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Introduction 

In his 1998 How Foundations Came to Be, after hinting at his indebtedness to his Harvard 

professors during the 1930s Joseph Schumpeter, Wassily Leontief, Gottfried Haberler and Alvin 

Hansen, Paul Samuelson acknowledged:  

 

“Perhaps most relevant of all for the genesis of Foundations, Edwin Bidwell Wilson 

(1879-1964) was at Harvard. Wilson was the great Willard Gibbs’s last (and 

essentially only) protégé at Yale. He was a mathematician, a mathematical physicist, a 
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Wilson (PEBW) were consulted at HUA, HUG4878.203 (indicated if different), and Paul A. Samuelson Papers 
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mathematical statistician, a mathematical economist, a polymath who had done first-

class work in many fields of the natural and social sciences. I was perhaps his only 

disciple […]. Aside from the fact that E.B. knew everything and everybody, his great 

virtue was his contempt for social scientists who aped the more exact sciences in a 

parrot-like way.” (Samuelson 1998, 1376) 

 

 It has been argued that Samuelson was influential in establishing the identity of economists as 

being scientists (Mirowski 1989). Although some accounts have related Samuelson’s role to the 

development of –mathematical– economics (Weintraub 1991)  and others have expounded on 

how economics became a mathematical discipline at large (Düppe 2012; Leonard 2010;  

Weintraub 2002; Mirowski 2002; Ingrao and Israel 1990), sometimes claiming a formalist 

revolution (Blaug 2003; Landreth and Colander 2004), and how, in America, economics was 

transformed during the interwar period (Morgan and Rutherford 1998; Johnson 1977), the figure 

of Edwin Wilson had often been relegated to passing comments. Roger Backhouse (2014a; 2015) 

recently studied some of the aspects of Wilson’s influence upon Samuelson, focusing mainly on 

the latter. Wilson’s imprint on the history of economics as intertwined with the history of other 

disciplines in America has not yet been the subject of a detailed historical analysis, despite the 

fact that Wilson’s active role in the promotion of mathematical and statistical methods in 

economics significantly influenced the rise of mathematical economics in America between the 

1920s and the 1940s. Possible reasons for this historical oversight:  Wilson’s main role was not at 

the creative front, but at the organizational one, through intense academic proselytism and 

instruction. At the background of his activism lay his belief that, in the foundations of science, 

matters of pedagogy and epistemology were connected; he believed that American mathematics 
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and science must better reflect American national values, and more significantly serve national 

security and prosperity. Wilson was confidence that subtle planning of science would yield 

democratic science in America. Central in Wilson’s thought was his perennial belief that in 

science, as in society, progress was too often made by individuals with extreme methodological, 

political or social postures; he argued for a middle-ground position, which could help scientists 

deal with anxiety created by difficult choices regarding an approach to be adopted. 

Inbetweenness offered a possible solution for the problem of the creation and protection of 

scientific knowledge, as it offered a solution to the problem of social order:  quantifiable 

consensus and agreement being Wilson’s watchwords.  

Wilson’s involvement with social science and economics was made hand in hand along with his 

Harvard colleague Lawrence Henderson. The spirit under which they worked was made explicit 

in a letter to Henderson, where Wilson wrote:  

 

“I have a feeling that a good many social scientists have to be protected from 

themselves and that it is up to people like you and me to do what we can to push 

social sciences ahead in a sound way.”2 

 

 The purpose of this paper is to first demonstrate how Wilson had a significant impact on 

mathematical economics in America from the 1920s to the 1940s. Sourcing archival material, 

this paper will first situate Wilson within American mathematical and scientific communities; 

                                                 
2 E. B.  Wilson to L. Henderson, 1.10.1933 (PEBW, Box 21, Folder H). The Wilson-Henderson connection has 

already been pointed out regarding Samuelson’s ideas about dynamics (see Weintraub 1991). In the present paper, 

this connection is documented. 
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then, in two sections, it will study Wilson’s activism “to push social sciences,” with a special 

emphasis on economics. Lastly, this paper will discuss how Wilson remains a singular force in 

the 20th century modernization of economics.  

 

Wilson in mathematics and science at the turn of the 20th Century3 

 

Wilson was an American mathematician, educated around 1900 at Harvard University, Yale 

University and at the École Normale Supérieure in Paris. He received a Ph.D. in mathematics at 

Yale with a paper on geometry. His most significant efforts during his doctoral years, however, 

consisted of writing a textbook on vector analysis, based on the lectures of Josiah Williard Gibbs. 

During the first decade of the 1900s, Wilson was one the “most active” (Fenster and Parshall 

1994) members among the American research community of mathematicians, which was 

organizing itself around the American Mathematical Society (AMS). After one year of leave in 

Paris, in the summer of 1903, Wilson started his career as a lecturer of geometry at Yale, taking 

part in American discussions about foundations of mathematics. 

After being promoted to assistant professor at Yale in 1906, Wilson accepted an offer by the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) as associate professor of mathematical physics in 

1907. During the 1910s at MIT, Wilson conducted research, taught and made original 

contributions to the fields of mathematics and mathematical physics. Influencing the education of 

many American science students during the 1910s (Hunsaker and Mac Lane 1973) was Wilson’s 

1911 Advanced Calculus (Wilson 1911a). Of historical relevance were his contributions on 

relativity (Wilson and Lewis 1912; Wilson and Moore 1916), counting among the first 

theoretical studies by American scholars. Of importance for national security was his work on 
                                                 
3 This section is largely inspired by another work of the author (Carvajalino 2016a).  
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aeronautics during the First World War4. In 1912, Wilson was promoted to full professor of 

mathematical physics and then, in 1917, chairman of the department of physics. Between 1920 

and 1922, he acted as the secretary of an interim committee directing MIT. Finally, Wilson was 

elected managing editor of the Proceeding of the National Academy of Science5 (PNAS) when it 

was launched in 1914 (Wilson 1966). He held that position until his death in 1964. 

Wilson regarded science as unified whole, with mathematical thinking providing its very 

foundation. Key was his belief that mathematics should be immediately useful to deal with 

empirical experience and to solve operational and practical problems. He disdained what he 

regarded as a lack of logical and rigorous thinking in most American (and English) scientific 

fields, and, was suspicious of what he regarded as the excessive abstraction of the German 

approach. Wilson’s attitude toward mathematics and science mainly developed in contrast with 

the Hilbertian kind of mathematics6. For Wilson, even though this kind of mathematics offered 

useful technical tools, it merely emphasized the abstract aspect of mathematics and made of the 

mathematician “an esthesiogenist rather than a scientist” (Wilson 1911b, 199).  

In his foundational discussions in mathematics and science, under the influence of Bertrand 

Russell, Wilson believed that with logical calculus, understood analogically as a language with 

rules and marks in the mind, it was possible to ground mathematics as well as all fields to which 

mathematics was applied. Influenced by his American contemporary Edward Vermilye 

                                                 
4 Wilson wrote several papers on aerodynamics and on ballistics that appeared in reports of the National Advisory 

Committee for Aeronautic (NACA), predecessor of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), 

between 1915 and 1920. In 1920, he wrote a textbook on aerodynamics summarizing his contributions to the subject 

(Wilson 1920a).  

