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BEGRIFFSGESCHICHTE: BETWEEN THE
SCYLLA OF CONCEPTUAL AND THE
CHARYBDIS OF INSTITUTIONAL HISTORY
OF ECONOMICS

BY

MATTHIAS KLAES

I. INTRODUCTION!'

According to a commonly held view, doctrinal history formed a largely uncon-
tested part of the discipline of economics in the early years of the twentieth
century. Economists like Edwin Cannan, Jacob Viner, and Joseph A. Schumpeter
were at the same time respected economists and historians of economics.
Contemporary historians of economics, on the other hand, tend to feel defensive
about their field of study. The questions of why, how, and in which discipline
one should pursue the history of economics is hotly debated among practitioners,
while the number of universities and curricula still offering history courses is in
steady decline. This is matched by a corresponding attitude among orthodox
economists aptly summarized by Frank H. Hahn (1992, p. 165): “What the dead
had to say, when of value, has long since been absorbed, and when we need to
say it again we can generally say it much better.”

Historians of economics draw divergin g conclusions from the troubled relation-
ship between the economics discipline and those who chart its history. If a
suitable audience can no longer be found amongst fellow economists, the time
might be ripe for forging closer links with the history of science and the field of
science studies. This point, first raised forcefully by Margaret Schabas (1992),
has found several supporters in recent historiographical discussions (cf. E. Roy
Weintraub 1996, Ross Emmett 1997). But more importantly, the work of Philip
Mirowski (1989, 1994, 2001), Roy Weintraub (1991), D. Wade Hands (1997),
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and Esther-Mirjam Sent (1999a) testifies that such a cross-fertilization is already
well under way. Sent (1999b) has proposed to call this different outlook “institu-
tional” history of economics.

The current of institutional history is countered by those who feel that the
history of economics is essentially part of the discipline of economics and should
be practised by economists in economics departments. While they largely accept
that no a priori argument will convince modern economists that they should study
history, they also feel that the history of economics should continue to provide a
resource for internal appraisal and criticism (cf. Roger Backhouse 1995). The
reason is that contrary to historians and sociologists of science, for example, many
historians of economics have not left their original departments: they understand
themselves as practicing economists, keen to communicate with the discipline on
a conceptual level. Frequently this takes the form of engaging in “conceptual
history,” which may be broadly defined as an attempt to trace the development of
one or several concepts over time. Typical examples are George J. Stigler’s (1950a,
1950b) “The Development of Utility Theory,” Robert B. Ekelund and Robert F.
Hébert’s “Consumer Surplus: The First Hundred Years,” or Kenneth G. Dennis’s
(1977) “Competition” in the History of Economic Thought.

A few caveats are in order at this stage. First, on the face of it, it seems that
to talk of institutional versus conceptual history simply represents a reflection
of the old internalism—externalism debate in the history of science. This
appearance is deceptive, however. If one takes seriously the suggestion that
theories are social institutions, as institutional history of economics does, then
the internal—external dualism at the heart of the debate collapses (cf. Steven
Shapin 1992). Second, some might claim that the historiographical arguments
put forward by institutional historians of economics amount to little more than
a rhetorical “smoke screen,” while in practice their histories differ little from
some of the traditional work in the history of economics, such as R. D. Collison
Black’s (1960) Economic Thought and the Irish Question, or Donald Winch’s
(1969) Economics and Policy. What this claim asserts is that good work in the
history of economics has frequently incorporated social historical perspectives
and, hence, that there is nothing new in institutional history. It should be noted,
though, that drawing a distinction between conceptual and institutional history
is not the same as arguing that institutional history constitutes a radical break
with established genres in the history of economics.’

2In a direct response to the charge, the point that one should stress is that institutional history
claims to be different not on historiographic but on philosophical grounds, in quite the same way
as David Bloor (1976) begs to differ from what he calls the “sociology of error” in the histori-
ographical program of Imre Lakatos (1971). Bloor radically questions Lakatos’s commitment regard-
ing the rational aspects of scientific knowledge as self-explanatory. Compare this to the conclusion
Black (1960, p. 311) draws from his historical study of the interdependencis of economic theory
and policy: “[T]here have been cases where ideology has impeded economic understanding and
action. But there is also evidence to suggest that ideology can be overcome ...” Institutional
historians see the social—“ideology’” in Black’s terms—not as the force that may spoil the acquisition
of scientific knowledge, but as its very building blocks The aim of Mirowski (2001) is not merely to
argue that a social event, the Second World War, influenced the development of economic knowledge,
but to show that practices originating during the Second World War continue to constitute what
counts as economic knowledge today.
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Recent controversies, like the exchange between Lawrence Birken (1988, 1994)
and Jeff Lipkis (1993), or the online discussion that followed Anthony Brewer’s
(1996) reaction to James P. Henderson’s (1996) editorial on the HES Discussion
List, leave no doubt that the tension between institutional and conceptual history
of economics continues to occupy our discipline. The aim of this paper is to
establish some common ground between the two outlooks on how to practice
history of economics. Can one study economics on a purely conceptual basis in
a way compatible with new perspectives that draw from the sociology of scientific
knowledge (SSK) literature? 1 will approach this question on the basis of the
work of Reinhart Koselleck (cf. Koselleck 1979). Koselleck’s historiography of
Begriffsgeschichte, which constitutes a distinct approach to conceptual history,
seeks to establish conceptual history as a complementary and necessary aide
to social history. If sound, Koselleck’s argument should carry over to the
dispute between conceptual and institutional approaches in the history of
economics.

