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T H E S R A F F I A N I N T E R P R E T A T I O N O F R I C A R D O : A C R I T I Q U E 

José R i ca rdo Beze r ra Nogue i ra * 

ABSTRACT 
This paper attempts a critical assessment of the standard Sraffian interpretation of Ricardo Particularly, 

we take issue with the idea that Sraffa's is the canonical Ricardian model W e argue that it is not a return to 
Ricardo's standpoint The fol lowing assessment is based on the discussion of the tole of tastes and demand 
in the explanation of the economic process 

1 . I N T R O D U C T I O N 

O n e of the mos t e n t r e n c h e d concep t i ons in t he s tudy of t he h is tory of e c o n o m i c 
t h o u g h t is t he c l o s e assoc ia t i on o f R i ca rdo ' s ana l ys i s w i t h Sraf fa 's I ndeed , t h e 
t e n d e n c y to assoc ia te bo th au tho rs c lose ly has b e e n so s t rong that t he re is a nea r 
iden t i f i ca t ion For a long t ime w e have b e e n to ld by neo -R ica rd ians , Sraf fa 's he i rs , 
tha t t he h is tory of e c o n o m i c doc t r i nes can be d i v ided into two ma in l ines: o n e 
s ta r t ing w i th A d a m Smi th (and the phys ioc ra ts ) a n d d e v e l o p i n g t h r o u g h the w o r k s o f 
R i ca rdo , Marx a n d Sraf fa , a n d the o ther hav ing its roots in t he so -ca l l ed "marg ina l i s t 
r evo l u t i on " of Monge r , W a l r a s a n d Jevons , a n d go ing d o w n t h rough Marsha l l to 
m o d e r n g e n e r a l equ i l i b r i um ana lys is . T h e fo rmer is t e r m e d the " su rp lus " a p p r o a c h , 
t he la t ter the "neo -c l ass i ca l " o n e 

N e o - R i c a r d i a n s b a s e d the i r con ten t i on o n Sraf fa 's in te rp re ta t ion o f R i c a r d o 
c o n t a i n e d in his ce l eb ra ted in t roduc t ion to R ica rdo 's Principles (Sraf fa, 1951) a n d in 
h is o w n Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities (Sraf fa, 1960) 

T h e fac t tha t w e have a Sra f f ian ve rs ion of the h is tory of e c o n o m i c s is not, in 
itself, a b a d th ing It is hea l thy to have a l te rna t i ve v iews o f t he sub jec t W h a t is 
w o r r y i n g abou t it is its reduc t ion is t charac te r a n d the assoc ia ted d a n g e r o f 
m i s r e p r e s e n t i n g pas t t heo r ies w h i l e sor t ing out qua l i ta t i ve ly d i f ferent a n a l y s e s to f i t 
in a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d Grea t D iv ide 

In th is paper w e a t tempt a cr i t ical a s s e s s m e n t of the s t a n d a r d Sra f f ian 
i n te rp re ta t i on o f R i c a r d o b e a r i n g in m ind t h e f i n d i n g s of t h e p r e v i o u s c h a p t e r s It 
s h o u l d b e no ted that w e a re not cr i t ic iz ing Sraf fa 's w o r k in itself, but ra ther t he v i e w 
that it r ep resen ts a "magn i f i cen t rehab i l i t a t ion" of c lass ica l econom ics . W e t h u s 
s t rong ly d i sag ree w i th M e e k ' s asser t i on that bo th "Sraf fa 's mode l a n d C lass i ca l 
m o d e l s a re c o n c e r n e d w i th the inves t iga t ion of o n e a n d the s a m e set of p rope r t i es o f 
a n e c o n o m i c s y s t e m " (Meek , 1967 , p 161) W e th ink they a re not, Sraf fa 's is not t he 
c a n o n i c a l R i ca rd ian mode l ; it is not a rev iva l of t he c lass ica l s tandpo in t , in par t icu lar , 
it is not a re turn to R ica rdo 's s tandpo in t 

• Professor do Departamento de Economia da UFPE e pesquisador do PIMES/UFPE 
' Eatwell and Pánico (1987, p451), as one example, have remarked that "Sraffa's analysis is a triumphant 
restatement of the classical analysis of value and distribution" 
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T h e fo l l ow ing a s s e s s m e n t is b a s e d on the d i scuss ion in t he p r e c e d i n g chap te rs 
of t h e ro le of tas tes a n d d e m a n d in the exp lana t ion of t he e c o n o m i c p rocess W e 
b e g i n b y ou t l i n i ng t he bas i c h y p o t h e s e s a n d a r g u m e n t s unde r l y i ng t h e Sra f f ian (or 
n e o - R i c a r d i a n ) in te rp re ta t ion of R ica rdo 

2. R I C A R D O F R O M T H E S R A F F I A N S T A N D P O I N T : A N O V E R V I E W 

In h is h igh ly in f luent ia l book of 1960, Sraf fa - w h o in his 1951 in t roduc t ion to his 
e d i t i o n o f R i ca rdo ' s Principles h a d la id d o w n the f o u n d a t i o n o f t he n e o - R i c a r d i a n 
v i e w of R i ca rdo - set fo r th a n a l te rna t ive ana ly t ica l mode l of the e c o n o m i c s y s t e m to 
t he neo -c lass i ca l o n e T h e r e he a f f i rmed that h is w a s the m e t h o d of ana l ys i s u s e d by 
t he o ld c lass ica l econom is t s , in o ther wo rds , that he w a s rev iv ing the c lass ica l 
a p p r o a c h to e c o n o m i c s 

In t he p re face , s i ng l i ng ou t a ma jor fea tu re o f h is book , he s ta ted that ' T h e 
i nves t i ga t i on is c o n c e r n e d exc lus ive ly w i th s u c h p roper t i es of an e c o n o m i c sys tem 
as d o not d e p e n d o n c h a n g e s in the sca le of p roduc t ion or in the p ropo r t i on of 
' fac tors ' " (Sra f fa , 1960, p.v). A n d he wen t o n to asser t that : "Th is s tandpo in t , w h i c h 
is tha t of t he o ld c lass ica l economis t s f rom A d a m Smi th to R ica rdo , has b e e n 
s u b m e r g e d a n d f o rgo t t en s ince the adven t of t he 'marg ina l ' m e t h o d " ( ib id) 

T h e e c o n o m i c s y s t e m is ana l ysed by se lec t ing o n e point in t ime a n d p r o c e e d i n g 
to d e t e r m i n e the re la t ions a m o n g its va r iab les at that par t icu lar m o m e n t . At t he 
b e g i n n i n g of t he ana lys i s , then , w e have a set of da ta desc r ib ing t he s y s t e m T h e 
v i ta l da ta a re (Eatwe l l , 1983, p 99) a) the s ize a n d compos i t i on of ou tpu t , b) t he 
m e t h o d o f p roduc t i on , c) the real w a g e 

T h e a b o v e da ta , r ep resen t i ng the phys ica l s ta te of p roduc t i on , a re t hough t to be 
su f f i c ien t to d e t e r m i n e the re levant charac te r i s t i cs of t he sys tem. F r o m th is 
r ep resen ta t i on of t he e c o n o m y , a s t ra igh t fo rward d e d u c t i o n is m a d e W i t h ou tpu t 
t a k e n as g i ven , no re la t ionsh ip ex is ts be tween quant i t ies a n d pr ices, as for e x a m p l e 
in t e rms of va r ia t i ons in d e m a n d C h a n g e s that m igh t h a p p e n in quan t i t i es a n d pr ices 
w o u l d c o m e abou t as a resul t of var ia t ions in the cond i t i ons of p roduc t i on , 
exc lus i ve l y ( ib id) 

Mo reove r , th is p ic tu re of the sys tem is sa id to c o r r e s p o n d to its long run , na tu ra l 
pos i t i on . T h e l i nchp in of the neo -R ica rd ian a rgumen t is to a t t r ibute to R i c a r d o the 
so le c o n c e r n w i th that l ong per iod pos i t ion of the e c o n o m i c sys tem "Acc iden ta l a n d 
t e m p o r a r y dev ia t ions" , me re shor t run p h e n o m e n a , are left out of the ana l ys i s s ince , 
as Pas ine t t i ( 1 9 8 1 , p.8) has put it, " in the long run they b e c o m e i r re levant " T h o s e 
dev ia t i ons on ly con t r ibu te to obscu re the ana lys is , not in f luenc ing subs tan t ia l l y the 
re l evan t re la t i onsh ips w i t h i n t he sys tem nor t he f ina l , l ong run pos i t i on of t he 
e c o n o m y , w h i c h is comp le te l y de te rm ined by the natura l level of the va r iab les , w h i c h 
in t u rn d e p e n d s so le ly on the cond i t ions of p roduc t ion 