5 On the National Academy of Science (NAS), see Cochrane 1978; Dupree 1986. 

6 See in particular Wilson’s “The so-called foundations of geometry” (1903c). 
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Huntington7, Wilson called postulates those rules and marks in the mind that were disconnected 

from intuition and experience and that framed deductive reasoning. Postulates were the only a 

priori truths in mathematics; they defined the deductive rules of Russell’s logical calculus. They 

also characterized David Hilbert’s technical work, as Hilbert, Wilson thought, was only 

concerned with postulates and their logical consistency. In contrast, Wilson called axioms, or 

idealizations or working hypotheses, those rules and marks in the mind that were approved by 

our experience, intuition and judgment regarding our observations of the “actual” world. These 

observations were understood through the lens of a specific subject matter, within which, Wilson 

argued, there must be a certain degree of agreement regarding their meaning. In this vein, 

mathematics, for Wilson, consisted of one-to-one correspondence between logical-technical 

entities and working hypotheses relative to a subject matter. In such correspondence, he argued, 

axioms prevailed over postulates: the “basis of rationality must go deeper than a mere set of 

marks and postulates. It is foundation of everything and must be more real than anything else” 

(Wilson 1904a, 81, footnote). For Wilson, mathematics remained useful only if it was intelligible 

in terms of the language of the specific field to which mathematics was applied, namely if it was 

operationally meaningful8.  

                                                 
7 On Huntington, see Scanlan 1991.  

8 The reference to “operational” should be understood vis-à-vis Wilson’s normative definition of mathematics as a 

one-to-one correspondence between postulates and axioms. Mathematicians and scientists should not only be 

concerned with measure but also with the empirical existence of theoretical entities. At the same time, they should 

deal with empirical reality through the lens of the theoretical body of a specific field. If this one-to-one 

correspondence is held as an acceptable working hypothesis, Wilson believed, our theoretical and/or empirical 

knowledge was scientifically useful in practice. Because operational, knowledge was therefore meaningful. 

Knowledge had a meaning in terms of both, the language of mathematics and the language of the subject matter. 
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Impressed by Henry Poincaré’s La Science et l’Hypothèse, Wilson argued that the justification 

for using mathematical formulas in science emerged from the fact that there must be “something 

which is invariant” (Wilson 1903a, 85). Wilson never defined that something which was 

invariant. In his work, however, his definition of rationality as constrained mathematics became 

the object of invariance. Furthermore, by invariants, in a less strict sense, he also meant axioms, 

idealizations or working hypotheses found in a subject matter, which prevailed through the 

history of the field. Pragmatically, theses elements could be thought of as invariants temporarily 

and relatively to the problem at hand. However, as prevalence of certain idealizations over others 

was not self-evident, Wilson believed that scientific knowledge resulted from “congeries” of 

working hypotheses (Wilson 1920b). Adopting a more abstract or more empirical emphasis, this 

or that idealization depended on the problem in hand and the personal penchants of the 

mathematician or scientist. Universal principles were never justified. 

During the 1900s, Wilson tended to refer to his attitude toward mathematics as the modern 

French intermediate kind of mathematics9. With the advent of First World War, Wilson’s 

                                                                                                                                                              
Because practical, it contributed to the progress of society. Wilson was much impressed by Ponicaré’s 

conventionalism, which he regarded as a pragmatic doctrine in the operationalization of mathematics. Wilson, 

however, thought it was essential not to forget about the existence of idealized nature (See Wilson 1904a; 1906). 

9 Around 1905, Wilson believed that there was a French Mathematical School, comparable to the Hilbertian School 

at Göttingen, with Poincaré as its most significant representative (on Hilbert, see Corry 2004). Although such French 

school did not really exist, and Poincaré’s conventionalism was rather a source of disagreement among French 

mathematicians (Gray 2008), Wilson’s use of the term French intermediate mathematics, and later Gibbsian 

mathematics, embodied his personal commitment to constrained mathematics. In Wilson’s thought, in order to 

constrain mathematics, it was necessary to adopt the practices of intermediate mathematics, which, for him, 

contrasted, on one hand, with naïve English mathematics, and, on the other hand, with purely rigorous German 

mathematics. Such intermediateness was relevant at the level of instruction and of creative practice. Regarding 
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vocabulary about mathematics and science became charged with patriotism and nationalism. The 

American national prerogative implied, for him, rejecting the leading German kind of 

mathematics10. During the war period and thereafter, Wilson increasingly referred to his 

mathematics as the Gibbsian mathematics, which, he argued, best represented the American 

idiosyncrasy. Easier to learn and to employ for operational purposes, Wilson claimed, Gibbsian 

mathematics was more democratic than the German kind.  

With this nationalistic imprint, at the close of the war, Wilson argued that the final victory would 

be for America and the English-speaking world to replace Germany as the scientific leader of the 

world. It was therefore of vital relevance for America to control the development of its science. 

Wilson was confident that subtle planning of science would yield democratic science, useful to 

enhance national prosperity and national security (Wilson 1918).  

                                                                                                                                                              
instruction, Wilson argued, professors of the French modern School assumed limited knowledge of mathematics so 

that students could rapidly learn it and use it in their own work. Regarding creative practices, intermediate 

mathematics, for Wilson, provided a balance between extremes. It reconciled English and German attitudes towards 

mathematics; past and present works; intuition and rigor; the applied and the pure; as well as empirical and abstract 

emphases (See Wilson 1903b; 1904b; 1908b). Constrained mathematics, as intermediate, served also as intermediary 

between mathematics and the subject matter. Wilson often referred to this kind of mathematics as little mathematics. 

In his thinking, little mathematics did not implied lack of sophistication; it implied a focus on intuition and meaning 

while necessarily using mathematical deductive reasoning. While being highly sophisticated, it also regarded the 

history of the subject matter as a privileged source for working hypotheses. Little mathematics contrasted with the 

too much mathematics of the German kind, where too much embodied an emphasis only on postulates (Wilson 

1928). 

10 Edwin Wilson, (1919), Mathematics and the Engineer, (PEBW, HUG 4878.214, Box 3, Folder miscellaneous 

papers).  
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At the beginning of the 1920s, Wilson felt that he was “further away from those mathematical 

interests which the persons in control [of the AMS] define to be mathematics”11. Believing 

German mathematics was “essentially foreign to [American] nature”12 and thinking that 

American mathematical leaders ignored the American turn of mind, Wilson resigned from the 

AMS in 1923. He also felt that his American mathematician colleagues had always regarded him 

as the “black sheep of their flock”13, because he had decided to follow the Gibbsian tradition in 

applied mathematics and, as Wilson stated, “for a mathematician to become interested in the 

applications [of mathematics meant] for him to lose caste”14.  

 

Wilson’s incursion into social science and economics 

 

In 1922, Wilson was appointed at the newly founded Harvard School of Public Health (HSPH) as 

chairman of the department of vital statistics (Curran 1970). This turn of Wilson’s career entailed 

his incursion into social science and economics. Wilson’s interests in these fields emerged during 

his years at Yale when he came to be associated with the sociologist William Graham Sumner 

and the mathematical economist Irving Fisher15. Wilson helped Fisher setting up business and 

stock-market barometers16. 

