CHAPTER II—WANTS AND VALUE
I. THE WANTS OF MAN

The wants of man are the underlying motive of all economic
activity, and consequently the starting-point of economic science.
The whole of political economy could therefore be introduced into
this chapter. _

Every living being, in order to develop and accomplish its pur-
poses, needs to horrow certain elements from the world arcund it,
and, when they are lacking, the result is, first, suffering, and finally,
death. From the plant, and even from the erystal, up to man, this
necessity increases with the increase of individuality. Every want,
so long as it is unsatisfied, gives rise in living beings to an impulse
which seeks the means of satisfaction, and, as soon as it finds it,
becomes a desire. This desire in its turn induces the effort necessary
to obtain the object that will satisfy it.

Now because effort is always more or less painful, man sets his
wits to work to get the maximum of satisfaction with the minimum
of effort. This law — the law of least effort, called by economists
the hedonistic principle, from the Greek 7o, meaning pleasure or
satisfaction —is the basis of all economic science and of industry
as well, for every mechanical discovery, every improvement in or-
ganization, all economic progress, in short, derives from this prin-
ciple.

But political economy is not therefore based on idleness, for the
law of least effort implies not so much a distaste for effort as a wise
economy of effort — that is to say, a more useful employment of
time and labour. The most active men in business, just like the
best trained athletes, are those who make the best application of
this law.

The wants of man have several characteristics, each of which is
of great importance because some great economic law is based on it.
These characteristics are as follows: —

(1) Man’s wants are unlimited in number. This feature dis-
tinguishes man from the animals, and is the mainspring of civili-
zation in the strictest sense of the word, for to civilize a people is

only to increase its wants — as we see in colonization.
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34 WANTS AND VALUE

The wants of humanity are like those of a child. At birth the
child needs nothing but a little mills and a warm covering; but little
by little he requires more varied food, more complicated garments,
and something to play with; each year gives rise to some new desire.
In primitive communities man’s wants are almost all primary ones
— the physiological needs we have just mentioned; octher wants
are still unknown. But the more we see the more we learn, and the
more our curiosity is awakened, the more do our desires inerease and
multiply. So also we are conscious to-day of a thousand wants that
were unknown to our grandfathers: wants of comfort, hygiene,
cleanliness, education, travel, intercourse — the taste for flowers is
of quite recent date — and it is certain that our grandchildren will
feel yet new wants. If we were to discover, on another planet, beings
superior to man, we should no doubt find among them a multitude
of wants of which we in this world can have no idea.!

This indefinite multiplication of wants, then, has created modern
civilization and all that we call progress. This does not mean that
it makes men happier. It has often been remarked that the multi-
plication of desires and of desirable objects — otherwise called
wealth — has no necessary connection with the increase of hap-
piness.

Moreover, it must be observed that even purely economic wants
are not devoid of moral value. In fact, every new want constitutes
a new social bond, for we can generally only satisfy our wants by the
aid of our neighbour, and this strengthens the sentiment of soli-
darity. The man who has no wants — the hermit — is sufficient
unto himself, which is precisely what a man should not be. As for
the working classes, we should rejoice, and not regret, that new

! It would be useful, alike from the economic and the moral point of view, if we
could draw up a hierarchy or scale of wants. But there is no standard available for
this purpose.

Perhaps, however, we should be right in thinking that the importance of wants
can be measured by the order of their appearance in history or pre-history, if sociclogy
could supply us with sufficiently precise information. It is obvious that the want of
food came first. That of defence of the individual against animals or epemies must
have followed it very closely. That explains the longstanding and terrible importance
of the need for weapons, which was no doubt just as great, or even greater, in the life
and work of men of the stone age as it is in the budgets of civilized countries in the
twentieth century. But the curious and unexpected thing is that the want of orna-
ment came before that of clothing. . This is the first of the wants that distinguish
men from animals. As Théophile Gautier has observed: “No dog ever conceived of
wearing ear-rings; but the stupid Papuans, who eat clay and earthworms, hang
coloured berries and shells in their ears.” On the other hand, the need for rapid

communication came much later, but has increased enormously in modern times.
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wants and desires continually torment them:; for otherwise they
would have remained in a state of eternal slavery.

