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In order to exam ine the his tor i cal rela tions between travel and eco nomic 
knowl edge, we, as edi tors of this spe cial issue, decided in 2019 to orga­
nize a con fer ence at the University of Lausanne to con trib ute to a grow ing 
lit er a ture in the his tory and phi los o phy of eco nom ics that exam ines the 
man i fold rela tions between econ o mists, their trav els, and the devel op ment 
of the eco nomic dis ci pline.1 A mas ter course on the inter na tional dif fu­
sion of eco nomic ideas at the Institute of Political Studies at the University 
of Lausanne, for which Harro Maas consulted Mauro Boianovsky and 
some of the con trib u tors to this spe cial issue, was the direct impe tus for a 
ded i cated con fer ence. We could not have known, of course, that the still 
ongo ing pan demic gave a dif fer ent urgency to the topic and caused a 

1. See, for exam ple, Boianovsky 2018; Cooper, forth com ing; Düppe 2016; Serra 2018; 
 Brisset and Fèvre 2021; Weber and Semieniuk 2019; Chiang 2001; Caldwell and Montes 2015; 
Farrant 2020.

Introduction: Roads to Economic 
Knowledge: The Epistemic Virtues 
of Travel across the History  
of Thought

Mauro Boianovsky and Harro Maas

Correspondence may be addressed to Mauro Boianovsky, Universidade de Brasilia: 
mboianovsky@gmail.com; and Harro Maas, Université de Lausanne: harro  .maas@gmail  .com. 
We would like to thank the stu dents of 2018 and 2020 (online!) at the Institute of Political Stud­
ies of the University of Lausanne for their lively input dur ing Maas’s course, which impor tantly 
helped to shape this intro duc tion, and Maria Bach, Hsiang­Ke Chao, Erwin Dekker, Raphaël 
Fèvre, Nicolas Brisset, and Gerardo Serra for their engage ment with Harro’s stu dents. In addi­
tion, Car o line Biltoft, Juan Carvajalino, Steve Meardon, and Sylvia Nasar should be thanked 
for their valu able con tri bu tions dur ing and after the con fer ence and Gerardo Serra, Federico 
D’Onofrio, Erwin Dekker, and Hannah Tyler for shar ing their con fer ence notes.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/hope/article-pdf/54/3/383/1536666/383boianovsky.pdf by guest on 11 April 2024

mailto:harro.maas@gmail.com


384 History of Political Economy 54:3 (2022)

 dif fer ent dynamic of the con fer ence, and altered the con se quences of this 
spe cial issue. The con fer ence, gen er ously spon sored by the Swiss National 
Science Foundation, was sched uled for the first half of June 2020.2 By 
then trans na tional travel was seri ously inhibited or even impos si ble and 
aca dem ics all  over the world had started to become acquainted with the 
new tools of com mu ni ca tion we now use on a daily basis—Teams, Zoom, 
or oth er wise. We decided to resched ule our con fer ence as an online event, 
over four days instead of two, to enable par tic i pants from five time zones 
to par tic i pate. The ses sions were recorded and min utes were taken to help 
us all  to keep track of and deepen our dis cus sions. It may have been the 
nov elty or the inten sity of this for mat that made one of the par tic i pants 
exclaim in the chat that “we were bet ter than ordi nary con fer ences,” 
because the new tech nol ogy enabled an expe ri ence that held the mid dle 
between in­per son ref eree reports on jour nal sub mis sions and the ordi­
nary Q & A expe ri ence of in­per son con fer ences.

We leave it to the read ers to judge if the essays that fol low deliver on 
that claim, but it surely is the case that, locked in our homely cubi cles, we 
had to rely on new tech nol o gies to make our papers and con ver sa tions 
travel. When air ports closed in spring 2020 because of the pan demic, 
when col leagues lamented that this was inhibiting their research and 
obstructing the exchange of ideas we had come to take for granted at our 
yearly con fer ences and work shops held all  over the world, we held our 
 lit tle online con fer ence inves ti gat ing travel as a con di tion for knowl edge 
for ma tion and exchange. By hap pen stance the pan demic came to high­
light the impor tance of sociotechnical infra struc tures that sup port the 
travel of per sons, things, or a com bi na tion of both in sci ence.