                                                 
11 E. B.  Wilson to J. Coolidge, 3.30.1922 (PEBW, Box 4, Folder C). 

12 E. B.  Wilson to J. Whittemore, 4.23.1924 (PEBW, Box 7, Folder U-V). 

13 E. B.  Wilson to H. Shapley, 11.30.1923 (PEBW, Box 6, Folder S). 

14 E. B.  Wilson to J. Hunsaker, 11.17.1925 (PEBW, Box 9, Folder H). 

15 E. B.  Wilson to R. Vance, 12.19.1922 (PEBW, Box 3, Folder B). 

16 E. B.  Wilson to G. U. Yule, 5.6.1924 (PEBW, Box 7, Folder U-V).  
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These interests persisted and around 1910 Wilson popularized Fisher’s and Vilfredo Pareto’s 

mathematical economics; in reviews of their work, addressed to the readership of the Bulletin of 

the AMS and Science, Wilson presented economics as a field where mathematics could be 

naturally applied. In its contemporary state, he argued, political economy, as a science, was in its 

infancy: there was no consensus about theories and conclusions. Fisher and Pareto’s 

mathematical economics was the path to follow. They grounded their work on convenient 

conventional idealizations found in extant economic literature, and they applied postulational 

reasoning by following the deductive rules of logical calculus. In this way, Wilson argued, these 

mathematical economists were able to better define their assumptions and to adopt a rational way 

of thinking. By adopting this attitude, economists would eventually be able to elevate the status 

of economics to science; to attain agreement regarding the fundamental idealizations and –

mathematical– relations of the field; to improve their judgment and their data about economic 

and social life; and to make better decisions based on modern scientific judgment. However, 

neither Pareto nor Fisher’s work was yet satisfactory, as it remained mainly theoretical. In this 

vein, Wilson argued that as some fields of mathematical physics were theoretical exercises 

because of lack of data, mathematical economics, which still faced similar problems, did not yet 

denote economic affairs but connoted general economic theory.  With that in mind, Wilson 

refined the analogy that Pareto and Fisher made between their mathematical economics and 

physics. For Wilson, comparing economic and physical facts, and using the same formulas 

without adapting them to the specific problem in hand, was arbitrary. Analogical thinking was 

useful because it could lead to unexpected and enlightened perspectives, but must be limited in 

regard to its applicability17 (Wilson 1909a; 1912; 1913; 1914).  

                                                 
17 Wilson’s reviews were aimed at showing how other disciplines could gain scientific legitimacy when 
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At the HSPH, the spirit with which Wilson undertook his engagement with statistics, social 

science and economics was specifically related to developments taking place in some quarters at 

Harvard as well as with matters related with the NAS.  

At Harvard, Wilson built a close relationship with Lawrence Henderson18. In 1920, Henderson 

invited Wilson to deliver a talk on relativity to an interdisciplinary group of Bostonian 

intellectuals named the Royce Club, after Josiah Royce, to which Henderson was then serving as 

secretary. Royce was the first to promote the idea of such a discussion group. He delivered the 

inaugural talk to the club in 1914, in which he claimed that a satisfactory scientific theory of 

knowledge implied defining the categories of The Mechanical, the Historical and the Statistical 

as well as their interrelations (Royce 1914). Wilson understood Royce’s pleas as underlining the 

“need to apply [the] method of the mathematician and logician to philosophy [of knowledge]” 19. 

This meant, in contrast with Royce’s claims, to emphasize personal interpretation in the practice 

                                                                                                                                                              
connected with mathematics and how in return this connection gave to mathematics its practical and operational 

intelligibility. During the 1910s, Wilson came closer to the community of American political economists. In 1912, 

he was elected member of the American Economic Association (AEA). 

18 They already knew each other. In December 1915, Henderson had visited Wilson; he was seeking information 

about Gibbs. In a letter to Henry Bumstead, in which Wilson transmitted some of Henderson’s questions, Wilson 

opened as follows: “L. J. Henderson, who has written the remarkable book Fitness of the Environment as 

Counterpart to Natural Selection, was in here today talking over some philosophical matters of science. He had been 

trying to get something out of Gibbs’s Statistical Mechanics and out of the papers on Thermodynamics, and he 

believes he has found in those papers an idealization of nature which will take its place in principal rank of 

philosophical ideas just as the line, time, and mass have their place there. The idea he finds is that of A System.”(E. 

B.  Wilson to H. Bumstead, 18.12.1915, emphasis in original [PEBW, Box 1, Folder 1914-16 B]). 

19 E. B.  Wilson to H. Taylor, 11.3.1923 (PEBW, Box 6, Folder T-U-V). 
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of science. In this direction, Wilson’s national prerogative20 translated into an aesthetic 

argument: canons of practice for the scientific study of society were to be found in a tradition in 

social science and economics, which must be inspired by an American scientific style. As part of 

his statistical work of the early 1920s, Wilson focused on population21 and public health22 with a 

medico-quantitative attitude. This approach was influenced by Henderson, who, Wilson thought, 

worked along the lines of this Gibbsian tradition23. Wilson particularly appreciated Henderson’s 

ideas about the study of society, as an organic organized system of individuals sharing a similar 

culture, which could be analyzed in terms of stable equilibrium. Wilson agreed with Henderson.  

 

“Nature had a way of correcting excessive conditions, whether those conditions were 

departures above or below the normal; […] life was in the main so far as the 

                                                 
20 It has been argued that around this period of time, American social scientists similarly gained interest in history, as 

related to an ahistorical greatness of America (Ross 1992; 1994). 

21 See Wilson and Puffer 1933.  

22 Wilson’s teaching material at the HSPH illustrates this endeavor. In particular, Wilson wrote an unpublished and 

undated textbook titled Elements of Statistics (see PEBW, HUG4878.214, Box 2, Folder Elements of Statistics).  

23 Since his visit to Wilson in 1915, Henderson had developed a theory of organisms, as systems in equilibrium. 

Henderson regarded Gibbs’s conception of systems as an original and genuine idealization, with which observed 

facts could be ordered and interrelated. In reaction to his reading of Pareto’s 1917 Traité de Sociology Générale, 

Henderson turned his attention to social science in the 1920s. Impressed by Pareto, Henderson developed a 

theoretical framework for the study of society. He believed that social stability observed in most societies proved 

that they were in equilibrium. For him, studying society as a system in equilibrium was not a theoretical imposition; 

it was an intuitive way of dealing with it (see Russett 1966; Heyl 1968; Parascandola 1992). When Henderson began 

to think about these questions, he again invited Wilson to offer a talk before the Royce Club. On March 25, 1923, 

Wilson descriptively discussed Pareto’s mathematical economics (PEBW, Box 22, Folder B). 
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individual was concerned, a state of equilibrium from which no great departures either 

way toward better of worst were possible.”24  

 

At the NAS in 1923, Wilson was asked to write a biography of Charles Sanders Peirce, an 

American logician, mathematician and philosopher25. He accepted the task even though he barely 

knew Peirce. Wilson did not complete the biography. However, he familiarized himself with 

Peirce’s –American– ideas, which he used as a guide during the 1920s in his foundational 

discussions of statistics26. In this direction, Wilson stressed that statistics was not only a simple 

tool for computational purposes, but primarily a branch of mathematics, in which intuition and 

judgment were fundamental. Wilson believed that statistics found its postulational foundations in 

the mathematical theory of probability (Wilson 1923c). Despite John Maynard Keynes’s Treatise 

on Probability significant contribution (Wilson 1923b), Wilson claimed that such foundations 

were still missing. To fill the gap, Wilson suggested that statistics found an operational technique 

in Peirce’s notion of statistical inference as probable inference. Following Peirce, Wilson 

committed to the idea that scientific laws were only probable and approximate; they were 

essentially statistical; they only established probable behavior of aggregates (Wilson 1926a). For 

                                                 
24 E. B.  Wilson to W. Cannon, 5.8.1923 (PEBW, HUG4878.214, Box 1, Folder Book reviews, letters to the Editor, 

p.2). 

25 On C. S. Peirce, see Menand 2002.  

26 While Wilson appreciated Poincaré’s pragmatic conventionalism and Bridgman’s American operationalism, he 

distrusted pragmatism. Behind this lay his profound disdain of any comprehensive philosophy of knowledge, offered 

by philosophers. In contrast, he found appealing philosophical and historical accounts of science made by 

mathematicians and scientists, whom, he thought, talked more about their practices and their attitudes than about 

comprehensive philosophies.  
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Wilson, probable inference was useful to quantitatively determine the most likely working 

hypothesis regarding a specific set of data (Wilson 1926b, 296). To accomplish this, the 

statistician had to make an argument as to the proportion of truth carried in the data. Such an 

argument consisted of comparing observed rates in the data with theoretical probabilities, while 

determining the meaningfulness of the correspondence between observed rates and theoretical 

probabilities relatively to a certain range of trust, which represented an idealized referent to 

calculate the proportion of truth –likelihood– conveyed in the data (Wilson 1927). As such, 

statistics was useful for quantifying the degree of confidence –confidence interval– that could be 

attributed to working hypotheses relative to a specific set of data, and vice versa. Statistics, for 

Wilson, was therefore an operational field that helped attain agreement about the significance 

and meaning –correspondence– of theoretical and empirical “facts” among practitioners of a 

specific field27.  