(2) Wants are limited in infensity. This is one of the most im-
portant propositions in political economy, for on it, as we shall see,
is founded the new theory of value.

Wants are limited in the sense that 2 certain amount of some
object or other is sufficient to satisfy each of them. A man needs
only a certain quantity of water to assuage his thirst.

But there is more in it than that. Every want goes on decreasing
in intensity as it becomes satisfied, up to the point of satiefy. At
this point the want disappears and is replaced by disgust or even
suffering.! To suffer thirst is the worst of torments: but so was the
medieval “water torture,” by which the victim was compelled to
swallow excessive quantities of water.

The more natural or physiological a want is, the more clearly
marked is its limit. Tt is easy to tell how many pounds of bread
and how many pints of water a man needs. But the more artificial
or social a want is, the wore elastic is its limit. Certainly it is
scarcely possible to say how many horses would be needed by a
sportsman, how many yards of lace by a fashionable woman, how
many rubies by an Indian prince, and, above all, how much money
by any civilized man, before these people were fully satisfied and
cried “Enough!” Nevertheless, we may say that for them too
sutiety is inevitable. At all events, as each nmew object is added
to those already possessed, the resulting pleasure goes on rapidly
diminishing.

It is true that in the case of money satiety is rare and almost in-
conceivable. This is for the very simple reason that money is the
only kind of wealth which has the property of satisfying, not one
definite want, but all possible wants; counsequently it only ceases to
be desired when all other wants have been met. This puts back the
limit to an almost infinite distance. None the less it is evident
that an ezira half-crown does not provide a millionaire with a pleas-
ure at all comparable to that which it procures for a beggar. Buffon,
who was no economist, but a very clever man, noticed this long
ago: ““The poor man’s half-crown,” he said, “that is going to pay
for something of prime necessity, and the half-crown that fills up

! This is like the well-known mathematical series which go on diminishing until
they reach zero and then begin to increase below zero, but as minus quentities. The
different degrees of want are the positive terms of the series; the different degrees of

satiety, down to disgust, are the negative terms; between the two is zero, which is
the point of indifference.
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86 WANTS AND VALUE

the money-bag of the rich financier, are two identical objects in
the eyes of a mathematician; but, from the moral point of view,
one of them is worth a sovereign and the other is not worth a far-
thing.” Of course it is only to its rich owner that the half-crown
is not worth a farthing, for its purchasing power in the market re-
mains the same.

(8) Wants are competitive, which means that one want can very
often be developed only at the expense of other wants which it
abolishes or absorbs; and they are very often interchangeable, so
that one can easily take the place of another, like the parts of a
bicycle or a gun. Just as “one nail drives out another,” according
to the proverb, so one want drives out another. That fact is the
basis of a very important economic law called the law of substitution.
It has been noticed often and in various countries that the popularity
of the bicycle and the motor-car has done considerable damage
not only to the trade in riding-horses and to coach-building, but
even — most unexpectedly — to the manufacture of pianos!*

This law of substitution is of capital importance because it oper-
ates as a kind of safety-valve for the consumer, when the satisfaction
of one want becomes too burdensome by ordinary means.