W h a t Pas inne t i has ca l led the " fundamen ta l p i c tu re " of the s y s t e m , t he o n e 
dep i c t i ng its na tu ra l s ta te , may be symbo l i sed as fo l l ows (Pas inet t i , 1977 , p.73) 

pA = [1 + r) + lw = p 

w h e r e : p = the row vec to r of pr ices, A - the matr ix of techn ica l coe f f i c ien ts ; r = t he 
un i f o rm rate of prof i t , / = the row vector of inputs of labour , w - t he w a g e ra te 

Pr i ces d e p e n d on ly o n the mater ia l cond i t i ons of p roduc t i on , i e , t he t e c h n i q u e 
[A,I] o f t h e s y s t e m O n e of the d is t r ibu t ive var iab les , r a n d w. Is d e t e r m i n e d o u t s i d e 



the mode l a n d t hus t a k e n as a given,. As a c o n s e q u e n c e , n e o - R i c a r d i a n s a s s u m e 
v a l u e a n d d i s t r i bu t ion as two sepa ra te sphe res for the p u r p o s e of e c o n o m i c 
ana lys i s 

F r o m the g i v e n w a g e rate o n e de te rm ines the ra te of prof i ts t h r o u g h t h e dev i ce o f 
t he wage -p ro f i t f ron t ie r T h e n , t oge the r w i t h t h e t echno log i ca l i n fo rma t i on p r o v i d e d 
by the g i ven da ta , o n e de te rm ines the pr ices of commod i t i es T h e s e a re sa id to be 
"p r i ces of p roduc t i on " , that is, p r ices w h i c h do not d e p e n d on marke t cond i t i ons but 
on p roduc t i on cond i t i ons on ly T h e y a re the ru l ing long run p r i ces w h i c h g u a r a n t e e 
the rep roduc t i on of t he sys tem 

W e c a n thus s e e w h y the Sraf f ian mode l is a "p roduc t i on -o r i en ted " o n e T h e 
sys tem is a s y s t e m of p roduc t i on , the task of t he mode l b e i n g to u n d e r s t a n d the 
" s o c i o - e c o n o m i c re la t ions b e t w e e n m e n in t he s p h e r e o f p r o d u c t i o n " ( M e e k , 1967 , 
p 2 0 8 ) , that is to say, the ana lys i s shou ld be " a n c h o r e d to man ' s ac t iv i t ies a n d 
re la t i onsh ips a s a produce/" (Meek , 1974, p,250). 

In th is s y s t e m of p roduc t i on , the concep t of su rp lus is t he cen t re p iece o n w h i c h 
the w o r k i n g of t he e c o n o m y h inges ( G a r e g n a n i , 1987, p 560) T h e idea is that t he 
ou tpu t ob ta i ned f r o m the app l i ca t ion of labour a n d capi ta l to p roduc t i on in a spec i f i ed 
w a y (me thod of p roduc t i on ) not on ly rep laces t h e s e inputs but y ie lds a su rp lus 
bes ides , w h i c h is u s e d to g e a r up p roduc t ion , so tha t it is the p roduc t i on o f g o o d s 
w h i c h " i nc reas ing l y cha rac te r i ze and cond i t i on t he e m e r g i n g indust r ia l soc ie t i es " 
(Pas ine t t i , 1977 , p 3) Accord ing ly , w e have the fo l l ow ing pr inc ip le : " In t he 
re la t i onsh ip b e t w e e n m e n a n d th ings it is the ob jec t ive p r o c e s s by w h i c h m e n 
p r o d u c e g o o d s w h i c h is c ruc ia l a n d not the sub jec t i ve a n d ind iv idua l va lua t i on of 
t h e s e g o o d s " (Lev ine , 1974, p 311 -12 , n 4) 

F r o m the s t i pu la t i on of t he t e c h n i q u e in use , [A,l], a n d the c o r r e s p o n d i n g output , 
y, w e ar r ive at t he su rp lus p roduc t S = Y - B,^ w i th its d is t r ibu t ion be ing d e t e r m i n e d 
t h r o u g h s o m e e x o g e n o u s m e c h a n i s m . T h e next s tep is to f i nd out what vec to r of 
p r i ces a s s u r e s t h e ex i s tence of the equ i l i b r ium pos i t ion of t he sys tem - i e , a 
s i tua t ion w h e r e un i f o rm pr ices of commod i t i es a n d an equa l i zed ra te of prof i t p reva i l 
t h r o u g h o u t the e c o n o m y , a n d in w h i c h the compos i t i on a n d level of ou tpu t a re 
d i rec t ly l inked to t he requ is i te rep roduc t ion of the sys tem W h a t then is t he n e o -
R i c a r d i a n verd ic t on t h e ro le o f d e m a n d in t he e c o n o m i c p r o c e s s ? Th i s is t he po in t 
w e a d d r e s s in w h a t e n s u e s 

3. D E M A N D IN T H E S R A F F I A N F R A M E W O R K 

O n e of the o u t s t a n d i n g t ra i ts of the Sraf f ian mode l is the c o m p l e t e a b s e n c e of 
d e m a n d cons ide ra t i ons in the ana lys is Pr ices , as w e s a w above , a re a pu re 
p roduc t i on p h e n o m e n o n D e m a n d and marke t p r i ces (wh ich d e p e n d o n t h e s ta te of 
d e m a n d ) a s we l l a re v i e w e d as an e p i p h e n o m e n o n suscep t i b le to be cas t as ide . Let 
us t ake a c loser look at th is a rgumen t 

G a r e g n a n i ( 1983 , 1987) has put f o rwa rd the most de ta i l ed a c c o u n t of t he 
q u e s t i o n of d e m a n d in c lass ica l economics , par t i cu la r ly in R ica rdo , f r om a Sra f f ian 
po in t o f v i ew His ch ie f con ten t i on is the fo l l ow ing " T h e pr ice s y s t e m a n d the ra te of 

^ Garegnani (1987, p 561) thus tias affirmed ttiat wliat ttie classical authors "had in common" was the general idea "of a real 
wage governed by conditions (often of a conventional or institutional kind) that are distinct from ttiose affecting the social product 
and the other shares in it, and are therefore best studied separately Irom them" 
^ B is the augmented input matrix 



prof i t . , a re d e t e r m i n e d i ndependen t l y of a n y d e m a n d func t i ons fo r t he p r o d u c t s " 
( G a r e g n a n i , 1983, p .311) . Th i s non -subs t i t u t i on - theo rem- l i ke p r inc ip le is bet ter 
u n d e r s t o o d if w e d i sagg rega te it t hus ( G a r e g n a n i , 1987, p .563-64) : i) d e m a n d a n d 
p r e f e r e n c e s a re immater ia l for p r i ce fo rma t ion g i v e n t h e fac t that t he w a g e ra te is 
t r ea ted a s a d a t u m ; a n d ii) th is is so d u e to the sepa ra t i on b e t w e e n d is t r ibu t ion a n d 
v a l u e t heo r i es 

Un l i ke t h e t rad i t iona l non-subs t i tu t i on t h e o r e m w h i c h requ i res t he a s s u m p t i o n of 
cons tan t re tu rns to sca le , G a r e g n a n i c la ims that in c lass ica l e c o n o m i c s t he 
de te rm ina t i on of p r i ces w i th no re fe rence w h a t s o e v e r to d e m a n d is poss ib le e v e n in 
t he c a s e o f va r i ab le re tu rns He, however , d o e s not e l abo ra te u p o n th is obse rva t i on 
a n d ge ts r o u n d the p r o b l e m by resor t ing to t he usua l Sra f f ian p r o c e d u r e of a s s u m i n g 
that t he leve l a n d compos i t i on of ou tpu t is g i v e n f r o m the outse t Ac tua l l y , t h e s e 
d e p e n d o n the i ncome leve l , t he techn ica l cond i t i ons of p roduc t i on , a n d the 
d is t r i bu t ion o f i ncome, but as they a re t aken as g i ven , it f o l l ows that t he leve l a n d 
c o m p o s i t i o n o f ou tpu t a re g i ven as we l l . 

