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In This Issue

A supposition underlymg most research 1s what has been
called “the mathematical assumption '’ Its usual application
implies that social and physical changes follow a determimstic
scheme controlled by behavioral rules or laws But for the
mathematical assumption to be useful, still more 15 required
of nature 1t must display simpheity, uniformity, and umty
Even though nature 15 known not to satisfy these require-
ments completely, the mathematical assumption has proven
fruitful Archimedes made 1t when he worked out the pnin-
ciples of the lever Galileo made 1t when he worked out the
principles of a falling body Newton made it when he worked
out the pnneiples of planetary motion And economists
made 1t when they worked out the pninciples of pnces and
quantities and of income and employment

The mathematical assumption has not gone unquestioned
One of the most convincing objections 1s.that 1t stresses
quantity and can lead to a neglect of quality Sometimes

the switch from gualitative contemplation to quantitative
measurement is a clear gain, as when we replaced the qualita-
tive terms of “cnsis” and “panie” with quantitative measures
of intensity and duration of vanous phases of the business
cycle At other times, the switch remains questionable, as
when we substitute quantitative measures of income per
capita for quahtative indications of changes i the quality of
life

A delicate balance needs to be maintained between attaining
enough simplicity and oversimplifying Wilham of Occam
preferred the ssmphaity of assumptions He was a 14th
century intellectual leader who distrusted systems of thought
based on'abstractions A maxim atinbuted to himis

known as Occam’s Razor The assumptions introduced to
explain a thing must not be multipled beyond necessity We
mught add that the assumptions must not be oversimptlified
bevond usefulness

We calculate the orbit of the earth around the sun on the
assumption that the orbit 1s iIndependent of the gravitational
forces of Jupiter, Mars, and the other planets This simplifies
the calculation and leads to satisfactory answers for most
purposes But not recogmzing these other forces means that
we cannot calculate whether the planetary system has long-
run stabiity We forecast prices and quantities on the as-
sumphion that markets are competitive But not recogmzing
market imperfections means that we cannot evaluate the
efficiency and equity of the economic system

The first article 1n this 1ssue demonstrates how the attnbute
of simplicity in the mathematical assumption can be worth
the pnce of inaccuracy, i1t shows that a more accurate model
1s not worth the costs of 1ts complexity Five measures of
consumer welfare drawn from the wntings of J R Hicks are
applied to a problem involving the effect on welfare of a ban
on pesticide use 1n agnculture The simplest and most easily
calculated indexes prove to be sufficient as a basis for policy
analysis—a conclusion anticipated by Hicks

The second article 15 a reminder that some tasks require a
sharp razor Economic:models that are too simple can ob-
scure relevant relationships Assuming competition to explam
a monopolistic market simplifies the analysis, but obscures
our view of the pneing system J M Keynes compared the
economist’s “axiom of competition” to the geometer’s
“axiom of paraliels” and showed that a noncompehtive as-
sumption in economics, hike non Euchidian geometry in
physics, can lead to increased knowledge This article shows
that Keynes made an additional assumption about human be
havior that restored the charactensties of simpheity, unifor-
mity, and unity and that enabled him Lo use.the mathematical
assumption to explain the monopolistic theory of interest,
employment, and money

Clark Edwards
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