Morality and hygiene make use of this law when they endeavour
to replace lower and ‘more brutal wants by those of a higher order.
Thus, to combat drunkenness, for example, temperance societies
have found nothing better than opening ‘‘temperance restaurants”
in which an effort is made to accustom people to drink tea or coffee.
Notice also that a material want may be replaced by an intellectual
want — the public-house, for example, giving way to the reading-
room — or by a moral want, as when, for instance, a workman goes
without a drink in order to pay his subscription to a provident fund,
a trade union, or a political association. '

(4) Wants are complementary: they generally go in company,
and cannot easily be satisfied separately. What is the use of an
odd shoe or an odd glove? What use is a carriage without a horse,
or a motor-car without petrol? A good overcoat is not sufficient
to keep out the cold: we must also have had a good dinner. The

! It is important to distinguish between the substitution of one want for another
wani, and the substitution of one object for another object for the satisfaction of the
same want — what is called a succedaneum. The latter kind of substitution is less
interesting. The recent war furnished numberless examples, and these on the largest
scale: bread made of rye or even potatoes instead of wheat, nettles substituted for

cotton as a textile fabric, cellulose used instead of cotton for explosives, saccharine

in place of sugar, and all the érsafz commodities that enabled Germany to defy the
blockade for so long.
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want of food, at least among civilized men, involves the want of a
large number of other things, such as tables, chairs, table-cloths,
napkins, plates, glasses, knives, and forks. To obtain the maxi-
mum of satisfaction it even needs to be associated — as it is in
banquets — with certain aesthetic forms of enjoyment, such as
flowers, lights, glittering table appointments, beautiful clothes,
and music.

(5) All wants are appeased or even extinguished for the time being
when they are satisfied; but they are not long in coming to life again,
and the more frequently and regularly they have been satisfied,
the more peremptory do they become. And when a want has many
times found the same means of satisfaction it tends to become fixed
as a habit, which means that it can no longer submit to interruption
without physiological suffering on the part of the organism, however
artificial the want may be: “Habit,” as the saying goes, “is second
nature,” This law is also of great importance, especially in relation
to the question of wages. It sets the level of existence, the standard
of life, and this standard is not easily lowered. There was a time
when workmen wore neither shirts nor shoes, when they had no
coffee or tobacco, when they ate neither meat nor wheaten bread:
but to-day these wants are so deep-seated and ingrained that a work-
man would undoubtedly perish if he could no longer satisfy them and
was suddenly reduced to the condition of his social equals in the days
of Alfred the Great.

If we add, finally, that a habit which has been transmitted from
generation to generation tends in time to become established through
heredity, and that our senses are becoming every day more subtle
and exacting, we shall understand the despotic power that may
eventually be acquired by a want that originally seemed most fu-
tile and insignificant.

But if it is true that every want becomes intensified in proportion
to its power of finding satisfaction, it is equally true that it disap-
pears when it finds no means of satisfaction. 1t is like a fire which
increases when it is supplied with fuel, and goes out when it gets
none. No doubt a physiological and essential want cannot be sup-
pressed; if it cannot obtain satisfaction from one object it will have
to find another, on pain of death. But in the case of artificial and
harmful wants, like the want of alcohol or opium, the best and almost

the only means of suppressing them is to refuse to satisfy them at
all.
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II. WEALTH

Qur wants and desires necessarily relate to an object outside
ourselves. The remarkable property possessed by certain objects
of satisfying onme or other of our wants and supporting our life or
increasing our well-being, is called wiilily (from the Latin word
uti, meaning to use). And every object which has this property is
called wealth, independently of the amount of value it possesses:
8 glass of water is wealth in the economic sense of the word.!

Of course not all the things around us — animals, vegetables, and
unorganized bodies — possess this property. Three conditions are
requisite for an object to be useful: —

(1) There must be some relation between the qualities possessed
by the object and one of our wants. Bread is useful because, on the
one hand, we need food, and because, on the other hand, corn con-
tains exactly the elements best suited for our nourishment. The
diamond is much sought after because it is a part of our nature, as
also of that of certain animals, to take delight in looking at brilliant
objects; and because the diamond possesses the property of glittering
with incomparable splendour, owing to its refractive power, which
is superior to that of any other known body.