In ret ro spect, this was of course noth ing new. In the his tory and soci ol­
ogy of sci ence, it is almost a tru ism to say that some thing has to travel to 
acquire any knowl edge at all . Not inci den tally, a ves sel cross ing the two 
pil lars of Her cu les fig ures as the fron tis piece of Francis Bacon’s Nova 
Atlan tis, one of the founding texts of the sci en tific rev o lu tion. To acquire 
new knowl edge, to find things out, things and peo ple have to travel around. 
Bacon’s House of Sol o mon could only become a house of knowl edge 
because of its col lec tion of infor ma tion from far away on the basis of net­
works of ambas sa dors and spies. Carolus Linnaeus could never have made 
his bino mial clas si fi ca tion of the nat u ral world in Uppsala if it were not for 

2. SNSF grant nos. IZSEZ0_191188 and IZSEZ0_191190, none of which had to be used for 
this online con fer ence.
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his extended net work of infor mants (Müller­Wille 2003; Koerner 2009). 
Without their sci en tific expe di tions, Alexander von Humboldt and Charles 
Darwin, two sci en tific giants in trav el ing, could never have come to their 
sci en tific insights.3 A net work of trav el ers to dif fer ent parts of the globe 
was an inher ent part of John Herschel’s mea sure ment of the tran sit of 
Venus (Naylor and Schaffer 2019).

These exam ples rely as much on per sons as on paper that can be car ried 
around as a third space between observer and observed. Humboldt could 
never have corrected the claims of his human ist contemporaries about the 
exqui site prov e nance of the mar ble of the Laocoön group, per haps the most 
famous sculp ture of ancient Greece, dur ing his half­year visit to Rome, if 
he had not been  able to com pare the small spec i men pres ent in the Vatican 
Museum with the notes he took on his vis its to the mar ble quarries in Crete 
(Bourguet 2010, 2017). In Leviathan and the Air-Pump, one of the foun da­
tional texts of con tem po rary his tory and soci ol ogy of sci ence, Steve Shapin 
and Simon Schaffer lay out how reviews and books became nec es sary 
prox ies for exper i men tal results that could not travel on their own because 
they were bound to their sites of pro duc tion, the emerg ing sci en tific lab o ra­
to ries (Shapin and Schaffer 2011). In many cases, it was not peo ple but 
paper that trav eled, linked to sci en tific mis sions with com mer cial goals—
as in the case of the Dutch East India Company (Cook 2007). From the 
fifteenth to the end the eigh teenth cen tury, the Republic of Letters became 
a vir tual com mu nity in which knowl edge was shared through such ven ues 
as Nouvelles de la république des lettres (van Miert 2019). Such exam ples 
that cross bound aries between the nat u ral sci ences, the human i ties, and 
eco nomic inter ests gave birth to a whole indus try of reflec tions on the 
socio­epi ste mic impor tance of “trav el ing around and find ing things  
out” for the for ma tion of knowl edge, as witnessed in a rich lit er a ture on 
“(im­)muta ble mobiles,” “bound ary objects,” “knowl edge in tran sit,” and 
the “impe rial gaze.” No his to rian of sci ence will now a days ques tion the 
impor tance of reli able facts to travel to claim reli able knowl edge.4

In con trast with his to ri ans and soci ol o gists of sci ence, econ o mists and 
their his to ri ans have proved quite resil ient to adju di cate the impor tance of 
travel for the knowl edge they claim (Boianovsky 2018). This goes back at 

3. On the impact of Humboldt’s travel reports on clas si cal eco nom ics see Boianovsky 2013.
4. From an over whelm ing lit er a ture, let us men tion Pratt 2007; Raj 2000b, 2011, 2000a, 

