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Joan Robinson's Critique of Equilibrium: An Appraisal 

By E. RoY WEINTRAUB* 

Joan Robinson devoted much of her en- 
ergy to critiquing equilibrium analysis, or 
what she was accustomed to calling Walras- 
ian economics. In her various writings she 
returned again and again to the idea that 
Walrasian economics necessarily misdirected 
analysis in macroeconomics, capital theory, 
distribution theory, and value theory. Many 
of her writings made mention of Walrasian 
equilibrium, usually in the context of the 
wrong way to look at a particular problem. 
Indeed, for Robinson, the Walrasian theory 
came to stand for the intellectual opposition 
as it were, for the "others" who had got it 
wrong, where the "it" was anything from the 
measurement of capital to the role of expec- 
tations in long run investment decisions. 

My task today is a simple one. First I shall 
identify the central elements of Robinson's 
attack on Walrasian economics and then 
sketch what modern authors now understand 
to be the main points of the "neo-Walrasian 
research program." Finally, I shall compare 
Robinson's understanding of, and critique 
of, that program with the program itself. 
From this, I shall argue that Robinson's 
analysis flowed from her flawed understand- 
ing of the nature and role of equilibrium in 
the neo-Walrasian program. 

I. Robinson on Equilibrium 

In their excellent survey article, Harvey 
Gram and Vivian Walsh note that "the theo- 
rist who would fairly appraise Robinson's 
work must immediately come to terms with 
the correct interpretation of her many at- 
tacks upon general equilibrium theory and 
comparative static analysis. She means by 
general equilibrium theory the static and in- 
tertemporal models of supply and demand 
equilibrium in the post-Walrasian tradi- 
tion..." (1983, p. 519). 

In "History and Equilibrium," Robinson 
noted that Frank Hahn had identified the 
competitive equilibrium as a set of prices 
such that, were they to obtain, no agent 
would have any incentive to modify any 
decision. She then stated: 

This entails that everyone knows ex- 
actly and in full detail what conse- 
quences would follow any action that 
he may take.... Equilibrium is de- 
scribed as the "end of an economic 
process"; the story is usually told of a 
group of individuals each with an "en- 
dowment" of ready-made goods or 
productive capacity of some specific 
kind. By trading and retrading in a 
market, each ends up with a selection 
of goods that he prefers to those that 
he started with. If we interpret this 
as an historical process, it implies that, 
in the period of past time leading to 
"today," equilibrium was not estab- 
lished.... A system of simultaneous 
equations need not specify any date 
nor does its solution involve history. 
But if any proposition drawn from it is 
applied to an economy inhabited by 
human beings, it immediately becomes 
self-contradictory. Human life does not 
exist outside history.... [1979, p. 49] 

Robinson lodged two separate objections 
to the idea of a competitive equilibrium. 
First, she faulted the neo-Walrasian model 
for ignoring real life concerns that give le- 
gitimacy to the activity of doing economic 
analysis. And second, she blamed the neo- 
Walrasian idea of equilibrium for necessarily 
biasing the conclusions of economic argu- 
ments in favor of a particular political-moral 
order. 

As an example of the first kind of attack, 
consider her "The Disintegration of Eco- 
nomics." She argued: 

The theory of market equilibrium, with 
given "endowments" and given " tastes" 
for a specific list of commodities is 
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essentially static. It can accommodate 
accumulation and change only by mak- 
ing the assumption that buyers and 
sellers have "correct foresight" of the 
future course of prices. A world of 
correct foresight is not the world in 
which human beings live. [1979, p. 94] 

To illustrate the second type of attack on 
equilibrium notions, consider the following 
passage, from the same paper: 

The great claim of equilibrium theory 
was that it showed how scarce means 
are allocated between alternative uses 
in accordance with consumers' tastes. 
The existence of scarce means (materi- 
als, energy, cultivable land) has re- 
cently come to the fore in public dis- 
cussion, while consumers' tastes run to 
large cars, overheated rooms, and an 
excessive consumption of meat. The 
central doctrine of orthodox economics 
is the defence of the freedom of anyone 
who has money to spend, to spend it as 
he likes. [p. 92] 

These illustrations of Robinson's criticisms 
of the neo-Walrasian idea of equilibrium 
merely sample the "identification she makes 
between neo-neoclassical economics -the 
object of many of her attacks-and post- 
Walrasian general equilibrium theory..." 
(Gram and Walsh, p. 519). It is not necessary 
here to examine other cases of Robinson's 
annoyance with the idea of equilibrium as it 
is used in neo-Walrasian analysis. It is nec- 
essary, however, to be quite clear about the 
object of her derision, for if her understand- 
ing of neo-Walrasian analysis is faulty, her 
attacks on it may be without merit. 