It should be carefully observed that of the two terms in this
relation it is the man and not the object that is by far the most im-
portant to the economist. One might be inclined to believe the
contrary — to think that the anticipated satisfaction depends on
the properties of things; that the utility of gold is of the same nature
as its weight or its lustre or its rustlessness; that utility attaches to
the objects themselves, like a quality which appeals to the senses.
But this is not so; and this is proved by the fact that this corre-
spondence between an object and our wants is not always due to
nature — it may be due to social usages, to fashion, or to our own
beliefs. For hundreds of years, and at the present day in some
countries, men have attributed wonderful properties to certain
more or less authentic relics, which have therefore been regarded as
incomparable wealth. There are many mineral waters and patent
medicines that are in great demand, although their curative powers
are exceedingly doubtful. Then think of all the costumes that are
no longer worn, the bocks that are no longer read, the pictures that
are no longer admired, the money that is out of circulation, the

! Bince the word wealth in everyday language means something of great value, it
would perhaps be better to use the term goods instead, meaning **that which is good,”
like bien in French and bona in Latin.

|
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remedies that no longer cure . . . what a long list we could make
of all the items of wealth whose utility has been as fleeting and short-
lived as the wants that gave rise to it! Yet, even so, if the desire
of the collector — the keenest of all desires — should chance to
fix on this dead wealth, it would acquire a new life and soon possess
a far greater value than it had during its first existence.

According to scientists and hygienic experts, alcoholic drinks have
none of the virtues attributed to them: they furnish neither strength
nor warmth. But what of that? Millions of men in all countries
unfortunately believe that they possess these utilities, and that
suffices to make them constitute wealth, and even such wealth as is
estimated in millions of pounds and from which governments them-
selves draw part of their revenues.

(2) The mere existence of this relation between an object and
one of our wants is not sufficient: we must be aware of it, or, if it
is an imaginary one, as in the examples just given, we must believe
in it. One of Aristotle’s maxims, often repeated in the DMiddle
Ages, was: nil amatum nist precognitum, “nothing can be loved
(or desired) except it be first recognized.”

There is probably not a single thing in the wide world around us
that could not be used to satisfy our needs, and consequently to
increase our wealth, if man’s knowledge could see far enough. But
so long as they are unknown they remain as useless as the fertile
lands or precious metals discovered by astronomers, with the aid of
telescopes and spectrum analysis, on Mars and Venus. In fact
there is only a very small number of bodies that are classed as use-
ful. For example, out of some hundreds of thousands of species
included in the animal kingdom, barely two hundred are utilized to
furnish us with food, with labour, and even with recreation. And
of plants and minerals the proportion is infinitely smaller still.

However, the number of utilities increases rapidly with the prog-
ress of science. Coal is one of the most remarkable examples.
Its employment first as domestic fuel, and then as a source of power,
is of quite recent date, and it was still more recently that we dis-
covered how to draw out of these black lumps, as out of a conjuror’s
hat, first light, in the form of gas, then all the colours, all the per-
" fumes, all the chemist’s drugs, and finally nearly all the explosives.

(8) But it is not enough even for us to know that an object has
the power of satisfying our wants: we must also be able to apply it
to that purpose. It must not only be recognized as useful: it must
be capable of being wiilized. And this is not the case with every-
thing. There are many forests that rot on the ground because they
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cannot be exploited. Many rivers, even in France, are full of gold
which cannot be economically extracted. There are vast forces
lying hidden in the ebb and flow of seas, in the streams of the country-
side, in molecular attraction; but we can make no use of them, at
any rate in the present state of our knowledge. We know well
enough that there is aluminium in the clay that makes the mud of
our streets, but we have not found out how to extract it. And it is
only quite recently that we have succeeded in extracting nitrogen
from the inexhaustible reservoir of the air.

