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I INTRODUCTION

Fifty years after his death, Keynes is still known as a great
economist, and by many is still regarded as the greatest economist
that England has ever produced. The passage of the years has,
however, blurred the public understanding of his economic doctrines.
This blurring has been caused by a number of circumstances, some
negative and some positive. On the negative side, memories have
faded of the economic conditions for which Keynes was prescribing,
and he was a very prescriptive economist. Also, Keynes has been ill
served both by the majority of his disciples, who simultaneously
sanctified and simplified what he had to say, and by the majority of
his opponents, who demonised him in the process of rejecting the
neo-Keynesian simplifications. On the positive side, the last twenty-
five years have seen the emergence of much deep scholarship aimed
at recovering the epistemological foundations on which Keynes built,
especially his neglected theories of the relation between probability
and moral action. But this is difficult ground, and these debates are
continuing vigorously.

The purpose of this essay, however, is not to discuss how time
has treated Keynes. Rather, it is to try to clarify how, in analytical
terms, Keynes treated time. I surmise that, if today one asked the
average educated person if they could recall anything that Keynes
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had said, the most popular reply would be: "in the long run, we
are all dead." It is hard to see quite why this aphorism should
be so universally memorable. Taken at face value, it is banal. If
one tries to go behind the words themselves to find something
more profound, what does it really mean? The saying has an Old
Testament quality to it, being at the same time vastly resonant and
not a little obscure. The task of what follows is to try to disperse
some of this obscurity, and in the process of doing so to clarify
how Keynes dealt with the problem of theorising the passing of
time in economic life.

For this task, the starting point must be to see how this
problem had been tackled by Keynes’s mentor, Alfred Marshall. I
shall argue that a recent revisionist interpretation of how Marshall
incorporated time into economic analysis, specifically that his period
analysis was meant to refer to real historical time, requires a
consequential re-evaluation of the contrast that is usually made in
this regard between Marshall and Keynes.

II THE LEGACY OF ALFRED MARSHALL

At the start of the twentieth century, Alfred Marshall had
already established himself as the dominant figure of the Cambridge
school of economics. An important part of his intellectual
contribution to economics concerned the analytical treatment of time.
Marshall stressed in his Principles of Economics "the great
importance of the element of time in relation to demand and
supply" (PE: 289, quoted in Reisman, 1986: 52). In assessing the
basic influences that he exerted on economics, that of making time
a major factor in the theory of value is placed "first and foremost"
by Stigler (1990: 5). That is not to say that he entirely succeeded
in his ambition to integrate time into economics. Nevertheless, as
two recent commentators have put it, "Marshall’s attempt to wrestle
with time in economic analysis was a serious and long-lasting one
and if, in his efforts to promote both realism and rigour in
economic theory, he did not always achieve their impossible
reconciliation, we should perhaps respect his efforts more than we
regret his incomplete achievement." (Currie and Steedman, 1990: 34).
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In his discussion of Supply in Book V, Chapter V, he
elaborates a scheme of periodisation within which to analyse supply
responses.  His four periods are (i) the market period, or the very
short run, the period in which supply cannot be expanded or
contracted in response to price change; (i) the short period, in
which the quantity supplied can be varied, but only within the limits
set by the existing stock of plant, personal and impersonal;  (iii)
the long period, in which supply means what can be produced by
plant, which itself can be remuneratively produced and applied
within the given time; and (iv) the secular period, or the very long
run, in which all economic parameters may vary, including
population size, knowledge, production techniques and the aggregate
stock of capital, making the supply response of firms quite
unpredictable.

In this and other passages Marshall frequently refers to
calendar time - a day, a month, a year or several years, a
generation - when discussing his four periods. Nevertheless, modern
textbooks do not interpret Marshall as speaking about chronological
or "clock" time. Rather they treat his periods as representing
"operational time". Marshall’s periods are here defined to mean the
time during which supply cannot be increased, or capital assets
cannot be expanded, or capital formation can take place, or, finally,
during which everything can vary. On this modern view, given the
defining operational characteristic of each period, the chronological
lapse of real time can be longer or shorter according to the
operational context of different industries. For example, the lags
involved in adding to plant will differ as between fishing and steel-
making. So, say the textbooks, the Marshallian periods cannot refer
to actual calendar time. But this account has now been successfully
over-turned (sbid.: 21 -28). Textbook Marshallian analysis turns out
to be different from Marshall’s own analysis, and the construct of a
theoretical tidying-up campaign started in the 1920s.

After his death, Marshall’s periodisation was interpreted as a
device to present a sequence of partial equilibria. As Machlup
explained it, "there are three models (or sub-models) with separate
equilibria; each equilibrium is "final" on its own terms, though
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"temporary" in terms of a model with more variables" (1958: 8)2 .
Marshall was credited with developing an analytical apparatus that
appeared to explain the determination of the prices of commodities
over several decades of "clock" time, by assuming that the conditions
affecting demand are constant over time, and that the conditions
affecting supply are- discrete and separable into different "periods".
Thus continuous time was analysed with static methods, a technique

that Leijonhufvud subsequently referred to as "pseudo-dynamics"
(1968: 50).

The new revisionist view of Currie and Steedman is that
Marshall was attempting to set out a genuine historical dynamic, but
became disillusioned with the use of statics for this purpose. The
notion of equilibrium in economics derives from an analogy with
mechanics3 . Marshall made the analogy himself in his 1885
Inaugural Lecture. In his view, economics was "not a body of
concrete truth, but an engine for the discovery of concrete truth,
similar to, say, the theory of mechanics" (Moggridge, 1992: 87).
The analogy, however, was always a loose one. Price theory may be
similar to mechanics, but it is not the same. Disappointment awaits
those who have sought an exact analogy between the two, (for
example Knight, 1956: 179-201). Marshall himself became increasingly
dissatisfied with the mechanical analogy. In the Preface to the
fourth edition of his Principles (1898), he argued that it is simpler
than the biological analogy which he took to be its alternative, and
therefore more helpful in the earlier stages of economic analysis.
But he went on to stress "the essentially organic character of the
larger and broader problems towards which we are working our
way." By 1901, in the Preface to the sixth edition, the relevance of

2 It follows from this that "any concrete economic situation may
correspond at the same time to an equilibrium of one model and a
disequilibrium of another" (ibid.: 12). Further, the observed fact
that an economic variable is stable (or unstable) over time does not
imply that it is in equilibrium (or disequilibrium). That will
depend on the presence or absence of changes in the other
variables in the explanatory model.

Jevons had already said, in the Preface to his 7heory of Political
Economy (1871), that "The Theory of the Economy...presents a
close analogy to the theory of Statical Mechanics" (quoted in
Deane, 1984 (1978): 95).
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