Bearing in mind the sympathies of institutional history of economics with the
science studies literature, the paper discusses Koselleck’s approach from an SSK
perspective. 1 first contrast two different ways of pursuing conceptual history,
starting with an approach indebted to the history of ideas. Compared to this
idealist form of conceptual history, which traces concepts as implicit assumptions
or habits of thought, Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte locates concepts in historically
situated social practices.® In accordance with Emile Durkheim’s (1938, p. 14)
first rule of sociological method—social facts should be considered as things—
one may thus describe it as a naturalistic form of studying concepts.* Sub-
sequently, I identify two central features Koselleck ascribes to concepts: their
independent role as social factors, and their inherent ambiguity. The first
feature remains underexplored in the historiographical literature, and 1 suggest
illuminating it through attempts in SSK to describe concepts as social institutions.
In the second part of the paper, the historiographical discussion is complemented
by a case study, which, in an attempt to operationalize Begriffsgeschichte for the
history of economics, traces the emergence of the concept of transaction costs
as a social institution.

II. KOSELLECK’S BEGRIFFSGESCHICHTE

The methodological basis of Begriffsgeschichte draws from a German tradition
associated with the work of Otto Brunner (1939)° and brought to fruition by
Reinhart Koselleck (1979).° Brunner insisted that the historian should analyze

3 In retaining the German term Begriffsgeschichte for Koselleck’s approach, 1 follow the practice of
his translator (cf. Keith Tribe 1985).

4The idealism—naturalism terminology is borrowed from the SSK literature (cf. Barry Barnes,
David Bloor, and John Henry 1996).

5 For an evaluation of Brunners work, also in the light of his position in respect to the contemporary
political events in Germany, see Howard Kaminsky and James Van Horn Melton (1992).

¢ For a general introduction to Kosellecks work, see Keith Tribe (1985).
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the past as far as possible on the basis of its own concepts.” Koselleck has
elaborated on the historiographical foundations of this version of conceptual
history. His starting point is the proposition that the historian can make a
pragmatic distinction between concepts and other words on the basis of careful
exegesis (Koselleck 1972b). Hence, concepts are understood as a certain class of
words. They become a concrete entity, the occurrence of which can be traced
empirically in historical texts.® It is this commitment to concepts as linguistic
entities on the textual level that distinguishes Begriffsgeschichte from conventional
forms of conceptual history. Koselleck suggests that concepts go beyond other
words in two respects. First, they assume the status of social factors in their own
right, and second, they are subject to systematic ambiguity. Let us investigate
these two distinctive characteristics in turn.

Concepts As Social Factors In Their Own Right

In order to illustrate the social dimension he ascribes to concepts, Koselleck
draws attention to the important position that certain words occupy in the social
and political context of a society. The word “state,” for example, summarizes the
horizon of experience which is linked to domination, jurisdiction, military
matters, and a whole range of other domains which, taken together, define a
society. “Concepts are thus the concentrate of several substantial meanings”
(Koselleck 1972b, p. 84). In Koselleck’s understanding, concepts form the
condensation of a rich collection of historical experiences into a single word. In
fact, they are regarded as having achieved the status of independent social
factors. On the one hand, and together with many other words, they point to
particular aspects of the world. On the other hand, they are themselves part of
these aspects. Koselleck describes this property of concepts in the following way:

Sense and reference can be thought separately. However, in the case of concepts,
sense and reference coincide insofar as the diversity of historical reality and
historical experience enters the ambiguity of a word in such a way that it can
only receive its meaning in this one word, can only be grasped by this word
(Koselleck 1972a, p. 120).°

Koselleck does not further specify how we should imagine the coincidence of
sense and reference in a concept. However, he seems to be concerned with the
peculiar position of concepts between the conceptual realm and the “material”
realm of the social. A concept, according to his definition, is not merely indicative
of the socio-political circumstances to which it refers, it is a factor within them
(Koselleck 1972b, p. 84). In a way, it refers back to itself.

