLeailings I liav resort to a further 

qunotat1Oil from ( o ns. I \woinld cite a passage From tile ..t1/11tic
.Alwhl/mrof I )25 In\hih ihe coinpares Karl Marx's views with his own: 

Here is theilculminating oversight Of' Karl Marx in his tlieor, of'socialism,
and the oneCnich coiiipIfIncIcids all tihe others: Naitiel,, the failure to see
th1e ipcrtIncc I'.ofexiori v. hat. Il \nglo-.\mcrican .urisprndcnce.rl ;illd is
iiamed tILcomon lam.' The san oversight existed Ior Ricardo, for
Adam :llilh, and fortiheL'capitIalistic as SCl aS tile socialistic ct'onomSts.

For ilhcin. i Cter\CiliI+IrMncipkl' ofhumllan beha\ior beweell
tIIrC ',iS 110 ilI) 
C ':C0IiliptlSO" edict :ind lia\s of sCrcIgnt \.oilth1e one hand, and the
indi\idual hargains of private property, on the other hand. Private prop
erts . or then. \,'iSmaill\ crCatcd h\ the sovereign, and it logically fol
Iol\ed that the so\ ereign could abolish private properly.


But if'we recogniie that private property-or rather tilerights, duties,

liberties and liabilities of pri,.ale property-is merely allhistoric custom,
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et'the race hut also continually changing a%t'conomic condition, change,
then we can see that betwseen the mdividual and the StLtt' is i supreme 
principle ot'stabiliuation by custon. Muhich both regulates the individual 
proprietor, on th one h.and. ald overrItIdes the arbitrar, will of the State 
on the other hand. ' 

In the development Ol'agricutture--in ail programs which have been 
based upon Narxin doctrine, so tfr as I knov,--the 'arbitrary will of' 
the Stat" has encon iitered unrelenting 'Csi, tancC from1 the peasants. 
This. \w ir. has resulted rot the dCtcrmllinatioln of'cuItivators to r
,ain or achi'eve ii tre of ar .xpanded orbit where the will is free than 
was possible within the authoritativc transactions implicit inthe proce
dural rules of NIar.\xian idCology. Traditional agricutlrC seems to pro
vide numerous examples of the supirie principle of stabilization 1 
the customs ofwhich peasants are 'hoth part and ptrOduct." 

In all traditional syScnS f rVia\l of subsistence atgr'rcture. past 
or present, so far as I have been able to lind out. there have been two ba
sic bt inter ,tat,-,' proccdures for the" OrgeaiH/atiotn ofI]ltlta activity
regarding tle use. OCcupall', and (lelert of laud t:;ort which theLn

pie's survi,xal ha ,dcpendcd. 
A licopl -m ade d territoF theirs In conq(IuCst arnd bx (tleldilll, it 

against aill chiallerngers. Tilis is the tritndatoll of public order. This was 
the case x ith tribal , cleties, this x s he bsis for:o0 a0l t'Otuluest, in
cludinri, the oceupati o l , turoplatts or .ir,'rca.: and ttfis is the root of 
te sovCICign interest iin land Cx er, vxherC. 

Wit'iin the tercritorial order so achieved. ai second pr(ccdure une
tioined to deline the natur. s'ope. and liiit, Of SuL'\lval OppOrtunitiCs 
asstI'd to the individ.uUl mlciHIes of the landholding group. Where 
people survi Cd, W0holly or patiall., by settled cultivation, the usual 
procedure wSas ;hat the chie t-ain. Or other head of' the landholding 
group. alhtned to an IndividtIl mcIIIIcr---usuallv tyoMg mrt11 at the 
time of marriagc-a tract of land for the uwsand occupancy of' Iis fain
ilv and his descendants as long as the land xrvaIS put to use and kept ill use 
accordinig t commrutnii\ standards. People speak of such land as "my 
land" or 'our flrnilv and." 

