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Abstract

Robert Heilbroner was among the most popular historians of economic thought in the 20th century and a 
prominent critic of neoclassical economics and free-market capitalism. His The Worldly Philosophers 
explained how the great economists struggled to understand Western capitalism's rapid economic growth 
and accompanying inequities and social tensions. Heilbroner's probing ‘scenarios’ of capitalism's future 
drew mainly from the works of Smith, Marx and Schumpeter. His insistence that economic issues are 
integrally tied to moral and psychological concerns gave his work a rare depth and spoke to the political 
nature of all social thought.
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Article

One of the most prominent critics of the economics profession and of free-market capitalism, Robert 
Heilbroner was also responsible for motivating generations of college students to become economists. 
The Worldly Philosophers: The Life, Times and Ideas of the Great Economists, Heilbroner's classic 
treatment of the history of economic thought, captivated generations of readers with its elegantly 
written, witty, and probing discussions of how these thinkers struggled to understand Western 
capitalism's rapid economic growth, and industrialization and its accompanying inequities and social 
tensions. First published in 1953, The Worldly Philosophers is in its seventh edition, has been translated 
into 22 languages, and remains one of the best-selling books on economics of all time. Heilbroner went 
on to publish 25 books and over 100 articles on the history of economics and the future of capitalism, 
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focusing at various times on the role of the state, big business, technology, morality, psychology, private 
property and power. His influence went well beyond the academy, as his books were written in an 
accessible style and elucidated issues of concern to a broad public. He was a regular contributor to The 
New Yorker and The New York Review of Books, and for years served on the editorial board of the 
interdisciplinary journals Dissent and Social Research.
Robert Heilbroner was born in New York City in 1919, attended Horace Mann School for Boys and 
graduated summa cum laude from Harvard University in 1940. He worked briefly for the Office of Price 
Administration in Washington, D.C., before serving in the army as an interpreter in Japan in the Second 
World War. After the war Heilbroner came back to New York and worked as a freelance writer while he 
studied at the New School for Social Research. Invited to join the economics faculty at the New School, 
Heilbroner was granted a doctorate from the New School for his already published book The Making of 
Economic Society. Heilbroner spent his entire career at the New School for Social Research, where he 
helped build the programme in political economy that remains to this day one of the few Ph.D. 
programmes in the United States which emphasizes heterodox economics and the history of economic 
thought.
Heilbroner was a democratic socialist, as critical of authoritarian Soviet socialism as of dogmatic, free-
market capitalism. In lucid prose, Heilbroner conveyed the consequences for everyday life of the deep 
and seemingly abstract economic forces which create and distribute income and wealth. His 
identification of these forces as embedded in politics and culture reinforced their everyday relevance.

Economics in context

The purpose of economics, Heilbroner wrote, was ‘to give meaning to economic life’. Such meaning, he 
argued, is necessarily forward looking: ‘There is a deep human need to be situated with respect to the 
future … to rescue us from a conception of social existence as all contingency and chance’ (1990a, p. 
1112). Heilbroner believed that any effort to understand contemporary society required a serious 
consideration of the history of ideas and societies. Like his mentor Adolph Lowe, Heilbroner relied 
heavily on the insights of Smith, Marx and Schumpeter in his own efforts to analyse such large 
questions as the prospects for socialism, the viability of capitalism, and such problems as the trend of 
dangerous environmental degradation or the inequalities raised by the globalization of production and 
finance. He described these three economists as ‘great scenarists’, not because any of their long-run 
predictions proved right – mostly, he admitted, they were wrong – but because they provided ‘a 
plausible framework within which to face that most fearsome of psychological necessities – looking into 
the future’. Heilbroner considered these scenarios to be ‘the most significant accomplishment of 
economics’ (1995, pp. 5–6).
Heilbroner insisted on understanding capitalism as a particular stage in the long history of human efforts 
to solve the ‘economic problem’ of material provisioning and social reproduction. Knowledge of how 
different societies have confronted these problems gives crucial perspective to our own efforts to do so 
today. Thus the starting point for understanding contemporary economic life is to identify the 
distinguishing features of the current economic system: capitalism. Modern economics, Heilbroner 
argued, has largely avoided this first crucial step, ignoring rather than illuminating the rich array of 
social, psychological and moral forces that propel capitalist societies. ‘[B]ehind the veil of conventional 
economic rhetoric’, he wrote in a short autobiographical essay (2000, p. 287), ‘we can easily discern an 
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understructure of traditional behavior – trust, faith, honesty, and so on – as a necessary moral foundation 
for a market system to operate, as well as a concealed superstructure of power.’ Heilbroner noted with 
outrage that even the word ‘capitalism’ had disappeared from the economics textbooks. He saw 
economics as an ‘explanation system’ of capitalism, and insisted on the relevance of economics to large 
questions of political economy – the role of the state, the sustainability of environmental health, the 
problem of world poverty and the danger of nuclear war – rather than small questions of optimal 
allocation under conditions of scarcity.

