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of physics, but Mirowski’s brilliant work is no ordinary book.

He contends that economics, culminating in the currently
dominant neoclassical school, has throughout its history been con-
trolled by a metaphor. Most economists regard their discipline as a
science; since, in the common understanding, physics is the best
developed of the sciences, economics ought to be modeled on physics.
Mirowski’s radical thesis is that the model of physics has determined
in detail the sum and substance of economic theory from the Physio-
crats down to the present.

Mirowski has an even more ambitious goal than the presentation
of his revolutionary view of economics. He writes not as a detached
observer but as a vigorous partisan. He strongly opposes the control
of economics by physics. Economists, in pursuit of their futile ideal
of rigor, have misunderstood physics and generated “science, falsely
so-called.” Mirowski himself has enlisted in the institutionalist camp,
but his own views of correct theory do not receive much discussion in
More Heat Than Light." He comes not to praise neoclassicism, but to
bury it.

Mirowski contends that conservation principles are the leitmotif
in the growth of modern physics. Very roughly, a conservation prin-
ciple requires that some quantity, e.g., mass or energy, be kept
constant in a given system. To take a case often used by nineteenth-
century physicists, a perpetual motion machine disobeys the law of

I i‘ew books on the history of economics begin with a discussion

His institutionalism is discussed in more detail in his Against Mechanism: Protect-
ing Economics from Science (Tottowa: Rowman & Littlefield, 1988), esp. pp. 57-93,
106-33, and 191-232.
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energy conservation since it requires new energy to be generated out
of nothing.

Mirowski once more writes not as a mere observer of the scene.
He thinks that physics has placed undue reliance on conservation
laws. They cannot be exactly stated; and the proofs of the laws, e.g.,
the impossibility of perpetual motion, rest more on assertion than
argument. Even more importantly, a look at the history of physics
shows that conservation principles have died “the death of a thousand
qualifications.”

The sad tale begins with Descartes, who according to Mirowski
made the conservation of mass basic to his program of reducing the
physical world to matter in motion. I am inclined to think that
Mirowski overemphasizes Descartes’ philosophical adherence to con-
servation of mass. He did not believe that minds were physical. One
of the minds, namely God, creates the physical world and constantly
upholds it. Further, even within physics itself, Descartes’s “exten-
sion” bears closer resemblance than Mirowski allows to the field
concept that in his view emerged only in the nineteenth century.’

Oddly, Newton plays no role in our author’s version of the story
of physics, on the ground that he did not explicitly use conservation
principles (p. 404). But readers inclined to complain that physics
without Newton is like Hamlet without the Danish prince, will be
surprised at the coherence and complexity of Mirowski’s account. The
importance of conservation laws lies principally in the fact that they
allow the use of certain mathematical techniques, such as variational
principles.

The fly-in-the-ointment is that the conservation laws had to be
constantly modified and restricted, since otherwise they fail to work.
Instead of operating with physical substance, physics in the nine-
teenth century turned to the impalpable notion of the field. The use
of the field concept made possible the employment of powerful math-
ematical tools, such as Hamiltonians and Lagrange equations, at the
cost of considerable difficulty in the statement of exactly what was
supposed to be conserved.

Other developments, such as the rise of entropy, required further
restrictions on conservation. Physicists at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century could no longer readily console themselves over the
surrender of conservation with their ever-refined formalism. Henri
Poincaré showed that only under certain very limited conditions can

2This is a phrase used by the philosopher Antony Flew.

A minority view, favored by Hiram Caton, does take Descartes to be a materialist,
but Mirowski does not refer to this interpretation.