7 For an example of the application of this historiography to the history of economics see O. Brunner
(1952).

8 This differs from the conventional understandings of concepts as mental representations or abstract
entities (cf. Stephen Laurence and Eric Margolis 1999, p. 3).

? Own translation of: “Wortbedeutungen und das Bedeutete kdnnen getrennt gedacht werden. Im
Begriff fallen Bedeutungen und Bedeutetes insofern zusammen, als die Mannigfaltigkeit geschicht-
licher Wirlichkeit und geschichtlicher Erfahrung in die Mehrdeutigkeit eines Wortes so eingeht, dal3
sie nur in dem einen Wort ihren Sinn erhalt, begriffen wird.”
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In order to illustrate the naturalistic nature of concepts, Koselleck refers to
the role of the concept of Stand in the conflict between reform groups and
Junkers (country squires) in early nineteenth century Prussia. According to the
traditional hierarchical order, people belonged to a certain Stand according to
their political status or birth. Influenced by the French revolution, the aim of
the reformers was to replace this vertical order with a society of “citizens’” who
possessed equal rights. Instead of favoring one Stand over another, they attempted
to articulate this concept within a system of horizontal “classes” to be defined
in terms of economic or legal criteria. The concept became the social arena for
the battle between the two groups. The reformers sought actively to dissolve the
traditional concept of Stand, while for the Junkers the danger of its erosion
constituted at the same time a threat to their established position in society. The
old social order would stand or fall with the Stand concept.

Koselleck’s aim is not to reduce the conceptual realm fully to the social realm,
though. Rather, the coincidence of conceptual and political conflict illustrates
how the concept of Stand not merely refers to and has its place in the given state
of affairs, but reaches further. Positions to be captured politically had first to be
formulated linguistically, by creating concepts of the future. More generally:

there exists between concept and materiality a tension which now is transcended,
now breaks out afresh, now appears insoluble. Between linguistic usage and
the social materialities upon which it encroaches or to which it targets itself,
there can always be registered a certain hiatus. The transformation of the
meaning of words and the transformation of things, the change of situation
and the urge to rename, correspond diversely with each other (Koselleck 1972b,
p- 85, emphasis added).

Koselleck seems here to imagine the social and the conceptual realm as being
situated on two planes that are interrelated in various ways but can still be
distinguished from each other in virtue of a “hiatus.” Let us call this dualist
picture the “two-planes” view of the relationship between the social and the
conceptual realm (cf. Martin Kusch 1996).

Koselleck’s overall account of concepts is not fully consistent with the two
planes view, however, due to the peculiar social role he attributes to concepts in
the passages cited before: Concepts are expressions of the social while at the
same time forming a part of it. In the two-planes metaphor, one would have to
allow for the possibility that the planes “touch’ each other. But if one drops the
dualism, it becomes difficult to find a place for the postulated hiatus. This tension
remains unresolved in Koselleck’s interpretation of concepts.

In the following, I will make an attempt to gain a better understanding of
Koselleck’s position by comparing his arguments with a strand of research in
the sociology of scientific knowledge that suggests regarding concepts as social
institutions. David Bloor (1983, pp. 168-78) uses this perspective to throw some
light on Wittgenstein’s “language games.”” Once it is recognized that the language
game that sustains a concept can at the same time act as the language game that
sustains a social order, the content of a concept becomes intelligible as an
expression of the constitution of social life. Bloor (1983, p. 110) calls this the
“principle of the superposition of language games.”’ It points out that, typically,
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social institutions serve several purposes at once. The same collective phenomena
that stabilize a scientific concept help stabilizing a social order.

As an example, Bloor (1983, pp. 152-55) turns to Robert Boyle, the seventeenth
century chemist and natural philosopher (cf. Shapin 1980). Boyle defended a
corpuscular philosophy, commonly regarded as a forerunner of the modern
theory of chemical elements, which treated matter as something passive and
inert. In this framework, motion could only be conceived as having its origin in
the laws of nature that, for Boyle, were laid down by God. Boyle defended this
theory against the Aristotelian view that sought the cause of motion within
matter itself. Up to the seventeenth century, the particular behavior of water was
made intelligible for example with reference to the principle that nature abhorred
a “vacuum’ (horror vacui). For Boyle, on the other hand, it was clear that nature
could not abhor anything.

To understand why Boyle defended his concept of matter against those rival
conceptions, Bloor points us to a second context of the language game of matter.
Boyle wrote during, and in the aftermath of, a civil war. One symptom of this
collapse of social order was the rise of radical Protestant sects questioning the
authority of the Anglican church. Rejecting priestly intermediaries, for example,
they preached that God was within all men and women and within nature in
general. Boyle’s corpuscular philosophy, which regarded matter as inanimate and
irrational, constituted a sharp attack on attempts to regard God as the soul of
the world. But in doing so, it reasserted at the same time the position of the
Anglican church against the radical groups.