These foundational ideas about statistics marked Wilson’s probabilistic28 turn in his thinking. At 

the same time, this turn embodied the idea that mathematics and science did not aim at 

controlling unpredictable and unforeseeable nature, but, rather, at helping us to deal with it and to 

better adapt to it. Nonetheless, while retaining intuition and personal judgment in his definition 

of mathematical and scientific rationality, Wilson provided no clear means to protect 

mathematicians and scientists from prejudice. He thought that convention, rationality and history 

of science sufficed to protect them from maniacal rushes (Wilson 1903a).  

 

                                                 
27 Edwin Wilson, Notes on scientific method via statistics, undated and unpublished notes (PEBW, HUG4878.214, 

Box 1, Folder Book reviews, letters to the Editor, point No. 4). 

28In the general sense of Krüger, Daston, and Heidelberger 1987.  
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Becoming a mathematical economist 

 

During the 1920s, Wilson joined the American Statistical Association (ASA), the Social Science 

Research Council (SSRC) and the American Association for the Advancement of Science 

(AAAS) while promoting cooperation between mathematics, statistics, social science and, 

particularly, economics. At the same time, he feared what had pushed him away from the AMS:  

 

 “That which has always impressed me most, I think, in moving from one field to 

another is the tendency of any field to become more technical than the fundamentally 

established ideas warrant; the tendency in every quantitative field to develop 

arithmetical, or algebraic, or other mathematical technique far beyond what the data 

warrant.”29 

 

Wilson’s involvement with mathematical economics in America is better understood when he is 

regarded as the self-marginalized mathematician that he was.  

 

Mathematical economics in North American Academia 

 

Wilson claimed that, according to President Lowell, the most important function as President of a 

university such as Harvard consisted of fostering “the development of that kind of work which is 

                                                 
29 E. B.  Wilson to J. Lipka, 12.17.1923 (PEBW, Box 5, Folder L). 
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particularly fruitful, namely, that which originates in the ‘no man’s land’ between two accepted 

fields of study.” 30 

In 1928, Wilson found himself at the executive committees of the AAAS and the SSRC, in 

charge of Section K of the AAAS, willing to foster the “no man’s land” of scientific territories 

and willing to modernize social science and economics31. Wilson’s idea for Section K consisted 

of gathering in joint meetings people from the AAAS, the AMS, the ASA and the AEA. The 

difficulty was to coordinate annual meetings of these associations. He particularly aimed at 

encouraging encounters between a select group of young social scientists and economists 

working in a mathematical and scientific spirit, whose papers were usually rejected by their own 

associations, and mathematicians and scientists interested in statistics and economics, whose 

associations also usually rejected their papers.  From the community of economists, both Wesley 

Mitchell32 and Fisher recalled Wilson how difficult relationships between the AAAS and national 

social science associations had been. However, both Mitchell and Fisher33 were highly interested 

in Wilson’s project. Mitchell was “glad that the AAAS [had] put Section K in [Wilson’s] 

                                                 
30 E. B.  Wilson to R. Richardson, 11.3.1928 (PEBW, Box 13, Folder R).  

31 Wilson’s commitment to this organizational role started in 1927, when he suggested to James Cattell, president of 

the AAAS, that the association should encourage the scientific development of social science and economics through 

its Section K (E. B.  Wilson to J. Cattell, 10.4.1927 [PEBW, Box 11, Folder C]). Wilson was then put in charge of 

Section K. The same year, invited by Frederick Mills, Wilson took part to a roundtable during the December meeting 

of AEA on The Present Status and Future Prospects of Quantitative Economics (Mills et al. 1928).  

32 Wilson and Mitchell had met in the round table of the 1927 AEA meeting. They also must have crossed their ways 

in meetings of the SSRC. With Wilson’s support, Mitchell was first elected member (W. Mitchell to E. B.  Wilson, 

5.2.1928 [PEBW, Box 13, Folder M]) and then Fellow (W. Mitchell to E. B.  Wilson, 10.2.1928 [idem]) of the 

AAAS during 1928. 

33 I. Fisher to E. B.  Wilson, 6.28.1928 (PEBW, Box 13, Folder E-F). 
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hands.”34 From the community of mathematicians, Ronald G. D. Richardson, Wilson’s friend 

and secretary of the AMS, found Wilson’s suggestion interesting35. In general terms, Wilson 

believed that “[i]f both sides do their own job well there should be in the next 25 years a very 

marked convergence of interest and understanding from both sides toward a common position.”36  

Under Wilson’s control and with Charles Roos’37 efficient administrative endeavor, Section K 

became a privileged place where a select group of individuals met who were interested in social 

science and economics who worked with mathematical and statistical techniques. The first 

meeting of Section K under Wilson’s reign took place in New York during December 1928, with 

Wilson chairing it. Alfred Lotka, Paul Rider, Huntington and Roos presented their work 

(Livingston 1929). In December 1929, Section K met in Des Moines, Iowa, with Louis Rietz as 

chairman. Harold Hotelling, Henry Schultz and Rider, among others, offered talks (Livingston 

1930). In December 1930, Section K met in Cleveland, Ohio, with Griffith Evans as chairman. In 

joint meetings with the AMS, the ASA, the AEA and other associations of the SSRC, Evans, 

Schultz, Hotelling and the Norwegian economist Ragnar Frisch, among others, delivered talks. 

As noted by Roos to Wilson, “we now seem to have things coming our way in Section K”38.  

Wilson was probably responsible for the spirit of convergence that led to the meeting of various 

associations in Cleveland, as he presided over the ASA in 1929, and the SSRC between 1929 and 

                                                 
34 W. Mitchell to E. B.  Wilson, 4.27.1928. 

35 R. Richardson to E. B.  Wilson, 10.19.1928 (idem). 

36 E. B.  Wilson to W. Mitchell, 5.3.1928 (PEBW, Box 13, Folder M) 

37 Wilson appointed Roos as secretary of Section K. Roos had conducted doctoral research on mathematical 

economics under the guidance of Evans, a Harvard Ph.D. mathematician, then at the Rice Institute in Texas.  

38 C. Roos to E. B.  Wilson, 6.14.1931 (PEBW, Box 16, Folder Roos). 
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193139. In the same spirit, Wilson conducted matters of Section K in such a way to avoid discord 

between the different associations. As he wrote to Mitchell, “I don’t like secessions, they often 

turn into civil war.”40  

Of significance regarding Wilson’s plan for Section K was the establishment, in America, of the 

Econometric Society. As noted by Roos to Wilson in a letter dated October 21, 1932, “the 

Econometric Society was built on the foundation laid by Section K.”41 The Society was a fruit of 

Frisch’s endeavor (Bjerkholt 1998). In America, Roos (actively) and Fisher (nominally) 

supported Frisch’s initiative. In an informal evening meeting in Cleveland, the Econometric 

Society was launched42. Wilson, a charter member, was elected fellow of the Society43, member 

of the Council of the Society and, later, member of the Advisory Editorial Committee of 

Econometrica44. Among the elected American members, there were Evans, Fisher, Hotelling, 

Moore, Mitchell, Roos, Schultz and Wilson45. All of them, with Moore at the exception, had 

                                                 
39 Wilson convinced Willford King, president of the ASA in 1930, to go to Cleveland (B. Livingston to E. B.  

Wilson, 2.12.1930 [PEBW, Box 15, Folder AAAS]; he must have done similarly with other executives in the other 

associations and societies that met in Cleveland. 