O n e m igh t st i l l a r g u e that bo th the level a n d c o m p o s i t i o n of ou tpu t a re con t i ngen t 
u p o n the c h o i c e s m a d e by ind iv idua ls man i fes t i ng the i r p re fe rences , a n d 
c o n s e q u e n t l y upon d e m a n d But G a r e g n a n i a p p e a l s to the w o r l d ou ts ide his m o d e l 
a n d p r e s u p p o s e s that the "con ten t of c o n s u m e r t as tes " is a lso a d a t u m , its s tudy 
b e i n g t h e c o n c e r n of psycho log is t s or soc io log is ts D e m a n d cons ide ra t i on is t hus 
c h o p p e d of f t he mode l ent i re ly G a r e g n a n i h o w e v e r d o e s c o n c e d e that s o m e k ind of 
re la t i onsh ip b e t w e e n ou tpu t and pr ices may be put fo r th w h e n " re levan t " But e v e n 
so he r e m a r k e d that s u c h cor re la t ion can be a c c o m m o d a t e d w i thou t any n e e d to 
resor t to d e m a n d He ins tead a d v a n c e s a recurs ive m e c h a n i s m w h i c h o p e r a t e s v ia a 
s tep -by -s tep p rocess f rom c h a n g e s in p r i ces to ou tpu t a n d v i ce -ve rsa (p 564 -65 ) , 

Fu r t he rmore , he cons ide rs d e m a n d in c lass ica l e c o n o m i c s as a "s ing le de f in i te 
po in t " in t h e p r i ce -quant i t y s p a c e c o r r e s p o n d i n g to A d a m Smi th ' s concep t of 
"e f fec tua l d e m a n d " , that is, the quan t i t y d e m a n d e d at t he na tu ra l pr ice . W i t h t he 
leve l of e f fec tua l d e m a n d taken as g i ven , any sho r tage or excess of supp ly resu l ts in 
t he dev i a t i on of marke t pr ice f r o m the natura l one , but the last ( and thus e f fec tua l 
d e m a n d ) is i tself i ndependen t of marke t cond i t ions , ' ' F rom th is s ta tement of t he n e o -
R ica rd ian pos i t i on on the ques t i on of d e m a n d in c lass ica l e c o n o m i c s , a n d that of in 
R i ca rdo in par t icu lar , w e shal l p r o c e e d to an assessmen t , 

4. D E M A N D IN R I C A R D O : A C R I T I Q U E O F T H E S R A F F I A N V I E W 

N e o - R i c a r d i a n s s ing le out pr ice de te rm ina t i on as t he ma in ob jec t of e c o n o m i c 
ana l ys i s T h e theory of va lue is w h a t Sraf f ian e c o n o m i c s is abou t , a n d the p r i ce 
w h i c h rea l ly mat te rs to t hem is the natura l p r ice or t he p r i ce of p roduc t i on By 
de f in i t i on , th is pr ice is comp le te ly i ndependen t of d e m a n d , as R i ca rdo h imse l f 
a c k n o w l e d g e d ^ For h im the na tu ra l pr ice w a s no th ing but t he cost pr ice , a n d t h u s 
d e p e n d e n t exc lus ive ly o n the cond i t i ons of p roduc t i on T h e e c o n o m i c p h e n o m e n o n 
that n e o - R i c a r d i a n s p ro fess to have a n interest in is h e n c e the rep roduc t i on o f t he 

As Garegnani(1987, p565) has put it, "in the classical economists the interplay of 'demand and supply' only 
explains the oscillation of actual prices and the normal outputs, equal to the 'effectual demands', where these 
normal levels are known independently of any such interplay" 
^ "By the very definition of natural price, it is wholly dependent on cost of production, and has nothing to do with 
demand and supply" (vol 8, p 207) 



e c o n o m i c sys tem, to wti ichi w e tu rn n o w 

4.1 R e p r o d u c t i o n in the Sraf f ian m o d e l : the lack o f m a r k e t c o n s i d e r a t i o n s 

T h e p h e n o m e n o n of r ep roduc t i on may be a n a l y s e d by s tudy ing the c o n d i t i o n s 
u n d e r w h i c h rea l -wo r l d e c o n o m y w o u l d b e h a v e l ike t he g i v e n e c o n o m i c m o d e l 
a s s u m e s it w o u l d . In t he Sra f f ian mode l , as w e s a w be fo re , t he bas ic t ask is to 
ca lcu la te , f r om the inpu t -ou tpu t da ta of the sys tem, t he set of p r i ces tha t w o u l d 
g u a r a n t e e equ i l i b r i um, the na tu ra l s ta te of the sys tem, 

However , a l t h o u g h p roduc t i on Is wha t mat te rs in the Sra f f ian mode l , it c o n t a i n s 
no m e c h a n i s m by w h i c h p r o d u c t i o n dec i s i ons a re t aken . T h e quan t i t i es p r o d u c e d 
a n d the i r d i s t r i bu t ion a m o n g the severa l sec to rs a re jus t f i xed f r o m the b e g i n n i n g 
w i thou t a n y e x p l a n a t i o n as to w h y that par t i cu la r set of quan t i t i es has b e e n 
p r o d u c e d , p r i ces a re bu t t echn i ca l coef f i c ien ts r equ i r ed to g i ve a so lu t i on , in t e r m s of 
g e n e r a l equ i l i b r i um, to the s y s t e m 

T h e p r i ces a r r i ved at t h r o u g h the so lu t ion of the Sra f f ian e q u a t i o n s a re a d e q u a t e 
to rep l i ca te the s y s t e m ident ica l l y as d i sp l ayed at the beg i nn i ng of t he inves t iga t ion ,^ 
Sra f fa ( 1960 , p 9) l i kens t hese p r i ces to the c lass ica l "p r i ces of p roduc t i on " , a n d if so 
t hey s h o u l d ref lect t he o u t c o m e of dec i s ions t a k e n by p r o d u c e r s in the pas t w i t h 
respec t to i ssues s u c h a s the quan t i t y of labour to be e m p l o y e d , t he c o m m o d i t y to be 
p r o d u c e d , the m e t h o d of p roduc t i on to be c h o s e n , t he i nves tmen t to be m a d e etc . 
Y e t t he f u n d a m e n t a l q u e s t i o n o f h o w p r o d u c e r s d e c i d e w h a t t o p r o d u c e a n d inves t is 
not t ack led in t he Sra f f ian a p p r o a c h Al l that w e have is t he prof i t ra te equa l i za t i on 
ru le, tha t is to say, t he asse r t i on that t he p roduc t ion p rocess is ca r r i ed out in s u c h a 
w a y a s to b r i ng a b o u t t h e equa l i za t i on of t he sec to ra l ra tes of prof i t t h r o u g h o u t t he 
e c o n o m y 

Th i s is in m a r k e d con t ras t to R icardo , w h o d is t inc t ly es tab l i s hed a l ink b e t w e e n 
that p r o c e s s a n d the s ta te of m a r k e t s ( a n d c o n s e q u e n t l y o f d e m a n d ) . ^ 

T h e equa l i za t i on of the ra tes of prof i t is the o u t c o m e of t he compe t i t i ve p r o c e s s 
that ru les e c o n o m i c a f fa i rs a n d w h i c h has a s its m a i n i ns t rumen t t h e m e c h a n i s m o f 
r esou rce a l l oca t i on . However , the latter is lack ing in the Sra f f ian m o d e l . T h e 
un i fo rmi ty of t he ra tes o f prof i t is a s s u m e d f rom the very ou tse t but the p r o c e s s of 
c o m p e t i t i o n a m o n g p r o d u c e r s tha t b r i ngs it a b o u t is no t m e n t i o n e d . 