Capitalism's nature and logic

Rejecting neoclassicism, Heilbroner turned to Smith and Marx for the central building blocks of social 
analysis, since both identify a logic of capitalist development which explains capitalism's endurance and 
its inherent limitations. Marx is especially important because of his focus on the particularity of the 
capitalist drive for the expansion of wealth and the exigencies of power, politics and psychology brought 
on by this accumulation drive. As Heilbroner elaborated in a series of books written in the 1980s – The 
Nature and Logic of Capitalism, Marxism For and Against, and Behind the Veil of Economics – all 
efforts to solve the economic problem of material provisioning, be they organized by tradition, 
command or markets, are aimed at the production of a material surplus above the needs of subsistence. 
Only in capitalism, however, does this take a general form – self-expanding value. The commodity is but 
a way station towards the accumulation of value in ‘a never-ending metamorphosis of M-C-M′’ (1988, 
p. 37). This circuit of capital hinges on the institution of private property in the means of production,
which ‘organizes and disciplines’ society and serves as an instrument of power ‘because its owners can 
establish claims on output as their quid pro quo for permitting access to their property’ (1988, p. 39). 
Profit goes to owners of capital and not only validates the activities of particular owners but perpetuates 
the M-C-M′ circuit. As Heilbroner writes, ‘Profit is for capitalism what victory is for a regime 
organized on military principles…’ (1988, p. 41).
The wage relation is crucial to understanding capitalism's uniqueness. Workers are free to offer their 
labour power for wages, unlike forced labour in many traditional and especially feudal and slave 
societies. But private property relations keep workers from retaining the full value of their efforts. A 
second unique feature of capitalism is the distinctiveness of its private and public realms, each relying 
on the other for its sustenance. Capitalism thus has a unique political agenda in that the precise role and 
scope of the state vis-à-vis the private sector is constantly contested and debated. Despite the freedom 
embodied in the wage relation and the reliance of the private sector on the state, capitalism has 
functioned under both democratic and anti-democratic political systems. Heilbroner himself was an 
outspoken advocate for an active role for government in creating a decent society and productive 
economy. In The Debt and the Deficit: False Alarms, Real Possibilities (1989, co-authored with Peter 
Bernstein) Heilbroner argued for Keynesian deficit spending and capital budgeting by the US 
government.
For all its identifiable deep structures and logic, capitalism for Heilbroner is constantly changing, 
buffeted by other social forces. This is partly the result of history's dialectical nature: as problems are 
resolved through social change, the new conditions present a new set of problems. In The Future as 
History and An Inquiry into the Human Prospect Heilbroner focused on various implications of this 
unsettling aspect of social reality, in particular long-run environmental consequences of economic 
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development. Capitalism is all the time and everywhere contingent on independent ideas, political 
struggles and ethical dilemmas, and these have resulted in a variety of capitalisms around the world. For 
Heilbroner, theories of economic determinism – be they Marxist or neoclassical – that reduce capitalism 
to a system of markets cannot adequately explain social change, since economics, politics and morality 
are linked: ‘[T]he engines of history do not draw all their energies from economic drives and 
institutions. If socialism failed, it was for political, more than economic reasons; and if capitalism is to 
succeed it will be because it finds the political will and means to tame its economic forces’ (1996, p. 
195).