40 E. B.  Wilson to W. Mitchell, 10.9.1928 (PEBW, Box 13, Folder M). To this, Mitchell responded that he sided 

with Wilson, for secession “might also precipitate another futile controversy over methods at large” (10.13.1928 

[PEBW, Box 13, Folder M]).  

41 C. Roos to E. B.  Wilson, 10.21.1932 (PEBW, Box 19, Folder Roos).  

42 I. Fisher, R. Frisch, C. Roos to E. B.  Wilson, 11.29.1930 (idem). 

43 Memorandum in re the Econometric Society, Signed by J. Schumpeter and R. Frisch at Bonn, 09.28.1931 (PEBW, 

Box 16, Folder Roos). 

44 I. Fisher to E. B.  Wilson, 12.16.1931 (PEBW, Box 16, Folder I. Fisher). 

45 Memorandum in re the Econometric Society. 
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been closely related to Section K. Over all, as Wilson noted to Frisch46, the number of American 

members was larger than that of any European country. This was not accidental. To this, Frisch 

replied as follows:  

 

“I may tell you quite frankly that I made the American list rather large on purpose, 

because I wanted to create a safety valve that could function in the event of national 

intrigues coming up between Europeans. Possibly the America group may act as a 

safety valve.”47 

 

Wilson and his Section K significantly helped to create and reinforce in America a sense of 

community among American mathematical economists. The “American group” that was 

organized had the particularity that a well-recognized American scientific institution, the AAAS, 

supported. This newly recognized community could therefore be called scientific not only 

because it used mathematical methods but also because the AAAS gave it institutional 

legitimacy. Furthermore, this newly created American community of mathematical economists 

was reinforced by the unifying and regulatory role it was supposed to play within the 

international community of mathematical economists.  

The econometric project rapidly yielded High Econometrics (Louçã 2007). Wilson felt that 

econometricians gave too much emphasis to probability and purely theoretical economics48, 

                                                 
46 E. B.  Wilson to R. Frisch, 10.31.32 (PEBW, Box 18, Folder F-G). 

47 R. Frisch to E. B.  Wilson, 11.24.1932 (idem).  

48 For Wilson, the mathematical statistics of Karl Pearson and Ronald Fisher, playing then significant influence in 

the econometric movement, were not well grounded empirically. Wilson argued that their approach, based on 

probability theory, came to play games with pairs of lotteries in which there was no empirical truth; Wilson had 
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leaving aside the empirical statistical economics that had been so important in the recent 

development of American economics49. Wilson felt that econometricians did not understand 

“that probabilities and statistics [were] different things.” His interest in developing the 

mathematical theory of probability was only due to his “greater interest in science”50 rather than 

pure technique51.  

Wilson’s struggle against continental affinities to pure abstract reasoning rapidly re-emerged. 

Illustratively, as referee of Econometrica, he opposed the publication of a paper dealing with 

time series written by Frisch52. For Wilson, the paper was an example of too much mathematics 

and “did not read the least little bit like the great papers of Willard Gibbs on the Equilibrium of 

Heterogeneous Substances.”53 In this vein, Wilson suggested that mathematical economics 

                                                                                                                                                              
suggested that it was not possible to make scientific inferences based only on probability theory (Wilson 1926b, 

296) Furthermore, Wilson claimed that mathematical statisticians indiscriminately adopted the hypothesis of the 

normal distribution, regardless of the problem in hand (Wilson 1923a). 

49 Wilson certainly reflected on developments of which Mitchell was an important leader. 

50 E. B.  Wilson to C. Roos, 9.16.1936 (PEBW, Box 27, Folder Roos).  

51 Wilson thought that econometricians lay too much emphasis on probability theory when analyzing dynamical 

economic systems. This attitude, Wilson must have felt, showed econometricians’ incapacity of facing reality. 

Wilson’s feeling reflected on some comments on statistical mechanics that he had written around 1910. He had then 

argued that despite statistical mechanics offered the advantage of not requiring improbable hypotheses about the 

constitution of matter, the use of theory of probability to all kinds of dynamical systems simply as analogy was 

unintelligible. He showed that the formal analogy between kinetic theory, thermodynamics and hydrodynamics was 

valid only in restricted cases (Wilson 1908a; 1909b). 

52 The paper was titled “Changing Harmonic Studies from the Point of View of Linear Operators and Erratic 

Shocks” (W. Nelson to E. B.  Wilson, 8.23.1933[PEBW, Box 21, Folder N-O]).  

53 E. B.  Wilson to W. Nelson, 11.13.1933 (idem). 
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needed to follow a process of Americanization in order to succeed in America. He claimed that 

the “best way to encourage [Americans] to dig into mathematics [was] to convince them that 

there [was] some practical use for the mathematics.”54 

 Under such circumstances, Wilson rapidly distanced himself from the econometric project55. It 

was not coincidental that subsequent to the 1930 Cleveland meeting, Wilson chose more 

empirically oriented economists to serve as chairmen of Section K56. In 1935, Wilson asked no 

longer to be part of the Council of the Econometric Society57. In the same direction, he declined 

several invitations by Alfred Cowles to deliver talks at the Research Conference on Economics 

and Statistics at Colorado Springs, organized by the Cowles Commission58.  

 

Wilson’s increasing concerns about economic policy 

 

During the 1920s, Wilson adhered to the progressive59 and institutionalist60 American idea of 

regarding social science and economics as social engineering61. For Wilson, however, it was 

                                                 
54 E. B.  Wilson to R. Frisch, 11.15.1933 (PEBW, Box 20, Folder F-G). 

55Wilson partially marginalized himself from the econometric project, mainly, because he disagreed with their 

unconstrained mathematical attitude. 

56 In chronological order, the chairmen of Section K were: Edwin B. Wilson in 1928, Rietz in 1929, Evans in 1930, 

Leonard Ayres in 1931, William Ogburn in 1932, Mitchell in 1933, Carl Snyder in 1934, Shelby Harrison in 1935 

and Harold Moulton in 1936. 

57 E. B.  Wilson to C. Roos, 1.21.1935 (PEBW, Box 25, Folder Roos). 

58 Wilson appeared in a tentative program for the first Conference in 1935, where he was supposed to talk about the 

decomposition of times series, which he never did. Alfred Cowles directly invited Wilson three other times. 

59 See Leonard Forthcoming. 

60 See Rutherford 2011. 
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more a possibility than a statement about the current state of these fields. In this way, he thought 

that the economist could become an expert who would play a central role in the functioning of 

democracy and in the development of national prosperity with his scientific advice to private and 

public sectors; this expert would be interested in studying how society worked as a system, how 

social and economic affairs worked in practice and how institutions, especially education 

(Wilson 1940a), molded and constrained individual behavior. 

In contrast to progressives and institutionalists, Wilson disregarded social reform as a motive for 

scientific endeavor; he criticized their trust in social and economic control and planning. Wilson 

disapproved of New Deal policies and the political platform of the Democratic Party. His was a 

conservative stand based on a concern about, first, the right relation between high education and 

science and, second, the right relation between science and society. Wilson, the social scientist, 

regarded society as a natural organic system; Wilson, the mathematical statistician, thought that 

science did not aimed at controlling nature but at helping us to better adapt to it. Hence, social 

science and economics were not supposed to directly seek social reforms (Wilson 1940c); their 

influence over social and economic affairs should only be indirect, subtle. 

Wilson had argued in 1919 that subtle planning of science yielded progress in science and 

society. To better understand what he meant, it must be underlined that, for him, planning 

science and scientific planning of society were two sides of the same coin. He claimed that 

scientific planning of society required good forecasting of social and economic affairs; however, 

                                                                                                                                                              
61 In a letter to Mitchell on January 1932, Wilson explained that social science could be useful for planning and 

controlling social and economic affairs. For such purposes, it had to focus on small, manageable, closed systems. 