This latter pr'ocedural rule is an exenplilaitin of the ideas of John 
Locke that a person tiiade and his osn mixing his labor with the soilii 
and appropriati rg it from the state ofnature. A\pproxiiialteitt' this sort of' 
subsistence-survival sy stern of'agrictttral econom wans devised by all 
cultivating people ofal times and places, as far as I know. As Manning 
Nash. an anthropologist, remiarked, "Inmost societies land tenure is 
merely the geographical expression of social strUture' 7 



292 The Veblen-Commons Award 

areas noI suilable l rsurvi]! b\ iculi.a[on, and to the extent thal 
a people dependlCd upLo1n a/7ing cCOnflO this second, or Lockcan. 
I)rOeeduaI YltCrule wads iii a .i. thei homestCs.bi'\ ond ouSeS, lind 
iotor\arti gartdeis,. Iniera/iig C;ii(1Til ie- seeiit\ tiindi idt,,l survi val 

OP1IttIIIitie'S tlirti, l laid uSc could lC aiie\C d 111 \ tire" ruleCS 
tc upoin whichM\lih spcild tedt lerilIS ii \ tlia, anti lanlilics shared 

iII a group Ck'oIl orii\. S CI'aics 1( I 11111\ CatItic lli1ld IV FUIn inI tiltL colil
rl1111\ h tLd.Thiii .,\t 10) tllt.' .-I\ ' it'i ItO'S Sitll~l'fi ill 0! 'IstHII.iaIV inrtK'Cdl~rail 

riles folr tileusc and Itdntland in \frica la at least illustrate
 
\\hu\ ( HIIlnltolS hilti such proiMiIli e 
 el t I i'toIhlli5 aid hu alln ex
perinctc gnClraII,. IIt t OWci\,1,[hp ihicatl s it\ a the 1mind is 
i t I \e Ililctiol illevtslI lit als-,ki.,, t[Lit Social conflicts arec 
iihe+lre n to th Ow: it'h ohill Iets and11 l' ll\iellcIt'aTIl pIItOe-

dursC a decc olor achit Il,r'\ toleabe g l.er in onliIt situations.
 
TIiiis h souht 'nd ciI phlaslicd golilt, c
le In11 ocr ,sI1t',.oinSacti, fli
 
this lleltlit thiti
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Rea 'ool/h6 I z/lli 

There arc a few phrases whifch one associates with Cornirlons that 
havt' gained s\idc currency allilng econoIiSt.S,-"seCurity of expecta
lions" and "'willing participation," for example. But there was one 
phras, I :at he used often that was not understood, and which one rarely
hcars f,-Ai economists: 'reasonable value." Thi., I would now appos. , 
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is a result of his emphasis upon problems of creating and transforming 
social and economic orders, whereas conventional economics takes or
der as a datum and concentrates upon the econonly as a universe of 
commodity relations, ve:.phasizing the operations of economic S\s
terms' transformation of resources into corn modi ties. 

Commons adopted the phrase "reasonable" from juridical proce
dures. Niy impression is that the term *value" w~as an expression of his 
own interests-hence" rcasonablc valtie." At lie close of hik teaching 
career at Wisconsin. lie was oflering two courses: one, -Public Value", 
the other. "Value and Valuation." In situations where interests are in 
conflict and Joint action niust go forwaurd. if disaster iV;to be avoided 
and the benefits of m utalitv arc to be realied. a reasonable course of 
action becomes what people can agreeLltpon-as the best corn promlise 
attainable under tlhe circtinstances--lhe choice of which can be vastly 
in provCd b\ investigation. ()C one rcalnies that ('orn monis's cCntral 

emphasis was the social questionl[)poli and economic order, the of' 
value as price, fr examinplc, is not a relevant issue-except as the out
cone of coIsellucicces of the scopc fr discretionary action permitted 
by tile working rules of'the pie va iIinrig order. 

I interpret the phrase "procedural rationalit\." as used by lrofl'ssor 
Herbert A. Sinron. to Iefer to the same set of issuiesLthat ( oninions was 
struggling with under the teril "reasonable va lue"--except that ('om
mons was Cientral]\ concernCd with iundersta nding tlic protilems of cre
ating order out of conflicz. Simon remarked that, "Behavior is 
procedturally rational when it is tile outcoelle of appropriate delibera
tion. Its procedural rationality depends on the process that generated it. 
\Vher psychologists use the tern rational, it is usuallyv procedural ra
tionality the\ have in inrd."'1l 