2003, 2016, 2007; Latour 1986; 1987; Howlett and Mor gan 2011; Star and Griesemer 1989; 
Cook 2012; Dimand 2004; James 1966; White 1982; Hulme and Youngs 2002; Speake 2003.
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least to the days of James Mill and Richard Whately in the nineteenth 
cen tury. In heated debates with his contemporaries about the proper 
method of polit i cal econ omy, deduc tive or induc tive, first Drummond pro­
fes sor in polit i cal econ omy in Oxford and later arch bishop of Dublin, 
Whately argued that trav el ers inev i ta bly high light what they per ceive as 
spe cial about a dif fer ent place, thus ignor ing the obvi ous and the nor mal. 
Instead Whately favored a deduc tive approach that con cen trated on the 
res o lu tion of the the o ret i cal paradoxes of eco nomic the ory of which the 
unin tended con ver gence of indi vid ual actions in the mar ket place took 
cen ter stage (Whately 1831; Waterman 1983; Corsi 1987; Maas 2008, 
2011). In his History of India, James Mill expressed his dis dain for an 
econ o mist’s trav els when he claimed that a “duly qual i fied” per son could 
“obtain more knowl edge of India” from his “closet” in England, than 
from using his “eyes and his ears in India” (quoted by Maria Bach, this 
issue). Mill thus not only gave a per fect impres sion of what now a days is 
crit i cized as the “impe rial gaze,” but just like Whately defended a posi tion 
that put the ory over facts and the econ o mist’s win dow less cubi cle over a 
direct engage ment with the world out side. It was a point of view that not 
even in Mill’s own days went uncon tested, as witnessed from Charles 
Babbage’s com plaint that polit i cal econ o mists remained in their clos ets 
because they were unable to con front their ideas with the world.

Babbage tested his own ideas about indus trial prog ress by tour ing fac­
to ries through Europe with ques tion naires and obser va tions on tech no log­
i cal inno va tions, which he published in his Machinery and Manufactures 
of 1832 that proved to be an impor tant resource for Karl Marx’s the ory of 
cap i tal. In con trast, sec re tary of the Anti­Corn Law League, William 
Cooke Taylor, strength ened the bad rep u ta tion of economists’ travel by 
evok ing the rhet o ric of the quin tes sen tial travel for mat of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth cen tu ries, the Grand Tour, in a series of let ters addressed 
to Richard Whately on his first hand obser va tions on the fac tory sys tem in 
Lan ca shire. Cooke Taylor used his eye wit ness account of the devel op ing 
indus trial land scape in Lan ca shire for an abra sive defense of its vir tu ous 
effects on the mor als of the work ing class. Putting any blame for work ers’ 
hard ships on the inter ven tions of the Brit ish gov ern ment in the mar ket­
place, he thus drove home the very point of his trav els: the need to abol ish 
the Corn Laws and to sup port free trade for the ben e fit of indus try 
(Babbage 1832; Schaffer 1994; Taylor 1842).

These exam ples show the close cor re spon dence that exists between an 
eval u a tion of the value and use of travel for econ o mists with ques tions 
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about the sub ject’s meth od ol ogy, and the ten sioned rela tions between ide­
ology, the ory, and facts. It was per haps to evade such ten sions that Herbert 
Simon and George Stigler ech oed Whately’s claims when they argued 
that an econ o mist did not need to travel because he or she could more eas­
ily, and bet ter, acquire knowl edge of places far away by vis it ing the pub lic 
library around the cor ner (Boianovsky 2018).

Twentieth­century econ o mists never felt com fort able invok ing their 
per sonal expe ri ences and pre ferred to take data as given, and their own 
stance as detached. In an inter est ing blog post referred to dur ing our con­
fer ence, Branko Milanovic (2019) won ders how much wis dom is to be 
expected from econ o mists with CVs that are lim ited to Ivy League uni ver­
si ties and who only speak one lan guage to con clude that one can rather 
expect good social sci ence from sci en tists who live nonexemplary lives 
(think of David Graeber). Even Stigler and Simon’s rejec tion of the need 
for expe ri en tial knowl edge accepts implic itly that econ o mists have to rely 
on infra struc tures that enable infor ma tion to travel reli ably to the pub lic 
library’s desk. Someone has to enable the trav el ing to inform some one else 
about the cred it wor thi ness of infor ma tion far away. Stigler and Simon 
sim ply intro duce via the back door what they attempted to sup press via the 
front door; the impor tance of travel for the for ma tion of reli able eco nomic 
knowl edge. This was even implic itly acknowl edged by James Mill when 
he made the pro viso that his “duly qual i fied per son” had to rely on “every 
thing of impor tance” to be expressed “in writ ing” (quoted by Maria Bach 
in this issue). In short, how ever you put it, as in any other branch of knowl­
edge, eco nomic knowl edge depends on per sons or things to travel. Once 
this is acknowl edged, expe ri ence in the field takes cen ter stage. The focus 
of the pres ent spe cial issue is tem po rary trav el ing, not per ma nent migra­
tion, which raises a dis tinct set of ques tions (Hagemann 2011).

