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PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION 

THE really fundamental questions of econo
mics are why all of us, taken together, are 
as well off-or as ill off, if that way of put
ting it be preferred-as we are~ ·and why . 
some of us are much better off and · others 
much wars~ off than the average. 

·1 am convinced that immense harm is done 
by the common assumption that the answers 
to these questions are so obvious and easy 
that no general treatment of them· is neces..: 
sary: We should not tolerate ·a person who 
professed to explain the inefficiency of some 
locomotive and to proVide a remedy for it, if 
we knew that he had never studied mechanics 
and was q"¢te ignorant of the construction 
and working Qf locomotives. The existing 
economic organization is 'a much more com
plicated and delicate piece of machinery than 
a locomotive, and yet, whenever some .imper
fection in the work done. becomes particu
larly prominent, we are overwhelmed with 
suggestions about causes and remedies by 
persons who have not the smallest general 
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knowledge of the reasons ~hy the machinery 
works at\ alL lt often happens that a man. of 
considerable emin~nce in. hi~ own profession, 
but without the. smallest acq-q.aintance with 
the fundamentals Qf economics, will make a· 
suggestiqn whiclds precis~ly on alevel with 
the propo_sition that the lo~omotive would be 
much' more. efficient if its· weight. were taken 
off the driving wheels so thatthey could. re
volve more easily; .The ·editor·of an impor:
taht :magazine. accepts with joy -the contri-. 
bi:ition in.which he develops his idea, an'd the 
public feebly thinb there may be something 

'·in it, and·is confirmed m:this view by the 
,.fact that professional economists are as dis
inclined to publish. a refutation.bf if as ~~he 
Astronomer Royal1s· to answer the theonsts · 
. who declare. that the world is flat. . , 

. It.is not refutation of ridiculous ~uggestio·ns 
which is required; but their' non-appearance· 
in: consequence of there being no possibility ' 
of their gaining acceptance in minds already · 
·occupied by a knowledg~ of-the actual nature · 
and working of the economic machine.. Wh~n, 
therefore;· I tire· the reader with j.nsisterice on 
something whlch appears to him top obvious 
to need mention, I. hope he· will ask )rimself 
whether he does rtot know of ·some important 
propagandaror of .some opposition to some . 
important. reform, _which is based on a doc
trine: incompatible· With the . acceptance of 
thaf which' seems to him :tc): be obvious.' l 

,;> • • " 



PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION vii 

refrain from giving examples, because I would 
rather that all the various propagandists and 
their opponents should ·read the book than 
that some of them should be warned off it 
as dangerous to their faith. . . . 

Experienced teachers, in search, as usual, 
of the heaven-sent book to use in their classes, 
are not likely to complain of obviousness~ 
They are much more likely to say that much 
of my matter is too difficult for beginners. 
But I doubt the policy :of tryfug to teach 
beginners only what is easy. We must take 
things as they come, and if in economics, as 
in some other things, we fuid that the foun.;. 
dations are the most difficult part of the work, 
that' is no reason for trying to btiild a su~er
stx:ucture :without any foundations at all. I 
hope, therefore, that the book may be found 
useful· by academic teachers and students as 
well as by readers who wish to improve their 
capacity for dealing with piactical·economic 
problems without attendanc~ at lect~res and 
classes. It has, at any rate, been evolved 
gradually out of the annual course of lectures 
which I have given for first-year students at 
the London School of Economics since I8g8, 
during which period I do not think a year has 
passed without 

1
Considerable changes in. the 

matter or the arrangement of the exposition. 
Having acute· sympathy with those who . 

dislike ponderous tomes, I have tried to keep 
the book as short as po;sible., A great deal 
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of the discussion .or: wages,- profits, and rent 
which had some local importance. a hundred 
years ago is now obsolete, and should be 
relegated to the works. which deal with the 
history oftheory: . By omitting this and other 
obsolete matter, by excluding spedalsubjects 

·like. currency and taxatio~; wlrich are better 
consi<;lered in special treatises, and by forgo
ing detail and picturesque illustration, I have 
managed to make room for some very funda- · 
rp.ental matters · which are oft~n ·ignored in. 
general treatises of moderate length. · I refer 
especially to the heredita~y · character of . in
equalities of income, the inferiority of women's 
earnings, and the :differences in the wealth of 
different ."countries" or "nations." · 



PREFACE.TO THE THIRD EDITION 

IN deference to a widespread opinion that the 
closeness of the printing and the absence of 

· breaks made the book " difficult to find your 
way about in,"' the type of this edition has 
been changed and the chapters have been 
divided into sections. 

Most of the introductory chapter, on 
the subject-matter of economics, has been 
omitted, because it was found too difficult 
for beginners, and I hope to deal with it 
better in a future work. On the other hand, 
I have expanded the two pages on Money 
into a short chapter which I hope will not 
prevent students from seeking further infor
t;nation in my Money and elsewhere. 

I have endeavoured in Chapter I, § 4, to 
throw a little more ·light on the principle of 
avoidance of unnecessary labour, and I have. 
tried at the end of Chapter III to clear up 
some difficulties in the conception of an 
optimum or best possible population. 

Many unimportant aJ.terations in casual 
allusions and examples have been made neces

fx 
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sary by the effects of th~ War, esp~cially the 
great. d~cline in · the · purchasing. power of 
money.· · · · . . . 

Chapter I in the present ·edition includes 
the whole of the old Chapter II and what is 
left of Chapter' I. •· ·,The old Chapters III,. IV 
and V are reniunbered II, III and IV. , Chap- · 
ter V is the .new chapter on 1\foney. The 
numeration of the remaining chapters is tin
altered except .that . the old ~hapter XIV, 
"·The Wealth of· Nations/' now appears as 
Chapter XIV, 11 Trade . between Countries,'! 

·and Chapter XV,. 11 The Wealth of the In~ 
. habitant~ of different rerritories." 

1928 
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