By contrast, classical economics, according to Sirion, emphasized 
"substantive rationality": "('lassical economics rests upon two funda
mental assumptions. The first assumption is thai the economic actor 
has a particular goal, fbr example, utility maximization or profit maxi
rinization. File second assumption is that the actor is substantively ra
tional. Given these two assuniptions and given a description of' a 
particular economic environment, economic analysis could usually be 
carried out using such standard tools as the diftkrential calculus, linear 
programming, or dynamic programming.' IOne might add that sub
stantive rationality also seens to function within the postulate of the 
economy as a Newtonian mechanism. In the concluding section of the 
essay in question, Profiessor Simon observed: "The shift from theories 
of substantive rationality to theories of procedural rationality requires 
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system of procedural rules in development programming-a function 
comparable to the idea of free-market economy when national eco
nomic systems are viewed as systems of'commodiy relations. 

Kenneth H. Parsons 

I. 	 For a similar conclusion, in a thoughtful account of one who has parlici
pated activcl in the theoretical anal\sis of development. see Albert () 
Hirschman. "The Rise and l)ccline of I)evelopment I-.conolnics," in *'
satYs ill Trelvassing: l Conolu t'1t, ,llts' a ld hvond (New York: ('ant
bridge UJniversit Press. 1981). 

2. 	 1 hi\ e made a start oil 01is Fecentl[, in a ' tlectlre to (tiur gr t,, Ie sLudents. 

See Kenneth I. Parsons. -John R. ( omm nlls: I Is Relevance to ('onlell
t 

porary conon cit's." .owtial! / 1 l'ltlll Iil s 11I(Septellber I'155): 
755-78. 

3. 	John R. (onmons. I lt, I) l'lr ,ti,, Itl ';hb I ', r'!l d.. New 
York: Augustus M. Kellc_. Iilt5). 

4. 	 Out of this research camC [lie doclurhenta ho,,lor' t .ltllln ( ollinlons 
el 	 al., A.. I 0 111 /lrihst, r 1. IO.I(Jrldrhltdlitrhi/ Y H),wI lS. 
(Glendale.,('alif : .rthur II ('lark. 11. 

5. 	Kenneth F. lBoulding. '\ Ncs I ook al11I - unllo llsill.'" I crhl(ki :() 
notit Revn pers' Procedutgs 47) Nla l(Pa 1-12.1-5: 

d! Il.,ndat:titt4 lok: Macull
lan, 1924), ). 220. 

6. 	 John R. ('omimons. lA (Ne'i olqtinih 

7. 	Ibid. P. 221. 
m I s kI' 'cit I',,la 'Ln110MV 

(New York: Macmillan. 1934), p. 7 , 
8. John R. (o nm s. Ilnsttou i'i1u I I', tn I 

9. 	 (ommons. .t'aloundatz's, pp 83- 134 
\olutitnar-

specti\c." .I nm-,ill l.lrnal,1 .1 'rtiicu ti l L wl-m i,( s (Proceedings) 63 
(l)ecemerI I ): 7,8 -)5. 

10. 	 Kenneth I.. Ihulding. "Agrlicullural Icololn!cs in ail s Per

11. 	 A. N. Whitehead.t'cI , ,anahchI lcr I o,,i I Nes York: Macmillan,
 
1946), P. 67.
 

12. 	 Ibid., p. 74. 
13. 	 Commons, I.e'all.,ti , m,,i , pp. 5-0. 
14. 	 Commons. Isi no! (IUUIIo'icsil, p. 230. 
15. 	 John R. (ommons. Ilh' lit, ,n,,m1( , ,lh'lt' 'htio (New York: Mac

millan. 195() [passage ssitlen ill I 1441k, p. 117.
 
16. 	 John R. Comnmons. "Mar 'Iola (Capit alism and Socialism," Atlantic 

.Monthll'1 136 ( 1925), pp. (iSO-$7. 

17. 	 Manning Nash. I'ri-mt'e i'id Peasant ont o t t,'icms (Sari Francisco:
 
Chandler, 196,). p. 34.
 

18. 	 Herbert A. Simon. "'From Substantive to Procedural Rationality," in 
Method and ..lpraxtal In ltonOit s, ed. Spiro latsis (Cambridge: Cam
bridge t niversity Press. 1976)1.p. 131. 

19. 	 Ibid. 
20. 	 Ibid., p. 147. 
21. 	 Commons. Legal l"oiundattons,p. 229. 