Wilson claimed that triumphs in public health had been made in domains where engineering processes had been 

applied (Wilson to Mitchell, 1.4.1932 [PEBW, Box 19, Folder M]). 
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he argued, “we presume to forecast the as yet unforecastable or attempt to control the as yet 

uncontrollable” (Wilson 1934b, 199)62.  

This situation led Wilson to write his first original contribution in economics. With a statistical 

analysis, he showed that there were neither periods nor cycles in the data about American 

business activity63 (Wilson 1934a). Hence, economic policy grounded on forecast of business 

cycles was useless, even dangerous. As he explained to Mitchell in a personal letter, Wilson 

believed that it was not yet known whether the managing of the economy would better or worsen 

the situation64. He argued that the analogy between economics and medicine or mechanics led 

some to talk about economic planning as if economics were at the engineering level65. Because it 

was not yet known if the remedies would or would not stabilize economic fluctuations, the New 

Deal policies were, for Wilson, the social problem itself66.  

If the mechanical analogy was to be taken seriously in economics for economic regulation, as 

Wilson wrote to Fisher, one first needed to know what the concepts of inertia and friction meant 

in the economic system and to determine their relative magnitudes so that economic regulation 

could actually regulate the system67. More significantly for Wilson, when studying the social 

effects of economic depression, it was necessary to adopt a more empirical attitude and to 

disentangle the effects of the depression on social institutions and the effects of a governmental 

                                                 
62 Here Wilson was also criticizing Fisher 1930.  

63 Wilson wrote another paper where he translated into English, to the readership of Science, the results of his more 

technical paper (Wilson 1934b). 

64 Wilson to Mitchell, 1.4.1932 (PEBW, Box 19, Folder M). 

65 E. B.  Wilson to I. Fisher, 5.25.1932 (PEBW, Box 18, Folder Fisher). 

66 E. B.  Wilson to Mitchell, 1.4.1932 (PEBW, Box 19, Folder M). 

67 E. B.  Wilson to I. Fisher, 5.13.1932 (PEBW, Box 18, Folder Fisher). 
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policy arising out of the depression (Wilson 1938). Above all, Wilson believed that “Sound 

economic forecasting and sound economic regulation if they shall ever be obtained [were] still 

[…] decidedly in the future”68. Moreover,  

 

“There may be this real complication in the social forecasting, viz., that possibly a 

knowledge of the future if we could gain it from the study of the past would so 

modify that future that we could not hope to forecast it without taking into account 

the degree to which such knowledge as we had of it would influence its course.” 

(Wilson 1934b, 194)  

 

Wilson suggested that forecasting in social science and economics could help control our own 

conduct to take advantage or avoid disadvantage of forecasted events, changing at the same time 

social and economic events of the future. This implied that social science and economics could 

teach us self-control (Wilson 1934b, 194). Wilson claimed that changes in social science and 

economics were needed to enhance social progress (Wilson 1940b). In this way, for Wilson, 

subtle planning required first reforms in the education of social science and economics because it 

would be then easier to teach future social scientists and economists how to behave. In his 

words:    

 

“Now the social scientist has got to learn to have things considered as suggestions. 

He must not get up and wave his arms around and say that economics today is a 

totally different thing from economics 40 years ago, that everything is changed 

                                                 
68 E. B.  Wilson to I. Fisher, 7.25.1934 (PEBW, Box 23, Folder Fisher). 
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because in science things don’t change totally. […] Science is as a matter of fact the 

study of those things which don’t change or at any rate change so slowly that we 

may regard them for practical purposes as non-changing or at any rate can assign 

limit to their change in amount and not time.” 69  

 

The modernization of social science and economics through educational reforms in the sense of 

the Gibbsian style, Wilson thought, would eventually help control matters of society and realize 

planned objectives. Such transformation was possible because 

 

“there seems to be no present conclusive evidence that learning a particular technique 

is impossible to any person […] and, therefore, each could presumably learn any 

technique and use it in much the same sense as he could learn any language and write 

in it.” (Wilson 1940a, 664)  

 

In 1940, Wilson suggested hence that mathematics was a sort vernacular language. Such 

suggestion embodied his belief that mathematics and science offered an operational and practical 

way of controlling and planning social and economic matters. However, as illustrations of 

Wilson’s nationalistic and political prejudices, it was clear that, for him, this vernacular should 

be his Gibbsian American language and the way of controlling and planning should be subtler 

than the New Deal policies proposed by the Democratic Party over the 1930s. All in all, this 

section provided evidence that, in Wilson’s ideas about the foundations of knowledge, the line 

that separated intuition and personal judgment from prejudice was porous. 

                                                 
69 E. B.  Wilson to C. Snyder, 6.2.1934 (PEBW, Box 24, Folder Snyder). 
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Mathematical economics at Harvard  

 

In the early 1930s, Wilson turned his efforts toward Harvard, where he assumed effective 

leadership regarding statistical and mathematical economics. 

In 1928, Wilson had declined an offer to teach statistical economics made by Harold Burbank, 

chairman of the department of economics at Harvard70. Then, at the beginning of 193071, 

Leonard Crum reported to Wilson that Burbank wanted them “to discuss about the prospect of 

further development of the mathematical side of our work in economics.”72 It was then decided 

that Wilson would start offering a course on statistical economics, titled Foundations of 

                                                 
70 E. B.  Wilson to H. Burbank, 5.29.1928 (PEBW, Box 12, Folder A-B).  

71 In the meanwhile, Wilson took a sabbatical in the first half of 1929, spent at the University of Berkeley in 

California. Then, in October 1929, he left to New York to preside over the SSRC, postponing at the same time 

collaboration with Henderson “on the general problems of equilibrium” (E. B.  Wilson to L. Henderson, 10.19.1929 

[PEBW, Box 38, Folder E-H]). 

72 L. Crum to E. B.  Wilson, 1.4.1930 (PEBW, Box 15, Folder C). Wilson communicated the news to Henderson: 

“This raises a large number of questions on which I have written at length to Dean Edsall, who may wish to talk with 

you about the matter.” (E. B.  Wilson to L. Henderson, 1.17.1930 [PEBW, Box 38, Folder E-H]). In the same letter, 

Wilson explained to Henderson that during his sabbatical, he had suggested to people in California to offer 

Henderson the Mills Foundation invitation, which Henderson had recently received. In his response to Wilson, 

Henderson explained that he had accepted the offer, by “suggesting the second half of [1931] and proposing to 

lecture to undergraduates on the philosophy of science and to give a seminar on Pareto’s scientific method” (L. 

Henderson to E. B.  Wilson, 2.28.1930 [idem]).  
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Statistical Theory in the 1931-32 academic year73. He wanted to run the course “as a sort of pro-

seminar taking the question of the possibility of determining a measure of stability for the 

economic situation”74, working on statistical data and hoping that some “students might really be 

considering economics more than statistics and getting into a position where they could handle a 

statistical economic thesis.”75 But most students were auditors. Despite low attendance, “the 

course met all expectations and needs”76 of the department. At the end of 1932, invited by 

Burbank77, Wilson started attending departmental meetings.  

With the idea of establishing an American school of mathematical economics, in November 

1932, Wilson presented to Burbank the possibility to alternatively offer a theoretical (in the 

sense of mathematical statistics) and an empirical (in the sense of Mitchel’s work) course on 

statistics. He further proposed the establishment of a new course on mathematical economics. 