In R ica rdo , t he un i fo rmi ty resul t is a c h i e v e d by m e a n s of the m o v e m e n t of cap i ta l 
a n d labour a m o n g the sec to rs o f p roduc t i on in r e s p o n s e to p r i ce c h a n g e s In Sraf fa , 
o n t he o ther h a n d , it s e e m s tha t prof i t rate equa l i za t i on is t he resu l t o f t he fac t tha t 
a) t he cap i ta l a d v a n c e d by e a c h sec to r or indust ry must be r e p l a c e d , a n d b) t he 
m a s s of prof i ts mus t be d is t r i bu ted acco rd ing l y to the cap i ta l a d v a n c e d in e a c h 
sec to r or indus t ry 

Th i s a l so app l i es to R ica rdo ' s ana lys is , but t he d i f f e rence is that , as Sraf fa t a k e s 
t h e s t ruc tu re o f p r o d u c t i o n ( a n d t h u s t he "p ropor t i on o f t h e f ac to r s o f p r o d u c t i o n " in 
e a c h indus t ry ) u n c h a n g e d pe r i od af ter per iod , t he m e c h a n i s m of r e s o u r c e a l l oca t i on 

It is also called the long run position, but this seems to be an odd thing since there actually is no process by 
which to say that the system reached that point in time. The answer neo-Ricardians commonly give is that that 
position represents a "centre of gravity" to which the system tends 

There is then "a unique set of exchange-values which if adopted by the market restores the original distribution of 
the products and makes it possible for the process to be repeated "(Sraffa, 1960, p 3) 

a commodity is not supplied merely because it can be produced, but because there is a demand for if'(vol 1 
p 385) 



has no ro le in his mode l In R ica rdo 's sys tem, however , it is of f u n d a m e n t a l 
i m p o r t a n c e ^ 

Lack ing the appa ra tus of r esou rce a l l oca t ion a n d the f r a m e w o r k of ind iv idua l 
dec i s i ons of p roduc t i on , t he Sraf f ian mode l leaves as ide o n e bas i c charac te r i s t i c of 
R ica rdo 's ana lys i s , name ly , the compe t i t i on a m o n g cap i ta l is ts as a p r ime fo rce 
m o v i n g the e c o n o m i c sys tem W h a t is more impor tant , in the Sra f f ian s c h e m e of 
th ings , as Pivet t i ( 1987 , p 873) has r ight ly po in ted out, compe t i t i on is not re la ted to 
the p r o b l e m of d is t r ibu t ion T h e d is t r ibu t ion of prof i ts is, so to speak , p r e d e t e r m i n e d 
by t he f i xed or ig ina l a r r a n g e m e n t of p roduc t i on , that is, by the "p ropo r t i ons of t he 
fac to rs of p r o d u c t i o n " co r responden t to t he ini t ial se t -up of the e c o n o m y , a n d not by 
t he w o r k i n g of t he (compet i t i ve) e c o n o m i c appara tus , w h i c h , in R ica rdo , d e t e r m i n e s 
the d i v i s ion of t he m a s s of prof i ts a m o n g the sec to rs a n d the p ropor t i ona l i za t ion of 
the ra tes of prof i ts 

In R ica rdo it is the pe rpe tua l compe t i t i on a m o n g p roduce rs that e n s u r e s 
b a l a n c e d grov^/th Fu r the rmore , in t he c o u r s e o f the p rocess of e c o n o m i c g row th t he 
re la t i ve powe r of t he d i f ferent b r a n c h e s of cap i ta l c h a n g e s pos i t i on . M o n e y a n d 
indust r ia l cap i ta l p lus commerc ia l cap i ta l ( l inked to fo re ign t rade) r ise to p r o m i n e n c e , 
w h i l e t he m o r e t rad i t iona l f o rms of cap i ta l , l ike agr icu l tu ra l cap i ta l , lose g r o u n d a n d 
b e c o m e ( re la t ive ly) less impor tant to the e c o n o m y 

Al l th is is m iss ing in the Sraf f ian a p p r o a c h w h i c h por t rays a sys tem w h i c h 
u n d e r g o e s no t rans fo rma t ion at all But the f rozen cond i t i ons of p roduc t i on a n d of 
t he leve l a n d compos i t i on of ou tpu t ( and thus d e m a n d ) is a n ex te rna l impos i t i on o n 
R ica rd ian ana lys i s , w h i c h f r ames the e c o n o m i c sys tem in a cons tan t s ta te of c h a n g e 
a n d t r ans fo rma t i on T h e no t ion of the "cen t re of grav i ty" as the long run s tand ing of 
the e c o n o m y , w e c o n t e n d , is not part of the R ica rd ian f r a m e w o r k 

In it, the concep t of g rav i ta t ion a r o u n d the natura l pos i t ion is mere l y as a 
r e fe rence for p roduce rs wh i le a l l oca t ing the i r cap i ta l to the most pro f i tab le of t he 
m a n y a l te rna t i ve poss ib i l i t ies of i nves tmen t S u c h an a l loca t ion necessar i l y i nvo lves 
con t ras t i ng that re ferent ia l pr ice ( the R ica rd ian remunera t i ve pr ice) w i th the marke t 
pr ice in f o r ce Al l t hese p rob lems w i th the Sraf f ian mode l are c o m p o u n d e d by its 
s h e e r inabi l i ty to dea l w i th the c a s e of a n " improv ing soc iety" , w h i c h is, after al l , t he 
co rne rs tone of R icardo 's sys tem 

T h e R i ca rd i an se t t ing is that of a soc ie ty expe r i enc ing a p rocess of c o n t i n u o u s 
a c c u m u l a t i o n a n d g rowth m a r k e d by c h a n g i n g cond i t i ons of p roduc t i on a n d 
mod i f i ca t i ons in its "hab i ts a n d c u s t o m s " Ra ther t han tak ing t h e s e as g iven a n d 
p r o c e e d i n g to de te rm ine pr ices, the R ica rd ian a p p r o a c h a ims to u n d e r s t a n d the 
s e q u e n c e of even ts and f eed -back ef fects that occur in t he c o u r s e of g row th T h e 
focus of the R i ca rd i an a p p r o a c h is thus s t r ik ing ly d iss imi la r to the Sra f f ian o n e 

T a k e the bas i c R ica rd ian p r o b l e m as an i l lust rat ion A c c u m u l a t i o n of cap i ta l , t he 
g row th of popu la t i on , i nc reases in d e m a n d a n d in the cost of p roduc t i on a n d 
c h a n g e s in d is t r ibu t ion , all a re ou t s tand ing e l emen ts of t he ana lys i s f r om w h i c h 
R i ca rdo d e p a r t e d a n d d e v e l o p e d his inves t iga t ion of the ope ra t i on of t he e c o n o m i c 
sys tem w i th in the contex t of g row th T h e s ta t ionary s tate is t he ful l desc r ip t i on of t he 
Sra f f ian m o d e l Indeed , the s ta t ionar i ty of t he cond i t i ons of p roduc t i on a n d of all t he 

Neo-Ricardians would not deny that capital mobility plays an important role in Ricardo, but the fact that they take the level and 
composition of output and the proportions of factors as constant renders it unimportant in their model 



other e l e m e n t s is its d is t inc t ive mark , a n d is so f rom the very ou tse t of the ana l ys i s , 
w h e r e a s in R i c a r d o th i s s i tua t ion is on ly r eached , if r eached , u p o n very res t r ic t ive 
cond i t i ons a n d on ly af ter a l ong p rocess has taken p lace in t ime (cont ras t th is w i t h 
the h is to r ica l , s ta t ic na tu re of Sraf fa 's sys tem) 

W h a t is h igh l i gh ted he re is t he fac t that the Sraf f ian a p p r o a c h is short of a n y 
re la t ion o f c a u s e a n d ef fect a m o n g the e lemen ts a n d s p h e r e s cons t i tu t ing t h e 
e c o n o m i c s y s t e m ^ " In R ica rdo w e see h o w accumu la t i on leads to popu la t i on g r o w t h 
a n d r is ing d e m a n d for f o o d , a n d h o w these in tu rn f o rce the s y s t e m to ope ra te u n d e r 
d im in i sh ing re turns in t he agr icu l tu ra l sec tor T h e r e is a c h a i n o f even ts , of c a u s e s 
a n d ef fec ts , of p rocesses , in con t ras t to the Sraf f ian m e t h o d of r ega rd ing eve ry th i ng 
as i m m u t a b l e 

4 .2 T h e u n c h a n g i n g nature of c o n s u m p t i o n in Sraf fa 

T h e r e is ha rd l y any re fe rence to c o n s u m p t i o n in Sraf fa 's m o d e l W h a t m ay be 
in fe r red f rom its a s s u m p t i o n s is tha t a cer ta in pa t te rn of d e m a n d ex is ts r e m a i n s 
f r ozen t h r o u g h o u t the ana lys is . W h a t is p r o d u c e d is c o n s u m e d , in w h a t s e e m s to b e 
a str ict app l i ca t i on of Say 's Law, but the re is no th ing that exp la ins w h y s u c h - a n d -
s u c h c o m m o d i t i e s a re p r o d u c e d Ins tead of the v iew h e l d by R i ca rdo a n d the 
c lass ica ls that p roduc t i on is a m e a n s of sat is fy ing the des i res of c o n s u m p t i o n of 
soc ie ty , in Sraf fa w e h a v e the reduc t ion is t v i ew that p roduc t i on is by, a n d for t h e 
sake of, p roduc t i on W h a t is p r o d u c e d mere ly se rves to r e p r o d u c e the phys i ca l 
charac te r i s t i cs of the e c o n o m i c sys tem C o n s u m p t i o n cons ide ra t i ons , if any, a re t hus 
on ly inc identa l to the ana lys is . 