Now does this property of satisfying our wants and giving us
enjoyment belong only to {hings (what the Roman lawyers called
res)? Surely it belongs also to acts —to the doings of our fellow
men, many of whom undoubtedly provide us with much enjoyment
and are even useful to us in the economic sense of satisfying our
wants directly, without the intervention of any material wealth.
Thus the doctor gives us health; the teacher, knowledge; the judge,
justice; the policeman, security; the writer and the artist, the
highest and purest forms of enjoyment; and the servant carries out
our orders. It is man himself who is most useful to man. It can-
not be doubted, either, that the satisfaction thus obtained is equal
or even superior to that which we get from things, and that we value
it just as highly or more highly, since we pay heavily for it if necessary.
In this connexion, it is true, we are more inclined to speak of service
than of utility. But that matters little; we are always saying of
some object or other — a bicycle, a pocket-knife, or a fountain
pen — that “it renders us good service,” just as, conversely, we say
to our friends, “please make use of me,” — a mere polite formula,
no doubt, but one that is scientifically quite correct. And we might
even say that things only render us services, just as persons do:
what is called their “utility” is the same thing as “service.”!

But if men desire wealth so much it is not only because it enables
them to satisfy their wants or iheir whims; it is also because it
gives them power over men and things. I am not speaking of the
social and political influence that money gives, but of economic
power — notably the power of commanding at one’s pleasure the
labour of hundreds and thousands of men. And for this there is no
need to be a captain of industry: every capitalist exerts this power
indirectly.

1 At the same time it is a little awkward to describe a service as “wealth”: that is
why there used to be so much discussion of the question whether “immaterial wealth”
can exist.



THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN WEALTH AND VALUE 41

Such, then, are the two aspects under which wealth appears:
enjoyment-wealth and power-wealth.

The possibility of enjoyment cannot exceed a certain maximum,
so that if wealth yielded only enjoyment the pursuit of wealth would
also be limited. It is the other aspect of wealth, the desire for
command over men and things, that drives human effort beyond all
assignable limits, and that has caused the rise of those American
millionaires, so rightly named the “kings™ of cotton, steel, or oil.
Nor should it be overlooked that this desire is a nobler one than the
other, though socially it may become more dangerous.

Enjoyment-wealth grows and is spent in the form of income;
and power-wealth is realized in the form of capital. That is why
modern socialism aims at abolishing wealth as an instrument of
man’s power over his fellows, while leaving it in existence as a means
of enjoyment and an object of consumption. But it is not easy to
separate these two functions.

III. THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN WEALTH AND
VALUE

In ordinary speech the words “wealth” and “value” are synony-
mous. But in political economy they bear meanings which are by
no means identical, and in some respects even opposite to each
other.

(1) The idea of wealth implies a relation between man and things,
whereas value implies a relation befween things — a relation that
takes actual form in the shape of exchange, or if that is impossible,
as when things are too far apart in space or time, in the shape of a
statement of value.

For all good things are not equally objects of desire. We set up
an order or classification among them, just as there are dishes at
our table that we like best, and favourite books in our libraries.
Even Robinson Crusoe on his island drew up a comparative scale of
the objects he possessed, and he had to apply it when it came to
taking things from the wreck, by starting with those by which he
set most store.

Value, then, is a relative notion, like size and weight. If there
were only one object in the world, it could not be called large or
small, nor could we say that it had much or little value.

That is what distinguishes value from utility, for the latter exists
by itself, just like the want that it satisfies. When I say that such
and such a thing— a gun or a horse — is useful, I make a statement
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that is perfectly clear and definite. But if I say that a pearl is
worth, the statement is incomplete and even meaningless: what
is it worth? To make it intelligible we must add that it is worth
so much money, or, if we are among savages, so many pieces of calico,
or so many elephant tusks; that is to say, we must compare it with
some other kind of wealth.

It is true that in everyday speech we say that such and such an
object has “great value,” without adding anything else. But the
other term of the comparison is understood, though it is not expressed.
‘We mean that the object has great value relatively to the unit of
money, in which case we compare it to that other value called a
coin; or else we mean that it occupies a high rank among objects
of wealth, in which case we are comparing it with all other kinds of
wealth considered collectively. Similarly, when we say that plati-
num is very heavy, without expressing any comparison, we mean
either that it has a high specific gravity, comparing it with the weight
of water, or else that it occupies a high place in a list of all known
bodies arranged according to weight.