                                                 
73 Wilson also found himself sitting in meetings of the department of sociology. He then suggested to Pitirim 

Sorokim, chairman of the department, the establishment of a course on Pareto’s methodology that would be offered 

by Henderson, to whom Wilson wrote: “I don’t entirely share your enthusiasm for […] Pareto’s [Sociology] but as a 

member of the department of Sociology I suggested that you be invited to give the course and I have further 

suggested to Sorokin that we give you as large a class of competent students as possible” (E. B.  Wilson to L. 

Henderson, 1.25.32 [PEBW, Box 19, Folder H]). Henderson accepted and in 1932 started teaching, in collaboration 

with Charles Curtis, a seminar on Pareto and Scientific Methods. At the same time, invited by Sorokim (P. Sorokim 

to E. B.  Wilson, 12.26.1931 [PEBW, Box 17, Folder Sorokin]), Wilson started lecturing on Quantitative Problems 

of Population during the 1931-32 academic year. 

74 E. B.  Wilson to H. Burbank, 3.23.1932 (idem). 

75 E. B.  Wilson to H. Burbank, 3.23.32 (idem). Wilson’s 1934 paper on periodograms was probably an outcome of 

his course.  

76 H. Burbank to E. B.  Wilson, 4.13.1932 (idem). 

77 H. Burbank to E. B.  Wilson, 10.29.1932 (PEBW, Box 18, Folder A-B).  
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Each course would be given once every three years. He insisted to Burbank that such courses 

were necessary, pleading for a more active role “of the university in the changing social order.”78 

Schumpeter, an “open-minded” advocate of mathematical economics who was a fellow of the 

Econometric Society and who came permanently to Harvard in 1932 (McCraw 2010), supported 

Wilson’s endeavor. Certainly with Schumpeter’s and Crum’s endorsement of Wilson’s offer, 

Burbank launched a committee of instruction in advanced mathematical economics composed by 

Wilson, Schumpeter and Crum at the beginning of 1933. Following Wilson’s lead, the 

committee worked in conjunction with Huntington and William Graustein of the department of 

mathematics. Similar to what he had done in Section K at the AAAS, Wilson wanted to 

elaborate on the “no man’s land” between mathematics and economics. Eventually, the 

committee supported the idea of establishing a program in advanced mathematical economics79. 

For Wilson, the aim of such a program consisted of developing, through instruction, the 

necessary conditions so that young economists could learn how to use both mathematics and 

statistics in order to modernize economics. In his own terms: 

 

“[W]e are training economists not for the next 10 years but for their academic life 

and that the trend is such that a very considerable number of economists will have to 

be adequately familiar with both mathematical theory and statistical procedures 20 to 

30 years from now.”80 

 
                                                 
78 E. B.  Wilson to H. Burbank, 11.25.1932 (idem).  

79 Report, Meeting of the Committee (Wilson, Crum, Schumpeter) on Instruction in Mathematical Economics, 

Tuesday, April 18 (idem).  

80 E. B. Wilson to W. L. Crum, 5.1.1933 (PEBW, Box 20, Folder C). 
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Following the suggestions of the committee, the department established first an introductory 

course on mathematical economics. Schumpeter gave it during the 1933-34 academic year. 

Wilson regarded that course as a temporary “proselyte” course, given by a leading economist, 

which would help introduce mathematics within the department81.  

In March 193482, Wilson renewed his offer to Burbank about a more empirical course in statistics 

and another on advanced mathematical economics83. Schumpeter, whose mathematical skills 

were not sophisticated enough for his introductory course, proposed Wilson to replace him. 

Wilson declined the offer. He had a more advanced course in mind. Looking for additional 

support, Wilson argued to Frank Taussig that the situation in mathematical economics was 

urgent. “Mathematical and statistical economics seem to me both to tend to get away from sound 

economic theory into mathematical or statistical manipulation. If they do this they can do more 

harm than good.”84 Taussig agreed85.  

Wilson’s intense activism for the establishment of a program of mathematical economics was 

finally rewarded with the acceptance of “a more advanced course in Mathematical Economics – 

one which [would] fall within the range of [his] interest”86. The course was opened mainly for 

                                                 
81 E. B.  Wilson to H.H. Burbank, 4.12.34 (PEBW, Box 22, Folder B). 

82 In 1933, James Conant, a relative of Henderson, became president of Harvard. Henderson’s already well-

established influence at the university was thus reinforced (Isaac 2012). The same year, Henderson founded the 

Harvard Society of Fellows. 

83 E. B.  Wilson to H.H. Burbank, 3.23.34 (PEBW, Box 22, Folder B). 

84 E. B.  Wilson to F. Taussig, 4.12.1934 (PEBW, Box 20, Folder C). They regularly corresponded regarding 

advisory publishing questions of the Quarterly Journal of Economics, of which Taussig was the editor.  

85 F. Taussig to E. B.  Wilson, 4.17.1934 (PEBW, Box 24, Folder T-U-V).. 

86 H. Burbank to E. B.  Wilson, 4.30.1934 (PEBW, Box 22, Folder B). 
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graduate students. Wilson’s idea of alternating his courses was also accepted, but he should 

alternate yearly between his course on theoretical statistical economics and his course on 

mathematical economics, only. In respect to the latter, as written in the abstract of the course, 

Wilson wanted it to be a “systematic study of one or more of the classical formulations of 

economic theory in terms of mathematic symbols with collateral reading from writings of 

Marshall, Edgeworth, and others87, who sometimes used the mathematical methods.”88  

Once Wilson’s course was introduced in the list of courses at Harvard, Schumpeter thanked 

Wilson:  

 

“I want to say again how intensely grateful I feel to you for giving yourself to the 

subject and to the cause. You are the first eminent scientist to do so to this extent and 

if we shall be able to show results at Harvard and establish ourselves as one of the 

nurseries of economic thought in this field it will be your merit.” (Schumpeter to E. 

Wilson, 5.24.1934, In Schumpeter 2000, 269). 

 

Moved by Schumpeter’s kinds words, Wilson replied, explaining how he understood the 

configuration of the established program.  

 

                                                 
87 In letters to Schumpeter, Burbank, Taussig at Harvard as well as to Roos and Mitchell, Wilson mentioned the 

works of Cournot, Walras, Pareto, Bowley, Marshall, Edgeworth, Evans and Fisher. He did not believe that that he 

could “get far enough to touch [Roos’s] papers or Frisch’s or Schultz’s but” expected to “do it some other year” (E. 

B.  Wilson to C. Roos, 10.6.1934 ([PEBW, Box 23, Folder Roos]). 

88 E. B.  Wilson to H. Burbank, 5.17.1932 (PEBW, Box 22, Folder B). 
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“As I see it, your job is to take people who don’t know their mathematics and coach 

them along encouragingly until they shall be able to plug at specific articles in 

economics which use some mathematics, whereas my job is to […] encourage him 

who knows some mathematics to see that he can think in a connected mathematical 

fashion about his problems. […] I take it that your advanced courses in economic 

theory would be in many ways pleasanter for you to give if you could have students 

who could carry a mathematical argument, not merely follow one. On the other hand it 

would be tragic, it seems to me, if you had to give a lot of your time to teach them to 

follow a mathematical argument. They ought to have this language at their disposal 

when they come to you so that they could concentrate on economics as such”.89 

 

During the 1934-35 academic year, Schumpeter and Wilson offered their respective courses on 

mathematical economics. Schumpeter’s course was well attended by students and by staff of the 

department (McCraw 2010), whereas Wilson’s course, too difficult for average students, had 

fewer students. 