T h e Sraf f ian e c o n o m i c s y s t e m is thus bui l t as t h o u g h the c o n s u m p t i o n n e e d s a r e 
a l ready a n d a lways per fec t ly m a t c h e d by p roduc t ion But wh i l e th is ex ante b a l a n c e 
b e t w e e n d e m a n d a n d supp l y is w h a t o n e may d e d u c e f rom the Sra f f ian da ta set, a n d 
the Sra f f ian sys tem of e q u a t i o n s s t ipu la tes the requ i r emen ts for the phys i ca l 
r ep roduc t i on of t he sys tem, no th ing is sa id abou t the sa t i s fac t ion of i nd i v idua l 
p re fe rences for c o n s u m p t i o n " A re t he ind iv idua ls sa t is f ied w i th the cur ren t leve l 
a n d compos i t i on of the i r c o n s u m p t i o n ? W h a t a re the i r asp i ra t i ons in t e rms of 
c o n s u m p t i o n ? It real ly a p p e a r s that t he re are no c o n s u m p t i o n g o o d s in the Sra f f ian 
wo r l d , on l y inpu ts of p roduc t i on a n d f ina l g o o d s w h i c h a re but p r o d u c e d m e a n s of 
p roduc t i on Even the subs i s t ence g o o d s w h i c h enter t he w a g e b a s k e t a re r e d u c e d to 
the ro le of inputs of p roduc t i on , that is, the ( re )p roduc t ion of labour. 

T h u s , s o m e t h i n g that is f u n d a m e n t a l to the dynam ics of R ica rdo 's sys tem, a n d fo r 
that mat te r to al l the c lass ica l l i terature, is comp le te l y m iss ing in the Sra f f ian m o d e l , 
name ly , t h e ind iv idua l mo t i va t i on o f p e o p l e to exer t t h e m s e l v e s in t he ac t iv i t ies o f 
p roduc t i on . Undoub ted l y , o n e migh t say that the p la in fac t that t he ca tego r ies of 
w a g e s a n d prof i ts are p resen t in Sraf fa 's mode l is suf f ic ient to d e m o n s t r a t e t h e 
ex i s tence o f mo t i va t i ons fo r p e o p l e to e n g a g e in p roduc t i ve act iv i t ies. However , w e 
th ink tha t t he w a y in w h i c h Sra f fa f r a m e s h is sys tem leads to t h e i m p r e s s i o n t ha t t h e 
on ly mo t i va t i on o n e can f i nd b e h i n d the concep ts of w a g e s a n d prof i ts is t he 

This is a criticism that Joan Robinson levelled against Sraffa She, for example, remarked that "[tjhere is no 
causation [in Sraffa's] model The prices corresponding to a given share of wages in net output yield a uniform rate 
of profit on capital only because Sraffa says that they shall There is no mechanism in the system to make them 
so"(Robinson, 1980, pxi) 
" As Garegnani (1987, p 561) has remarked, "[t]he commodity composition of the social product was studied 
mainly from the angle of the needs of reproduction" 



necess i t y to s e c u r e tine phys ica l rep roduc t i on of t he p roduc t ion s y s t e m W a g e s 
pa id to w o r k e r s thus se rve the pu rpose of r ep roduc ing the labour input in the s a m e 
w a y a s p ro f i t s a c c r u e d to cap i ta l i s ts se rve the p u r p o s e o f r e p l a c i n g cap i ta l 
a d v a n c e d W h i l e th is image may be b road ly cons is ten t w i th R ica rdo ' s ana lys i s , the 
latter, however , has an ano the r cruc ia l d i m e n s i o n , o n e that is comp le te l y m iss ing in 
Sraf fa 

In R i ca rdo s u c h mot i va t ion is i n f l uenced to a great ex ten t by t he des i r e to 
c o n s u m e f r o m the f ru i ts of the i r effort, v iz. , t he asp i ra t ion ind iv idua ls h a v e of 
p o s s e s s i n g t h o s e th ings w h i c h can ful f i l the i r "wan ts a n d w i s h e s " . Th i s des i r e 
a f fec ts , a n d is a f fec ted by, t he f unc t i on ing a n d grovi^h of the e c o n o m i c s y s t e m It is, 
in shor t , a power fu l fo rce mov ing the e c o n o m y A n d yet it is en t i re ly s u b m e r g e d 
u n d e r t he g i v e n s of t he Sraf f ian mode l . In o ther wo rds , a n e l e m e n t of p r ime 
impo r tance in t he R ica rd ian ana ly t ica l cons t ruc t i on is c o n s p i c u o u s by its a b s e n c e in 
t h e Sra f f ian f r a m e w o r k 

T h e r e p r o d u c t i o n of the mater ia l bas is of t he p roduc t ion s t ruc tu re of t he s y s t e m 
cer ta in ly is t he bed rock of t he p rocess of accumu la t i on a n d g row th w h i c h R i ca rdo 
w a s pr imar i l y i n te res ted in, a n d he man i fes t l y b a s e d his e x a m i n a t i o n of e c o n o m i c 
even t s on a s y s t e m w h e r e reproduc ib i l i t y of bo th t he phys ica l s t ruc tu re o f p r o d u c t i o n 
a n d the c o m m o d i t i e s ( m e a n s of p roduc t i on a n d f ina l goods ) 

T h e r e p r o d u c t i o n of the sys tem, t h o u g h , R ica rdo took fo r g r a n t e d E v e n in t he 
c a s e of t he s ta t ionary s tate, the sys tem w o u l d con t i nue to be r e p r o d u c e d , but not 
e x p a n d e d , ' ^ H is c o n c e r n w a s w i th the cond i t i ons b r ing ing abou t t he e x p a n s i o n of 
t he e c o n o m y , i e , w i th the p re requ is i tes for secur ing a c c u m u l a t i o n a n d e c o n o m i c 
grovi^h T h e leve l of prof i ts major a m o n g t hose requ i remen ts , but t h e s e a lso i nc luded 
t h e s p r e a d i n g o f t h e d i v i s ion of labour , t h e i nc rease in p roduc t iv i t y , t h e amp l i f i ca t ion 
of the marke t , e t c , al l f ac to rs w h i c h , as w e s a w ear l ier , a re t ight ly c o n n e c t e d w i t h the 
d ive rs i f i ca t ion of tas tes a n d c o n s u m p t i o n a n d the c o n s e q u e n t r ise in d e m a n d . 

It may be sa id tha t Sraf fa a n d the neo -R i ca rd i ans w o u l d not d e n y th is c o n n e c t i o n , 
bu t a r g u e that it w a s not the m a i n po in t T h e p r o b l e m is that Sra f f ians a l w a y s t e n d to 
c o n v e y the m e s s a g e that d e m a n d cons ide ra t i ons a re un impor tan t in R i ca rdo T h e 
con ten t i on is m a d e no tab ly w i th respec t to (natura l ) p r ice de te rm ina t i on , but as t hey 
s e e Sraf fa 's p r o c e d u r e as the bas is of the s tudy of t he rep roduc t i on a n d 
a c c u m u l a t i o n of t he (capi ta l is t ) e c o n o m i c sys tem (Dobb , 1967 , p 163) , tha t a r g u m e n t 
is, impl ic i t ly at a n y rate, e x t e n d e d to the ana lys i s of g rowth 

D e m a n d m igh t conce i vab l y be i n t roduced into the Sraf f ian s y s t e m W h e n the 
c o m p o s i t i o n of ou tpu t is a l l owed to va ry due , say, to c h a n g e s in d is t r ibu t ion , an 
add i t i ona l set of e q u a t i o n s cou ld be a d d e d to t he mode l (see R o b i n s o n , 1980 , p 148; 
K rege l , 1 9 7 1 , p 3 9 ) B u t aga in that is not the c ruc ia l po int N e o - R i c a r d i a n s w o u l d 
sti l l ma in ta in tha t d e m a n d fac to rs p lay on ly a minor, s e c o n d a r y ro le in e c o n o m i c 
a n a l y s i s T h e y w o u l d a p p e a r a s d e p e n d e n t e lemen ts , s u b o r d i n a t e d to w h a t 
h a p p e n e d to t he phys ica l cond i t i ons of p roduc t i on , a n d not as fac to rs c a p a b l e of 
i n f l uenc ing e i the r t h o s e cond i t i ons or the p rocess of accumu la t i on a n d g r o w t h 