The paradox of progress

If it was Marx who best articulated the ‘nature and logic’ of capitalism, it was Smith who provided the 
most important insights into the psychology of individuals in capitalist society. Heilbroner considered 
Smith's Theory of Moral Sentiments to be as important as The Wealth of Nations and insisted that the 
socialized individual of Theory of Moral Sentiments was not only consistent with but necessary to the 
successful working of the nascent capitalism described in The Wealth. Smith's writings on empathy and, 
most importantly, subservience (‘the principle of authority’) and the drive for self-betterment are the 
psychological foundations of the ‘society of perfect liberty’; that is, they are the psychological dynamics 
that make capitalism function. Like the other classical economists, Smith also emphasized capitalism's 
dark side. Capitalism's advance brings unprecedented wealth creation and the possibility of ‘perfect 
liberty’. It also brings stagnation, poverty, inefficiency, systemic corruption and moral decay. The result 
was what Heilbroner termed ‘the paradox of progress’. For Heilbroner these insights were important not 
only for students of intellectual history but also for those seeking to understand the prospects for 
capitalism today. ‘Capitalism's uniqueness in history’, he wrote in Twenty-First Century Capitalism, 
‘lies in its continuously self-generated change, but it is this very dynamism that is the system's chief 
enemy’ (1993, p. 130). Both of these insights – the embeddedness of the economy in a broader social, 
political and psychological fabric, and the inherent problems in capitalist development – Heilbroner 
attributes to Adam Smith, although they are not part of the canonical reading of Smith as a proponent of 
laissez-faire.
Smith's influence on Heilbroner went beyond the issue of the psychology of individual agents in 
capitalism and into the existential question of the purpose of theory itself. In his Essays on Astronomy 
(published in 1758 and excerpted in Heilbroner, 1986), Smith wrote that ‘[T]he repose and tranquility of 
the imagination is the ultimate end of philosophy…Philosophy, by representing the invisible chains 
which bind together all these disjointed objects, endeavors to introduce order in this chaos of jarring and 
discordant appearances, to ally this tumult of the imagination.’ Discussing this passage, Heilbroner 
wrote that ‘We theorize … to restore our peace of mind’ (1986, p. 16).

Analysis and vision in economics

Heilbroner's embrace of the classicals and rejection of the neoclassicals hinged on the Schumpeterian 
distinction between ‘analysis’ and ‘vision’. Schumpeter (1954, p. 41) defined vision as the ‘preanalytic 
cognitive act’ that is inevitable and ideological. Analysis is the largely deductive process that follows 
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from the theory's foundations. As intellectual historian, Schumpeter separated economic analysis from 
its vision, leading to the History of Economic Analysis, published posthumously. Heilbroner embraced 
the Schumpeterian categories, and especially the notion that vision is an inevitable part of the process of 
theorizing, since ‘All systems of thought that describe or examine societies must contain their political 
character, knowingly and explicitly, or unknowingly and in disguise.’ (1990b, p. 109) But Heilbroner 
resisted Schumpeter's separation of vision and analysis, since connecting the two allowed a greater 
appreciation of how economic scenarios are formed. The Worldly Philosophers was enormously popular 
not only because it included juicy biographical details about the early economists but because 
Heilbroner revealed the lively imagination and political engagement of the ‘great scenarists’. Vision, for 
Heilbroner, embodied much of the creativity that informs economic problem-solving and modelling. 
And it is through the vision that ethical and epistemological principles are brought into theory. Vision is 
the expression ‘of the inescapable need to infuse ‘meaning’ – to discover a comprehensive framework – 
in the world’ (1990a, p. 1112). For Heilbroner, it was precisely the persistent denial of the role of vision 
that leaves modern economics so limited as a tool for understanding social life. In The Crisis of Vision in 
Modern Economic Thought, Heilbroner (and co-author William Milberg) developed this theme in the 
context of contemporary debates in macroeconomics.
In the final chapter of the seventh edition of The Worldly Philosophers, Heilbroner wrote of ‘the end of 
economics’, playing on the dual meaning of end as both purpose and termination. For all its technical 
sophistication, modern economics has largely failed to accomplish the purpose of a worldly philosophy: 
to give meaning to economic life. Heilbroner saw the narrowness of modern economics as an 
abandonment of the grand aspiration for social thought that Smith, Ricardo, Malthus, Marx, Mill, 
Keynes and Schumpeter each held in their day. Heilbroner lamented, ‘The new vision is Science, the 
disappearing one capitalism’ (1953, p. 314). Heilbroner was an important public intellectual of the 
second half of the 20th century. While he remained to his last days a severe critic of modern economics, 
his personal warmth, his kindness, his humaneness, his commitment to equality, opportunity and 
democracy, and his love of deep and serious debate on pressing social issues endeared him to a broad 
group of professional economists, social scientists, students and a socially-concerned public.
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