 

Wilson’s lasting influence in mathematical economics 

  

During the 1930s, Wilson became the pillar of mathematical economics at Harvard. With his 

permission, Schumpeter attended some of Wilson’s lectures in 193690 and in 193791. During the 
                                                 
89 E. B.  Wilson to J. Schumpeter, 5.29.1934 (PEBW, Box 24, Folder S).  

90 J. Schumpeter to E. B.  Wilson, 4.24.1936 (PEBW, Box 27, Folder S). 

91 J. Schumpeter to E. B.  Wilson, May 19 1937 (PEBW, Box 28, Folder S). In the same vein, Mitchell 

acknowledged that he “never [saw] a piece of [Wilson’s] work without envying the skill and the masterly restraint 
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1935-36 academic year, Wassily Leontief, who had arrived at Harvard also in 1932, replaced 

Schumpeter and taught the introductory course of mathematical economics. In 1936, Wilson 

offered his course on statistical economics. Back in 1933, he had helped Leontief with “certain 

mathematical problems which [he encountered in his] research on demand and supply”92. Until 

1943, Wilson offered each one of these courses, alternating them every two years, while Leontief 

kept teaching the introductory mathematical course. Over the period, significant coordination 

between Wilson, Schumpeter and Leontief seems to have been established93. 

Wilson retired in 1945. His activism can be notably traced in the work of Samuelson, his most 

well-known student94 in economics, whose career Wilson strongly supported (Backhouse 2014b). 

Eventually, Samuelson contributed much to the Americanization of economics (Weintraub 2014; 

Duarte 2014). He attended Wilson’s statistical economics course during the spring of 1936 and 

his course in mathematical economics during the spring of 1937, and fully committed to 

Wilson’s Gibbsian attitude towards mathematics; he wanted to operationalize economics. For 

that purpose, in general, he worked on a discrete, local and therefore observable world, which he 

presented as being more general than the continuous world of marginal and differential calculus. 

In his Foundations, he attempted to establishe a one-to-one correspondence between finite and 

                                                                                                                                                              
with which [he employed his] mathematical gifts and accomplishments” (W. Mitchell to E. B.  Wilson, 12.2.1932 

[PEBW, Box 19, Folder M]).  

92 W. Leontief to E. B.  Wilson, 2.3.1933 (PEBW, Box 21, Folder L).  

93 Somewhere else, the author analyses in depth Samuelson’s commitment to Wilson’s attitude toward constrained 

and intermediate Gibbsian mathematics and argues that the only element that hold together Samuelson’s 

Foundations is related to this commitment (Carvajalino 2016b).  

94 Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, Gerhard Tintner and Lloyd Metzler also attended Wilson’s courses. It is probable 

that Abraham Bergson, Marion Crawford and Wolfgang Stolper attended them, too.  
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marginal differences, providing thus a certain empirical meaningfulness, because discrete and 

observable in idealized conditions, to the conventional and standard marginal analysis in 

economics. He offered modern scientific foundations for economics within the Wilsonian-

Gibbsian framework of much economics with little mathematics, developing also some of the 

elements that had been important in Wilson’s incursion into economics. In this vein and more 

particularly, Samuelson developed his consumer behavior theory based on ideas about Gibbsian 

thermodynamical equilibrium that Wilson thought him; he also worked on the stability of 

economic equilibrium systems through business cycle analysis; furthermore, he attempted to 

define more rigorously some Paretian, Walrasian, Marshallian and Hicksian themes (the relation 

between utility and demand functions, complementarity, substitutability and marginal utility of 

money), which had been the object of other Wilson’s contributions to economics95. A few 

months after the publication of Foundations of Economic Analysis (Samuelson 1947), which was 

an extension of Samuelson’s 1941 thesis, Samuelson expressed his indebtedness to Wilson’s 

lectures in a letter he sent to his master on January 8, 1948. 

 
                                                 
95 In addition to his 1934 paper, Wilson published two more original economic papers during the 1930s (Wilson 

1935; 1939). These papers emerged from his course on mathematical economics, being told by his students that 

some of the developments presented were found nowhere else (Letter, E. B.  Wilson to F. Taussig, 3.28.1935 

[PEBW, Box 26, Folder T-U]). These papers were rather theoretical explorations to solve some problems found 

when dealing with matrix equations. They were written with the same spirit that Wilson wrote, in 1911, his 

Advanced Calculus. The mathematics was conceived as a way of protecting scientists against structuralist 

mathematics, as defined by Hilbert (on mathematical structuralism see Weintraub 2002; Corry 2004b). Even if these 

papers did not emphasize empirical applications, they were congenial with an extant tradition in mathematical 

economics and represented thus an abstract-theoretical emphasis of Wilson’s little mathematics in connection to 

economics.  
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“In fact, the key to the whole work suddenly came to me in the middle of one of your 

lectures on Gibbs’s thermodynamics where you pointed out that certain finite 

inequalities were not laws of physics or economics, but immediate consequences of an 

assumed extremum position. From then on, it became simply a matter of exploration 

and refinement.”96 

 

Incidentally, Samuelson also adhered to the idea, as a motto, that a great deal of economics could 

be done with little mathematics97, while developing on the consequences of working hypotheses: 

Samuelson claimed that his mathematical economics was operationally meaningful98. 

Furthermore, Samuelson probably committed to Wilson’s attitude toward knowledge, wherein 

matters of creation of knowledge were tied to matters of pedagogy. This reflexive attitude was 

central for the subsequent development of MIT, where Samuelson spent his professional career 

(Cherrier 2014). When asked to offer policy advice, by “stepping aside” (Maas 2014), Samuelson 

took his prescriptions as suggestions. Samuelson was also the author of another textbook, 

Economics (Samuelson 1961 [1948]). It was a “middle-of-the-road” textbook (Giraud 2014), 

                                                 
96 PASP, Box 77, Folder E. B. Wilson. 

97 For an example of how Samuelson used little mathematics to create much economics, see Backhouse 2012.  

98 In this way, Samuelson clashed with John von Neumann about the kind of mathematics that was needed to 

modernize economics. Von Neumann, in collaboration with Oskar Morgenstern (Neumann and Morgenstern 2004) 

brought to economics the Hilbertian mathematical spirit (Leonard 2010). While Samuelson worked with constrained 

mathematics using working hypotheses found in economics, von Neumann worked with modern mathematics, which 

created invariant mathematical structures that could be filled with economic content. By the way, Wilson regarded 

von Neumann’s mathematical economics in the same way that he regarded the Hilbertian kind of mathematics 

(Wilson 1955).  
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written by an American mathematical economist committed to an American in-between and 

intermediate kind of mathematics and aimed at educating undergraduate students. Finally, the 

mottos of Samuelson and MIT were impregnated by Wilson’s legacy: much economics with little 

mathematics. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As Samuelson pointed out in the quotation opening this paper, Wilson knew everything and 

everybody. He successfully promoted the “no man’s land” territory of interdisciplinarity in 

America. Wilson was a community builder. He significantly contributed to the connection of the 

communities of mathematicians and scientists with the community of economists. He created the 

necessary institutional support within legitimate scientific communities in America and at 

Harvard for the establishment and development of a community of mathematical economists in 

the United States. Such support enabled American mathematical economists to hold the 

scientific label with legitimacy—a legitimacy, which they did not yet have in departments of 

economics at their universities. Finally, Wilson was instrumental in the establishment and 

diffusion, through his activism and instruction, of the motto much economics with little 

mathematics that marked generations of American economists, particularly at MIT. For Wilson, 

this motto implied developing modern economics as a compromise – as a balance between past 

and present contributions in economics and between a certain theoretical emphasis, as offered by 

Pareto’s and Fisher’s mathematical economics, and a certain empirical emphasis, as developed 

by the American institutionalist tradition that focused on statistical economics, of which Mitchell 

was a worthy representative. This motto embodied, for Wilson, Gibbs’ real American attitude 
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towards mathematics and science; it emphasized the relevance of mathematical reasoning while 

suggesting that meaning prevailed over mathematical and theoretical structures. With economics 

with little mathematics, modern economics could eventually serve to control and plan the 

economy. Modern economics would eventually yield to modern society, and vice versa.  
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