" This is indeed the state depicted by Sraffa's model 
" What precisely would be the mathematical problems attendant on this procedure are not quite clear, but as 
Kregel (1971, p.38) has pointed out, it would greatly increase the complexity of Sraffa's system 



T h e Sra f f ian or su rp lus a p p r o a c h in the w o r d s of a sympa the t i c c o m m e n t a t o r , 
charac te r i s t i ca l l y " seeks to c o m p r e h e n d sys temic p roper t y d i rect ly , w i thou t t h e 
i n te rven t i on of h u m a n sub jec t i v i t ies" ( H o w a r d , 1983, p 143) T h i s is s e e n as a s ign o f 
t he s t reng th of Sra f f ian theo ry a n d t aken to rep resen t t he bas i c f ea tu re of t h e 
c lass i ca l econom is t s . T o be su re , a p p e a l s to " h u m a n sub jec t iv i t ies" s e e m to be 
a n a t h e m a to n e o - R i c a r d i a n s a n d may in part be exp la ined by the i r i deo log ica l a n d 
theore t i ca l bat t le aga ins t the neo-c lass ica l schoo l , w h i c h s t rong ly re l ies o n ind iv idua l 
sub jec t i ve p re fe rences in a p p r o a c h i n g e c o n o m i c p h e n o m e n a 

Ye t " h u m a n sub ject iv i t ies" , or w h a t Dav id H u m e ca l l ed " h u m a n p a s s i o n s " 
cons t i t u te a s ign i f i cant par t of t he in te rpre ta t ive c o r p u s of the c lass ica l schoo l of 
po l i t i ca l e c o n o m y . Des i res , asp i ra t ions , "wants a n d w i shes " , amb i t i ons , in te res ts , 
e m u l a t i o n s , w e r e al l r e c o g n i z e d by t he c lass ica l w r i t e rs as in tegra l c o m p o n e n t s o f 
t he cu l tu ra l , psycho log i ca l , a n d ins t i tu t iona l fab r i c of h u m a n soc ie ty a n d thus h a v i n g 
a b e a r i n g o n the d y n a m i c s of t he e c o n o m i c s y s t e m I n fact , a s the d i scuss ion in 
t he p r e v i o u s chap te rs has s h o w n , they se rved to se t in mo t i on g r o w t h - i n d u c i n g 
e f fec ts in t h e economy . 

It is cu r i ous that n e o - R i c a r d i a n s pre fer to ignore th is unde r l y i ng f ea tu re o f t h e 
c lass i ca l s choo l , w h e n the wr i t i ngs in th is pe r suas ion a re a b u n d a n t w i th exp l ic i t 
de ta i l s o f it O n e has on ly to b e a r in m ind the impor tance of A d a m Smi th 's The 
Theory of Moral Sentiments to t h e unde rs tand ing of po l i t ica l e c o n o m y to pe rce i ve a 
g la r i ng e x a m p l e of w h a t the Sraf f ian res ta tement of t he c lass ica l ana lys i s lacks in 
c o m p a r i s o n to the or ig ina l cons t ruc t i on T h e r e s e e m s to be no h u m a n mot i va t i on 
b e h i n d t h e e c o n o m i c p h e n o m e n a that Sraf fa 's mode l a t tempt to depic t ; t he re a re 
c l a s s e s of i n come but not real ly c l asses of ind iv idua ls In R i ca rdo it is per fec t ly c l ea r 
w h a t k i nd of mot i va t ion d r i ves t he ac t ion a n d in terests of l andowne rs , w o r k e r s , a n d 
cap i ta l i s ts (and , to s o m e extent , of t he d i f ferent t ypes of cap i ta l is ts ) : L a n d o w n e r s 
res is t t h rea ts to mod i fy the status quo of soc ie ty (wh ich in R ica rdo 's s c h e m e w o u l d 
be t a n t a m o u n t to pu t t ing the agr icu l tu ra l in terest b e h i n d that of t he e m e r g e n t 
indus t r ia l sec to r a n d to cu t t ing b a c k the pol i t ica l powe r a n d in f luence of the l a n d e d 
a r i s toc racy ) , w o r k e r s yea rn for a n imp roved s tanda rd o f l ife a n d a re l ikely to i nc rease 
the i r exe r t i ons in o rder to ful f i l tha t des i re , a n d cap i ta l i s ts , in tu rn , s t imu la ted by t h e 
p rospec t of rea l i z ing prof i ts , ca r ry on the a c c u m u l a t i o n of cap i ta l . 

A n o t h e r con t ras t i ng po in t b e t w e e n the twq a p p r o a c h e s c o n c e r n s the des t i na t i on 
of t he su rp l us In R i ca rdo it m a y be d i rec ted e i ther to c o n s u m p t i o n or i nves tmen t 
p u r p o s e s , d e p e n d i n g o n w h i c h c lass t akes ho ld of it Or, m o r e prec ise ly , t he 
p r o p o r t i o n o f t he su rp lus d i r ec ted to e i ther of t hose op t i ons d e p e n d s o n the s ha r e o f 
e a c h c l ass in it. If l a n d o w n e r s se i ze most of t he surp lus , a c c o r d i n g to R i ca rdo ' s 
c l a s s - b e h a v i o u r assump t i ons , it is p r inc ipa l ly e m p l o y e d in u n p r o d u c t i v e 
c o n s u m p t i o n ; If cap i ta l i s ts m a n a g e to secu re t he g rea te r part of t he su rp lus , t h e n 
s a v i n g s a n d inves tmen t a n d a c c u m u l a t i o n a n d g row th a re boos ted , a n d if it is 
w o r k e r s , the i r a im is to imp rove the i r cond i t i on t h rough a c o m b i n a t i o n of bo th s a v i n g s 
a n d h i g h e r a n d more d ive rs i f i ed consumpt ion .^^ 

In this respect, it seems that classical economics is not that much different from neoclassical economics, 
despite the latter's more abstract conceptions of "economic man" and of "consumer sovereignty 

That Ricardo expected workers to be able to save part of their wages during economic grov*i is evident in his support, as we 
have seen in chapter 3 above, for the establishment of "savings banks", seeking to encourage mote prudent financial behaviour 
on the part of workers (see Ricardo, vol 7, p 26, 134-35, 248) See also his remark in the Principles (Ricardo, v 1, p 348) that, in 



In Sra f fa , o n t he other h a n d , the log ica l resul t of h is a s s u m p t i o n of a n u n c h a n g e d 
sca le of p roduc t i on is that the su rp lus is not u s e d to e x p a n d p roduc t i on but must 
necessa r i l y b e e m p l o y e d in c o n s u m p t i o n Indeed , Sra f fa a s s e r t e d tha t w i t h " the 
e m e r g e n c e of a su rp lus there is room for a new c lass of ' luxury ' p r o d u c t s " (Sraf fa , 
1960, p 7) Th i s c o r r e s p o n d s to the p ic ture d r a w n by R ica rdo a s fa r a s t he c lass of 
l a n d o w n e r s is c o n c e r n e d , but w h a t abou t t he o ther two c l a s s e s ? T h e s h a r e of t he 
su rp lus w h i c h fa l l s in t he h a n d s of the cap i ta l is ts is a l so a s s u m e d to be w h o l l y 
a l l oca ted to the c o n s u m p t i o n of " luxur ies" , in s tark cont ras t w i th R ica rdo 's 
behav iou ra l a s s u m p t i o n s , w h i c h say that cap i ta l is ts have a h igh p ropens i t y to save 
a n d invest Pos i t i ve prof i ts a re the ma insp r i ng of accumu la t i on a n d g row th in 
R ica rdo , w h i l e in Sraf fa , w h o f r a m e d his sys tem in a g rowth - less se t t ing , t hey on ly 
se rve to i nc rease the c o n s u m p t i o n of luxury g o o d s by capi ta l is ts . "^ 