II. The Neo-Walrasian Research Program 

As I have shown elsewhere (1985) it is 
helpful to think of general equilibrium analy- 
sis as a scientific research program in the 
sense in which the term was first used by the 
philosopher, Imre Lakatos. (See Mark Blaug, 
1980.) 

A research program in the sense of Laka- 
tos is a constellation of theories linked by 
certain elements. That is, all the theories are 

based on a certain set of presuppositions 
shared by all who work in the program. The 
organizing center of the program is called the 
hard core, which contains propositions taken 
as given by adherents to the program. The 
heuristics of the program suggest the ways 
that theories can be developed from the hard 
core. The heuristics are used to develop the- 
ories in the protective belts of the program. 
The core is never subjected to testing; rather 
it is the induced theories that are the ap- 
propriate subjects for corroboration and 
falsification. 

As with any Lakatosian research program, 
the neo-Walrasian program is characterized 
by its hard core, heuristics, and protective 
belts. Without asserting that the following 
characterization is definitive, I have argued 
that the program is organized around the 
following propositions: HC1 economic agents 
have preferences over outcomes; HC2 agents 
individually optimize subject to constraints; 
HC3 agent choice is manifest in interrelated 
markets; HC4 agents have full relevant 
knowledge; HC5 observable outcomes are co- 
ordinated, and must be discussed with refer- 
ence to equilibrium states. 

By definition, the hard-core propositions 
are taken to be true and irrefutable by those 
who adhere to the program. "Taken to be 
true" means that the hard-core functions like 
axioms for a geometry, maintained for the 
duration of study of that geometry. 

The positive and negative heuristics of the 
program link the hard core with the basic 
work of theory construction and develop- 
ment. The standard process of empirical con- 
jectures and refutations is associated with the 
protective belts of the program. The heuris- 
tics of the neo-Walrasian program consist of 
propositions like: PHI construct theories in 
which economic agents optimize; PH2 con- 
struct theories that make predictions about 
changes in equilibrium states; NH1 do not 
create theories based on irrational behavior; 
NH2 do not create theories in which equi- 
librium has no meaning; NH3 do not test 
hard-core propositions; and so forth. 

The heuristics link the hard core to the 
theories in the belts that are the fit subject 
for testing and refinement. I submit that 
theories like human capital theory, "rational 
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expectations macroeconomics," the theory of 
black-white earnings differentials, and the 
theory of optimum tariffs, are theories in the 
protective belts of the neo-Walrasian re- 
search program. These theories are all based 
on the hard core, and the refinements and 
developments of these theories are guided by 
the heuristics of the program. Notice that we 
do not test the hard core propositions, as we 
do not test (with the idea of confirmation or 
rejection) the inverse square law in Newton- 
ian mechanics, or the fixity of the earth's 
position with respect to the sun in the 
Ptolemaic program in astronomy-these are 
hard-core propositions that are maintained 
by workers in the program. The issue of 
whether, and when, a program (defined by 
the hard core) is "rejected" is an issue of the 
relative progress or degeneration of the pro- 
gram with respect to a competing research 
program. There is no evidence to suggest that 
economists abandon degenerating programs 
in the absence of a progressive alternative. 
We do not, in the face of falsified theories in 
the belt of a program, abandon that program 
until there is an alternative program with 
theories that are themselves corroborated. 

The perspective of the neo-Walrasian pro- 
gram allows us to see that the notion of a 
"Walrasian" equilibrium is indeed funda- 
mental to the enterprise that Robinson called 
" neo-neoclassical" economics (which roughly 
corresponds to my term "the neo-Walrasian 
program"). Using the same hard core and 
heuristics, neo-Walrasian economists create 
models of investment behavior, study the 
effect of open market operations on the level 
of real output and employment, and explain 
wage differentials between rural and urban 
workers in developing economies. All these 
economists, in their studies, use models which 
interpret the terms "agent," "optimize," 
"constraint," "knowledge," "market," and 
"equilibrium" in ways appropriate to the 
particular model. A coherent analysis will 
require a demonstration that an equilibrium 
exists for the model thus constructed. Predic- 
tions, and empirical corroborations or falsifi- 
cations of those predictions, will be induced 
by the equilibrium concept that is consistent 
with the specification of the model. 