From this relative character of value it follows that a stmulfaneous
rise or fall of values is impossible: such a statement has no meaning.

Whenever we exchange or compare two things, the value of one
can only be increased in proportion as the value of the other dimin-
ishes. Thus understood, the law is self-evident; it might even be
called tautologous, for the esxchange value of one thing is nothing
but the amount of something else that it enables us to obtain. So
to say that one is worth more is to say that the other is worth less.
Thus when money, which enables us to obtain everything else, falls
in value, we must give more of it, when we make a purchase, to ob-
tain any other kind of goods; which is the same thing as saying that
a fall in the value of money means a general rise in prices, and con-
versely.

It is the same with value as with weight: the relative weights of
two things cannot both change at the same time, for this would
mean that the two scales of the balance would rise or fall simultane-
ously.

(2) The idea of wealth is necessarily bound up with that of abun-
dance: the more goods a man has the wealthier he is. But the idea
of value, on the other hand, is bound up with that of scarcity — of
limitation of quantity.! Yet does not each one of us measure his

! Ricardo was the first to call attention to this point in his chapter on the distinctive
properties of wealth and value. For him the essential difference lay in the fact that
value depends on diffieulty of production, and wealth on ease of production.
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wealth by the sum total of the values he possesses in his pocket-
book or in the form of fixed property? Undoubtedly; but we
know too that if the objects we possess are everywhere too abun-
dant, their value becomes depreciated and our wealth diminishes.
Consequently, if we have it in our power to make these things scarce
on the market we shall not fail to do so. That law was known
and acted upon by the spice-merchants of the Dutch Indies when
they destroyed as much of the crop as they thought excessive; and
it is to-day the reason for the existence of those associations of
manufacturers, called Trusts or Cartels, which limit production
on pain of a fine.

Suppose, on the other hand —to take an imaginary case—
that through the progress of science and industry, all objects become
as abundant as the water of the brooks or the sand of the seashore,
so that men can satisfy their wants by merely drawing upon them
at will. In this case it is obvious that everything will have lost all
exchange value, for there can be no exchange of objects which are
free to all. They will have neither more nor less value than the
water of the brooks or the grains of sand themselves. And since
the sum of many zeros can never make anything but zero, there will
no longer be any individual value or wealth. In this utopian world
there will be no rich men any longer, for all men will be equal in
face of the valuelessness of things, just as the king and the beggar
are equal before the light of the sun. But real wealth, in those
circumstances, would be at a maximum.!

IV. WHAT IS VALUE?

We have just said that the word “value” implies a relation, a
comparison, a preference. But why is it that one thing is worth
more than another? Simple as it seems, this question has heen the
torment of economists for hundreds of years.

The innumerable answers that have been given to it may be
grouped into two great theories which we will examine in turn:
the wutility theory, and the labour theory.

1 J. B. Say said: “Since wealth is composed of the value of things possessed, how
can a nation be wealthiest when things are at the lowest price?” And Proudhon,
in his Contradictions economiques, defied “any serious ecomomist” to answer this
poser. But the answer is that the definition underlying the argument is inaccurate:
though it is true of an individual that his wealth is made up of the sum of the values
he possesses, it is not true of a nation.

-
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1. The Utility Theory of Value

The first answer that suggests itself to the mind is that things
ought to be more or less valuable according as they more or less
completely satisfy our wants —in other words, according as they
are more or less useful.