In t he c a s e of t he w o r k i n g c lass , Sraf fa a l l ows fo r w a g e s to be va r i ab le ( ib id , p 9), 
in w h i c h c a s e w a g e s may incorpora te a part of the su rp lus or net p roduc t . A s t he 
lat ter is re la ted to luxury p roduc ts , the w a g e baske t is l ikely, if d i s t r i bu t ion f a v o u r s 
labour , to i nc l ude t h e m A t f i rst s ight th is resul t a p p e a r s to c o n f o r m w i t h R ica rdo 's 
ana l ys i s . However , Sraf fa 's result is de r i ved f rom a pu re abs t rac t i on , marked l y 
d i f fe rent f r o m R ica rdo 's f r a m e of re fe rence w h e r e i n wo rke rs are ab le to i nc rease a n d 
i m p r o v e the i r c o n s u m p t i o n , a n d it a r i ses f rom his dev i ce of the wage -p ro f i t f ront ier , 
r e p r e s e n t e d by t he f o l l ow ing exp ress ion ( ib id , p 22 -23 ) 

r^R{1~ w) 

w h e r e r - ra te of prof i t ; R = " s tandard ra t io" or the m a x i m u m rate o f prof i t ; w = 
p ropo r t i on of the su rp lus that goes to w a g e s 

Theore t i ca l l y , w may a s s u m e any va lue b e t w e e n 0 a n d 1 , W h y a n y par t icu lar 
leve l of w is t aken is, however , not exp la i ned by the mode l , it is a n e x o g e n o u s 
va r i ab l e T h e upsho t is that the d i f ferent va lues w m ay take a l o n g the w-r curve 
c a n n o t in a n y mean ing fu l w a y be re la ted to o n e ano the r as in a p rocess occu r r i ng in 
t ime T h e po in t s a l o n g that cu rve thus re fer me re l y t o d i f ferent a l t e rna t i ve cases , a n d 
not to a s e q u e n c e of even ts 

By w h a t m e a n s can w a g e s r ise? Sraf fa 's a p p r o a c h is s i lent o n th is po in t excep t in 
so fa r as it re fers to the w o r l d ou ts ide its mode l , v iz , "h is tor ica l cond i t i ons " to exp la in 
h o w the ini t ia l level of w a g e s is set (Ga regnan i , 1987, p 561 ) 

U n d o u b t e d l y , h is to r i c -soc io log ica l cond i t i ons a re impor tant a s p e c t s of t he s tudy 
of w a g e de te rm ina t i on T h e y are so in R ica rdo a n d in t he c lass ica l schoo l in gene ra l . 
But to s u p p o s e w a g e s to be de te rm ined who l l y exogenous l y , va l id as th is me thod 
m ay be to t he exam ina t i on of s o m e par t icu lar p rob lem, is not c o n s o n a n t w i th 
R i ca rdo ' s p rocedu re , w h e r e i n w a g e de te rm ina t i on d e p e n d s o n t h r e e ma in fac to rs , 
name ly : a) the "hab i ts a n d cus toms" of t he peop le , w h i c h s h a p e the con ten t s of the 

general, workers had access to a part of the surplus product which could be directed erther to extra consumption or to savings or 
to the defence of the country 

Again, neo-Ricardians would not deny that in classical economics reinvestment of the surplus is the basis of accumulation 
and growth The fact remains, nonetheless, that the Sraffian school has been unable so far to extend Sraffa's model to Une 
growth context, apart from the development of the value theory and of Uie critique of neoclassical economics, areas in vitiich it 
has proved quite fertile 
" This is by now a very common criticism of Sraffa's model Joan Robinson (1980, p 146), for instance, pointed 
out that "[w]e are only to compare the effects of having differing rates of profit, with the same technical conditions 
and the same composition of output" 
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w a g e baske t , b) t he cos t of p r o d u c i n g that w a g e basket ; a n d c) t he in te rp lay 
b e t w e e n the d e m a n d a n d t h e supp ly of labour , that is to say, b e t w e e n t h e 
m e c h a n i s m of popu la t i on grov^4h a n d that of the a c c u m u l a t i o n of cap i ta l . 

W a g e s a re d e t e r m i n e d not exogenous l y but f r o m w i th i n t he ma in body of t he 
R i c a r d i a n m o d e l Fu r the rmore , t h e e lemen ts w h i c h the i r de te rm ina t i on h i nges on a re 
in te r re la ted Not on ly a re c h a n g e s in the compos i t i on of t he w a g e baske t a l l o w e d for, 
but a re exp l ic i t ly l inked to the p rocess of accumu la t i on a n d g row th t h r o u g h r ises in 
the rea l w a g e a n d tas te d i f fe rent ia t ion w h i c h d e v e l o p a m o n g w o r k e r s as a 
c o n s e q u e n c e of imp roved cond i t i ons and habi ts . T h i s b r ings us to t he ques t i on of 
the re la t ion b e t w e e n a l te ra t ions in the pa t te rn of d e m a n d a n d e c o n o m i c 
a d v a n c e m e n t 

In Sra f fa t he on ly k ind of g o o d s w h i c h have an impac t o n t he level of prof i tab i l i ty 
of t he s y s t e m a re t he so -ca l l ed "bas ics" , v i z , c o m m o d i t i e s tha t en te r in t h e 
p r o d u c t i o n of e a c h a n d eve ry commod i t y O n e cou ld say that " bas i cs " cons t i tu te t h e 
m e a n s of p roduc t i on ( the inputs) of the p roduc t i on s y s t e m Luxury g o o d s a re 
e x c l u d e d f rom th is ca tegory , b e c a u s e they a re pu re c o n s u m p t i o n g o o d s . In fact , t hey 
a re ca l l ed "non -bas i cs " , a n d they do not af fect prof i ts Subs i s t ence g o o d s en te r i ng 
the w a g e baske t are, however , i nc luded a m o n g the "bas i cs " of the s y s t e m s ince they 
a re i n d i s p e n s a b l e for t he rep roduc t i on of labour. 

In th i s s e n s e " l uxu r ies " may be seve red f rom the co re of t he ana l ys i s in tha t t hey 
a re i r re levant fo r the p u r p o s e in v iew, that is, to d e t e r m i n e the Sraf f ian p r i ces o f 
p r o d u c t i o n of c o m m o d i t i e s p r o d u c e d by m e a n s of c o m m o d i t i e s ( m e a n s o f 
p roduc t i on ) Th i s p rac t i ce has its log ic w i th in t he Sraf f ian m o d e l . But in t he marke t -
ru led , compe t i t i ve sys tem of R i ca rdo that ra t iona le d o e s not qu i te app ly . 

It is t rue that R i ca rdo w r o t e tha t in so far as t he c a s e is tha t w o r k e r s do no t 
c o n s u m e " luxur ies" , t h e s e lat ter do not af fect the ra te of prof i t . But th is in fac t m a y 
not be so m u c h a gene ra l ru le as m u c h as a par t i cu la r c a s e In gene ra l , re f lec t ing 
t he fac t tha t w a g e s i nc rease a l o n g the sys tem's g row th t ra jectory , w o r k e r s a re ab le 
to d ivers i fy the i r c o n s u m p t i o n But Sraf fa a lso a l l owed for wages to i nc lude a part of 
the su rp lus , w h i c h in his c a s e m e a n s a c c e s s to luxury g o o d s 

T h e vi tal d i f fe rence b e t w e e n R ica rdo a n d Sraf fa , however , is tha t t he f o rme r 
u n d e r s t o o d th is to be a ma jor s tep towards s ign i f i cant ly ex tend i ng the marke t for t h e 
g o o d s of t he indust r ia l sec to rs a n d thus mak ing t hem m o r e a t t rac t ive for cap i ta l i s ts to 
inves t in R i ca rdo g a v e g rea t we igh t to marke t re la t ions (un l i ke Sraf fa , fo r w h o m 
the re is no d i sce rn ib le marke t at al l ) . He then m a d e it c lea r tha t t he ex tens ion of t he 
marke t ( tas te d i f fe ren t ia t ion a n d inc reases in d e m a n d ) w a s of c ruc ia l impo r tance fo r 
s e c u r i n g a d e q u a t e cond i t i ons fo r the accumu la t i on o f cap i ta l a n d the rea l i za t ion of 
g r o w t h . In Sraf fa , on t he o ther h a n d , c o n s u m p t i o n c h a n g e s t owa rds " l uxu r ies " s e e m 