III. Robinson's Critique: An Appraisal 

Returning to Robinson's critique of the 
neo-Walrasian idea of equilibrium, it is ab- 
solutely clear that her first set of objections 
to the notion of equilibrium is based on a 
profound misunderstanding of the concept 
of equilibrium and its function in analysis. 
The preceding section has shown that coordi- 
nated outcomes, equilibria, are imperfectly 
interpreted terms of the hard core of the 
neo-Walrasian program. Thus it is an or- 
ganizing feature of any theory in the pro- 
gram that there must be a well-defined idea 
of equilibrium present; that equilibrium no- 
tion is to be intrinsic to any model or theory 
that exists in the protective belts. 

It is a categorical mistake to complain 
that the Arrow-Debreu-McKenzie (model 
specific) competitive equilibrium is unrealis- 
tic or that it assumes knowledge of the con- 
sequences that would follow any action that 
an agent would take. Such corroborative tests 
are appropriate for theoretical constructs as- 
sociated with the protective belts, but are not 
appropriately directed to the terms and 
structures of the hard core. All that Robin- 
son's criticisms demonstrate is that she is not 
used to engaging in neo-Walrasians analysis, 
something that people perhaps knew already. 
To repeat, her criticisms of the idea of equi- 
librium itself, which focus on its presumed 
lack of realism, only identify Robinson as 
one who works in a different program. 

Many of Robinson's attempts to convict 
neo-Walrasians of logical error are flawed in 
this way. The equilibrium notion is not test- 
able, it is simply present as an organizing 
feature of the theories in the protective belts 
of the program. A monetary theoretic model's 
"perfect foresight equilibrium" can neither 
be corroborated nor falsified. Yet it is not 
meaningless to work with such equilibria if 
they lead to propositions that are potentially 
falsifiable. 

From this perspective it becomes clear that 
Robinson adhered to an alternative program, 
perhaps one that would be termed the post- 
Keynesian program, and her criticisms of the 
neo-Walrasian program must be read as rhe- 
torical set-pieces designed to gather new ad- 
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herents to her preferred program; that is, her 
arguments are for the most part exhorta- 
tions, not exercises in theoretical or empirical 
logic. 

Robinson also argued that the neo-Walras- 
ian program biases the kinds of questions 
that economists can ask, and answer. In so 
arguing, for example, she identified econo- 
mists who believe in the value of neo-Walras- 
ian equilibrium notions with people whose 
"tastes run to large cars, overheated rooms 
and an excessive consumption of meat." This 
line of argument is suggestive of a moralist, 
not an analyst. Curiously, preaching is one 
of the few ways that one can attack a pro- 
gressive research program like the neo-Wal- 
rasian program. Recent work by Arjo Klamer 
(1984) and Don McCloskey (1983) holds that 
such rhetoric is less disreputable in science 
than a rationalist's construction of the growth 
of knowledge would suggest. 

Put another way, the choice which a scien- 
tist makes between two competing research 
programs will be based, using a rational re- 
construction of the growth of knowledge, on 
the relative progressivity of the programs 
themselves. But such reasoned judgments are, 
in practice, not often found. The programs 
may compete for adherents with arguments 
that transcend reason. Moral suasion may be 
appropriate to coax a potential convert to 
the cause, the emergent program. Whether 
the convert finds the new religion congenial 
may later depend on the actual progressivity 
of the program as tested by the theoretical 
and empirical progress it demonstrates, but 
in the first instance, converts may be won by 
emotion, not reason. 

IV. Conclusion 

As a matter of logic, Joan Robinson's 
criticism of the nature and role of equi- 
librium in the neo-Walrasian program can- 
not withstand close scrutiny. Assailing the 
logic of hard-core propositions, as she did, is 
an exercise based on misunderstanding. As 
an attempt to gather adherents to a compet- 
ing research program, Robinson's moralizing 
is explicable. The ultimate issue of course is 
the relative progressivity of the neo-Walras- 
ian and post-Keynesian research programs. 
What is required to judge the issue is a 
comparative appraisal of those two compet- 
ing research programs. It is a bit troubling 
that no such appraisal has as yet been at- 
tempted. 
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