The eight papers that compose this spe cial issue address var i ous 
aspects of this com plex rela tion between travel and eco nomic knowl edge. 
They relo cate meth od o log i cal and epi ste mic ques tions about knowl edge 
spa tially and tem po rally. Instead of ask ing for the epi ste mic con di tions for 
reli able knowl edge, they ask for the con di tions that enable per sons, knowl­
edge, and facts to travel reli ably, or not. From a broader, com par a tive per­
spec tive, this relo ca tion of epi ste mic ques tions into ques tions about the 
rela tion between travel and knowl edge has been thor oughly explored in 
the edited vol ume by Peter Howlett and Mary S. Mor gan, How Well Do 
Facts Travel? The Dissemination of Reliable Knowledge (2011), and  
some of the con tri bu tions to this spe cial issue make explicit use of the 
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con cep tual frame work devel oped therein. It was there fore nat u ral to ask 
Mary Mor gan to pro vide an over all reflec tion on the essays that will close 
this spe cial issue and for us to pro vide a brief over view of the papers to 
pre pare the reader for what to expect in and from this issue.

The arti cles by Alain Alcouffe and David Le Bris and Brian Cooper 
bring us back to the early nineteenth cen tury and to dif fer ent are nas in 
which indi vid u als and states sought infor ma tion on invest ment oppor tu ni­
ties. Alcouffe and Le Bris dis cuss Jean­Baptiste Say and his daugh ter 
Andrienne’s trav els through the Brit ish Isles in the early nineteenth cen­
tury. Historians of eco nom ics have con cen trated their atten tion on Say’s 
encoun ter with the phil o soph i cal rad i cals, Jeremy Bentham, David 
Ricardo, and James Mill, set up by Francis Place near the end of his 
sojourn. Alcouffe and Le Bris argue that this was only a minor and acci­
den tal ele ment in Say’s pro gram that largely consisted of an extended stay 
in cul tured London and a tour through the indus tri al iz ing dis tricts of the 
Brit ish North to inform the French gov ern ment about the state of Brit ish 
indus try. This travel of a French anglophile thus pres ents us with a mix­
ture of a Grand Tour for his daugh ter, to acquaint her with Brit ish cul ture, 
and an infor mant’s trip in the spirit of Francis Bacon that could teach the 
French gov ern ment about the Brit ish and France’s own future. Ironically, 
as Alcouffe and Le Bris show, the trip is prob a bly more impor tant for 
what Say did not see, because he failed to notice its encompassing nov elty 
and prom ise for the future as he con sid ered its inno va tions to com pare 
bleakly with France’s own indus try. In con trast, Cooper exam ines three 
trav el ers to Chile whose obser va tions served to inform inves tors about 
oppor tu ni ties in Chile’s min ing busi ness and would use dif fer ent lit er ary 
forms to con vey cred i bil ity to their obser va tions. In addi tion, Cooper 
explores the ten sions between the arm chair obser va tions of Brit ish polit i­
cal econ o mists back home with these care fully crafted field obser va tions. 
Even though Say’s report for the French gov ern ment is lost, or per haps 
even non ex is tent, both papers remind us of the fact that nei ther the knowl­
edge of local con di tions nor of the local lan guage is by itself suf fi cient to 
cre ate cred i ble facts.