He however continued to maintain that such goods would not affect the core of the system Wages, then, would 
be separated into two parts, as we saw already one comprising the "necessaries" of workers and included among 
the inputs of production (that is to say, they are considered basic goods and thus influence prices and the rate of 
profit); the other comprising the "surplus part" corresponding to the consumption of luxury goods and which does 
not influence prices and the rate of profit As Sraffa (1960, p 9-10) put it, '^A/e have up to this point regarded wages 
as consisting of the necessary subsistence of workers We must now take into account the other part of wages 
since, besides the ever-present element of subsistence, they may include a share of the surplus product In view of 
this double character of the wage it would be appropriate to separate the two component parts of the wage and 
regar only the "surplus" part as variable; whereas the goods necessary for the subsistence of the workers would 
continue to appear, with fuel, etc , among the means of production" 



not to af fect t he sys tem, that is to say, t he re is no l ink b e t w e e n a l te ra t i ons in t he 
pa t te rn of d e m a n d a n d the t rans fo rma t ion of the s t ruc tu re of p roduc t i on ; no f e e d ­
b a c k ef fect of the k ind p resen t in R i ca rdo a n d the c lass ica l au tho rs A fu r ther 
p r o b l e m w i th the Sraf f ian mode l is tha t t he sca le of p roduc t i on is a s s u m e d not to 
c h a n g e t h r o u g h o u t the ana l ys i s W h i l e it is c l a i m e d that the g e n e r a t i o n of a 
r e i nves tab le su rp lus is a bas ic f ea tu re o f t he c lass ica l a p p r o a c h r e s c u e d by t he 
Sra f f ian o n e , " su rp lus " in Sraf fa a p p e a r s to refer on ly to an i nc reased supp l y of 
luxury g o o d s w h i c h do not af fect t he p r o c e e d i n g s at t he co re o f t he e c o n o m y , i e , 
t he r e p r o d u c t i o n of the m e a n s of p roduc t i on n e c e s s a r y to a l l ow the s y s t e m to keep 
g o i n g on the s a m e bas is as be fo re . 

But f r o m the R ica rd ian pe rspec t i ve s o m e m e a n s of p roduc t ion wi l l ce r ta in ly be 
sub jec t to d im in i sh ing re turns , land a n d the p roduc t i on of agr icu l tu ra l r a w p r o d u c e for 
e x a m p l e , so that e v e n if w e a l low that t he su rp lus is a l l oca ted w i th t he p u r p o s e to 
i nc rease p roduc t i on , p r o b l e m s of sca le c rop up inev i tab ly . S u c h i ssues w e r e cent ra l 
in R i ca rdo ' s ana lys is . H e con t ras ted the d i m i n i s h e d re turns charac te r i s t i c o f 
(domes t i c ) agr icu l tu ra l p roduc t i on w i th t he non -d im in i sh ing re turns f e a t u r e o f t he 
non -ag r i cu l t u ra l sec to rs of p roduc t i on in o rde r to h igh l igh t the necess i t y o f e x p a n s i o n 
in t h e lat ter sec to rs S ince the ro le of t he pa t te rn of d e m a n d in b r ing ing that abou t , 
as s e e n in t he p receden t chap te rs , is cen t ra l , assump t i ons abou t t he sca le of 
p r o d u c t i o n a n d d e m a n d cons ide ra t i on may be af ter al l u n a v o i d a b l e in a n y a t tempt at 
e x t e n d i n g Sraf fa 's mode l to the s tanda rd c a s e of R ica rd ian ana lys i s , v i z , of an 
i m p r o v i n g soc ie ty u n d e r g o i n g s t ruc tura l c h a n g e s a long its g row th pa th . 

It s e e m s that the task w o u l d requ i re p r o f o u n d c h a n g e s in t he unde r l y i ng Sraf f ian 
ed i f i ce so as to a c c o m m o d a t e t he a l te ra t ions necessa ry to dea l w i th t he q u e s t i o n of 
a c c u m u l a t i o n a n d g row th 

T h e g rea t p rob lem w i th Sraf fa 's m o d e l is t he f r eez ing of t he s y s t e m f r o m the very 
ou tse t . T h i s p rocedu re rende rs it unf i t for t he ana lys i s o f the p rocess of a c c u m u l a t i o n 
a n d g r o w t h a n d of the s t ruc tura l t r ans fo rma t ion it e n g e n d e r s It is t rue tha t in so far 
as Sra f fa 's m o d e l t reats p roduc t i on as a c i rcu lar p rocess , it bea rs s o m e s imi lar i ty to 
t he c lass ica l a p p r o a c h . However , one of its ma in charac te r i s t i cs - t he e x a m i n a t i o n of 
t h e e c o n o m i c sys tem in a f r ozen s i tua t ion - is not, in gene ra l , r em in i scen t o f t he point 
o f v i e w of t he c lass ica l po l i t ica l e c o n o m i s t s w h o s e d y n a m i c ana l ys i s is set a s i d e in 
f a v o u r of t he s tat ic ana l ys i s of va lue a n d d i s t r i b u t i o n ^ 

Considering the possibility of such an extension of Sraffa's model to the broader context of growth, and 
commenting on the issue of choice of techniques, Vicarelly (1990, p30) rightly asserted that "one definite 
consequence of the interdependency between technical coeffients and distribution is that dynamic extensions of 
Sraffa's original model can no longer be seen in terms of a 'natural economy'" Vicarelli also rightly emphasized 
that in such a case demand matters, since the "importance of the composition of demand is not that it 
invalidates the 'non-substitution theorem' but rather that it determines the availability of techniques among which 
to choose"(ibid) See also Vicarelly, 1989, on this question 
™ As Burmeister (1977, p69) has pointed out, in a critique of the Sraffian approach, by taking "the size and 
composition of output as given data in every situation, most of the interesting economic questions concerning the 
equilibrium relatioship between [the rate of profit and the wage rate] are assumed away at the very outset On is 
left with mere description of given data with no theory about the effects of changes in that data" Eatwell, a neo-
Ricardian, has rightly obsen/ed that the "classical theory of accumulation is founded on a conception of the 
economic roles of social classes hence the distribution of the product between the classes of the society is the 
causal antecedent to the dynamic behaviour of the economy"(Eatwell, 1977, p 62), but the freezing of the structure 
of the system in the Sraffian approach leads exactly to the neglect of that "dynamic behaviour of the economy" 
3 6 



T h e u n f r e e z i n g o f s o m e of t he mode l ' s da ta is necessa ry if t h e re fo rmu la t i on o f 

t he s ta r t ing po in t o f Sraf fa 's mode l is to be car r ied ou t a n d the c o u r s e o f e c o n o m i c 

g r o w t h i nves t i ga ted . In par t icu lar , its s h u n n i n g o f sub jec t i ve fac to rs , l ike t h o s e l i nked 

to tas te f o rma t i on a n d d i f fe ren t ia t ion w e have b e e n dea l t w i th in t he p resen t work , 

may h a v e to be r e c o n s i d e r e d rad ica l l y so as to b r ing it in l ine w i t h t he c lass ica l 

a p p r o a c h Indeed , th is s tep wi l l be of p ro found c o n s e q u e n c e fo r t he n e o - R i c a r d i a n 

v i ew of e c o n o m i c p h e n o m e n a 

5. C O N C L U D I N G R E M A R K S 

F r o m th is ou t l i ne o f a c r i t ique of the Sraf f ian in te rp re ta t ion o f R ica rdo , w e 

c o n c l u d e tha t it d o e s no t c o r r e s p o n d to t he overa l l , a n d w e t h i n k m o s t s ign i f i cant , 

charac te r i s t i c o f R i ca rdo ' s ana lys i s , namely , the exam ina t i on of t he c a u s e s a n d 

c o n s e q u e n c e s of t he p r o c e s s of accumu la t i on w i th in t he con tex t of g r o w t h a n d 

s t ruc tu ra l t r ans fo rma t i ons , a n exerc i se w h i c h invo lves d e m a n d c o n s i d e r a t i o n s in a 

c r i t i ca l w a y 

Moreove r , a n y a t tempt to ex tend the bas ic Sraf f ian m o d e l a l o n g t h e l ines of t he 

c lass ica l ana l ys i s of a c c u m u l a t i o n , d is t r ibu t ion , a n d g row th s e e m s b o u n d to invo lve 

impor tan t r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n s of s o m e cent ra l a s s u m p t i o n s a n d v i ews u n d e r l y i n g it, not 

t h e leas t t h e l im i ta t ion o f i ts ana l ys i s t o t h e c a s e o f a "na tu ra l e c o n o m y " ^ , t h e 

o u t c o m e of w h i c h is not comp le te l y d i sce rn ib le as yet 
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SINOPSE 

UMA CRÍTICA DA INTERPRETAÇÃO SRAFFIANA DE RICARDO 

Este trabalho procura analisar crit icamente a tradicional interpretação sraff iana de Ricardo 
Particularmente, discorda-se da idéia de que o modelo de Sraffa é o modelo canónico hcardiano 
Argumenta-se que ele não é um retorno à perspectiva tomada por Ricardo A análise toma como base a 
discussão do papel dos gostos e da demanda na explicação do processo econômico 