But we must be careful to notice at the outset that this kind of
utility cannot be the same as utility in the common acceptation of
the word. The word useful implies a moral judgment, the suitability
of the object for satisfying certain wants which are considered good;
it is generally opposed, on the one hand, to what is harmful, and,
on the other hand, to what is superfluous. Thus we place the utility
of corn and coal and iron in the front rank, but we object to speaking
of the “utility” of pearls or lace or some old postage-stamp. Yet
the value of these latter objects is far higher than that of the former.
Value, therefore, has no connexion with utility in the moral sepse
Consequently, in its economic acceptation the term “utility” can
only mean the property of satisfying any want or desire whatever,
and this utility can only be measured by the intensity of that want
or desire.

To avoid this perpetual misunderstanding it would be as well to
replace the word “utility” by some other term. The older econo-
mists called it value in wuse, as opposed to value in exchange, or
exchange value. This name deseribed it well, and it is a pity,
perhaps, that it has been abandoned. In the first edition of this
book (1883) we proposed the term desirability, which has the double
advantage of not prejudging the character of the desire as moral
or immoral, reasonable or unreasonable,' and of clearly marking the
subjective character of value, whereas the term wufility inevitably
suggests the idea of a quality inherent in the object, like hardness,
elasticity, etc. And this is not the case; value is not created by
nature. :

Let us go a step further. Even with this rectification the term
“utility” seems insufficient to give us the key to the riddle, for
while we can recognize that a diamond has great utility or great
desirability for a fashionable lady, it is obvious that water has also,
not only in the Sahara, but for every one of us at all times. “Apioror
uev Tdep, said the poet Pindar — “water is the best of all things” —
and yet its value is generally nil. It is much the same with bread:

1 M. Vilfredo Pareto has proposed the term ophelimity, a Greek word which ex-

presses a “‘relation of suitability” between an object and a desire. But the word has
had little more success than the one that we had proposed.

S



WHAT IS VALUE 45

it would certainly be a great privation for every Englishman to eat
his meals without bread; then how are we to explain the very small
value of this object also?

That is why another conception has had to be introduced to ez-
plain value — the idea. of scarcity. This, by itself, would not suffice
to create value, for however rare a thing might be — even if it were
unique — it is clear that it would have no value if it were of no use.
Cherries are as scarce at the end of the season as at the beginning:
nevertheless they acquire no value from the scarcity at the end of
the season, because they are only desired when they are early. If
I have written a tragedy, my manuseript is unique, which is the
highest degree of scarcity; but it will not thereby acquire any value.!

It might be thought, however, that scarcity in itself creates value,
if we think of the many instances of enormous prices being paid
for such things as postage-stamps whose only interest lies in their
being the only ones of their kind. Yet, even in these cases, it is
very clear that the value depends solely on the desire of the collector
who wants to have a more complete set of stamps than his rivals,
The difficulty of filling gaps, and the rarity of the object, act simply
as obstacles in the way of desire, like & dam thrown across a river,
whose removal makes the water flow more strongly than before.?

But if each of these two elements is insufficient by itself, it seems
that they are sufficient when combined. We thus arrive at this
first explanation: that value is scarce utility. And some eminent
economists think that we can leave it at that,

But nowadays economists of the psychological school, and espe-
cially of the school that has become famous as the Austrian school,
are no longer content with this explanation. They have set them-
selves to dig a little deeper into this concept of value, and have
come to the conclusion that utility is amply sufficient to explain
value, without the necessity of adding anything else, provided only
that the word “utility” is properly defined.

To understand this point, let us return to that old stumbling-
block, the example of water. Water is not only useful in the or-
dinary sense of the word; it is also useful in the sense of “desirable.”
Then why has it no value?

! Yet utility, in the ordinary sense of the word, i.. in the sense of qualily, does
determine value in the case of products of the same kind. Thus the prices in a shop
of cloth, or fruit, or jewels, or motor-cars is fixed according to their quality, which
means that, other things being equal, we prefer whatever will best satisfy our wants,

2 A Mauritius postage-stamp issued in 1847 has fetched, at different sales, as much

as £1200 and £1400. Why this fabulous price? Simply because the engraver had
made a mistake, so that the stamp bore the words Post Office instead of Post Paid.