Hannah Tyler and Federico D’Onofrio and Hsiang­Ke Chao fur ther 
explore the “tool box” ele ments of knowl edge trans mis sion, in their respec­
tive con tri bu tions on the extraor di nary life of Wolf Ladejinsky—whose 
agri cul tural eco nomic con sul ting relied on a por ta ble, generic tool for pol­
icy inter ven tions—and on a more or less suc cess ful medi a tion of generic 
knowl edge with local cir cum stances. Chao pro vi des us with an inter est ing 
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dis cus sion of how Western polit i cal econ omy was altered to fit and 
become use ful to local cir cum stances dur ing the Qing dynasty, and how 
such pro cesses of adap ta tion changed over the course of Chi nese his tory 
when the kinds of trav el ers changed from one­direc tional mis sion ar ies to 
Chi nese schol ars who trav eled back and forth between China and the 
West—largely to Amer i can uni ver si ties.

The one­direc tional aspect of knowl edge travel is most vis i ble in the 
dis cus sions of Rebeca Gomez Betancourt and Erwin Dekker of the eco­
nomic con sul ting activ i ties of “money doc tor” Edwin W. Kemmerer and 
plan ning expert Jan Tinbergen. Though both econ o mists can be seen as 
rep re sen ta tives of dif fer ent geo po lit i cal con stel la tions in which colo nial 
empires dissolved into inde pen dent nations that sought their own space 
in dis tinct peri ods of the twen ti eth cen tury, they share an atti tude that 
con sid ers local knowl edge of lit tle avail in a search for opti mal pol icy 
 solu tions, whether these are concerned with the choice of mon e tary or 
mac ro eco nomic pol icy regimes.

The two last sub stan tive essays by Maria Bach and by Mauro 
Boianovsky and Gerardo  Serra deal with the expec ta tions of the Indian 
polit i cal econ o mist Romesh Chunder Dutt and the well­known Brit ish 
econ o mist Joan Robinson that were chal lenged on their respec tive trav els 
west ward and east ward. Dutt trav eled to the cen ter of the Brit ish Empire 
to sit for the exams that would grant him access to the admin is tra tive 
func tions to which he aspired. But his expe ri ences in London and on his 
sub se quent trav els through Great Britain, Germany, and some other 
Euro pean countries in the sec ond half of the nineteenth cen tury made 
him dis il lu sioned with Britain’s wealth inequalities and led him to revise 
his per spec tive on the causes of India’s pov erty. Robinson—the only 
woman econ o mist discussed in this spe cial issue—trav eled to China 
from the 1950s to the 1970s to study the Chi nese social ist econ omy and 
sig nal her sup port for an eco nomic regime that raised exten sive con tro­
versy and crit i cism not only in Western states, but also among many of 
her econ o mist col leagues and in the end also by her self. Both Dutt and 
Robinson paid atten tion to fam ine phe nom ena in nineteenth­century 
India and Mao ist China, which led Dutt to exten sive trav el ing to the 
Indian coun try side and to Robinson’s (not always suc cess ful) attempts to 
grasp Chi nese agri cul ture pro duc tion con di tions. Bach and Boianovsky 
and Serra thus doc u ment how Dutt and Robinson dealt with their own 
uto pian views of wealth and pov erty (in late nineteenth­cen tury Europe 
and Mao ist China, respec tively) in order to grad u ally approach a bal anced 
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per spec tive as influ enced by their sense of self­aware ness of their mod est 
knowl edge and lim ited access to socio eco nomic con di tions abroad.

Mary Mor gan’s clos ing reflec tions on the papers in this issue use the 
dis tinc tion between an insider’s and an out sider’s gaze to gain per spec­
tive on the epi ste mic mean ings of travel for the work of an econ o mist 
and its ram i fi ca tions for our work as his to ri ans of eco nom ics. Instead of 
approaching the work of his tor i cal actors as fin ished busi ness, as in the 
arti cles, reports, and books that come out of it might sug gest, the focus 
on their trav els forces us to zoom in on their doings. Mor gan invites  
us to rethink eco nomic knowl edge as some thing that emerges from 
 pro cesses that per co late between dif fer ent con texts and actors and is 
 per haps best approached from a com par a tive global per spec tive.
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