This study of competing accounts of matter shows a number of parallels to
Koselleck’s example of the contested nature of the Prussian concept of Stand
referred to above. In more recent writing, David Bloor has been more explicit
about the underlying understanding of institutions, developing a “self-referential
model” of institutions and concept application drawing from the work of
Gertrude E. M. Anscombe (1976) and Barry Barnes (1983).'° Pointing to the
paradigmatic example of money, Bloor (1997, pp. 27-42) notes that something
operates as money only if its users treat it as money. But this implies that if one
tries to define money, one has to refer to an implicit agreement which itself is
specified in terms of money. Object and content of the agreement are defined in
each other’s terms. Hence, the practice to call something money is self-referring.
There is no independent object for a discourse about money. The “talk,”
understood in terms of the social practices that sustain the concept, and the
thing talked about, coincide.

As was noted above, Koselleck identifies a similar self-referential element as the
distinguishing characteristic of concepts. This suggests interpreting Koselleck’s
concepts as social institutions. Following Bloor’s work, the peculiar position of
concepts between the social and the conceptual realm becomes more transparent.
As social institutions, they are on par with the other entities belonging to the
social realm. In that sense, the vertical distinction drawn in the two-planes view
becomes transformed into a horizontal distinction between different language

10 A similar account has recently been put forward by John Searl (1995), building on his notion of
constitutive rules (cf. Searl 1969).
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games, interrelated according to Bloor’s principle of the superposition of language
11
games.

The Systematic Ambiguity of Concepts

Let us now turn to the second feature of Koselleck’s concepts. He holds that
while the potential ambiguity of other words typically disappears with the use
in a particular context, concepts are subject to systematic ambiguity: “[A]
concept must remain ambiguous in order to be a concept” (Koselleck 1972b,
p. 84).!2 Again, Koselleck refrains from a more detailed elaboration of this
point. However, he identifies an important symptom of this inherent ambiguity
which he calls the “Contemporaneity of the Noncontemporaneous’ contained
in a concept (Gleichzeitigkeit des Ungleichzeitigen, Koselleck 1972b, p. 89; in the
following abbreviated as “CON”). A concept may allude to meanings that
originated in past usages but are no longer sustained in current practices. Their
chronological supersession within a single word is the expression of a multiple
stratification of meaning. As an implication for Begriffsgeschichte, care has to be
taken when interpreting a word that is diachronically stable, a point brought
home to social historians by Otto Brunner’s original project.

Koselleck mentions, for example, the conceptual change of the German
expression Biirger between the late seventeenth and early twentieth centuries,
which proceeds from “burgher” via “citizen” to “bourgeois.” This semantic
development mirrored the changing structure of society. Hence, one should resist
the temptation to impose present-day understandings on words of the past. In
the history of economics, this case has been forcefully argued by Keith Tribe’s
(1978) investigation of notions such as “land”’ and “labour” in the pre-classical
literature.

Koselleck’s CON points beyond a criticism of rational reconstructionism,
however. It questions not just the preconception of a diachronic stability of
concepts. The attention paid to the overlapping of past meanings, present usage,
and expectations of the future also renders the synchronic stability of concepts
problematic, because several strata of meanings may coexist at any given moment
in time. Koselleck (1972b, p. 84) draws his inspiration from a passage in
Friedrich Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morality (1981, p. 820).!* “All concepts which
semiotically comprise an entire process escape definition; only that which has no
history is definable.”” Nietzsche writes this as a generalized conclusion of an

1 In Bloor%s theory, the conceptual is not fully reduced to the social realm, due to an important
idealist dimension of his account of social objects which stands alongside his naturalistic commit-
ment. Following Anscombe (1976), Bloor (1996, p. 358) refers to this position as “linguistic idealism.”
Kusch (1996, pp. 90-93) has explored the resulting picture in terms of a supervenience of the
conceptual on the social level.

12 Semantic ambiguity should be kept separate from vagueness. As T. Williamson (1994, p. 66) notes,
a word may have one vague meaning or two precise ones. The meaning of “heap” is vague due to
the impossibility to define how many grains of sand make a heap. The meaning of “meaning” in
this footnote—as either sense or reference, for example—is ambiguous.

13 The translation of this passage from essay 11, section 13 of the Genealogy constitutes an adaptation
of Tribe’s rendering (Koselleck 1972b, p. 84).
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inquiry into the meaning of the concept of punishment, after having identified a
historical aggregation of different senses into a compound notion he found very
difficult to analyze.

As Karlheinz Stierle (1979, p. 165) notes, Nietzsche’s insight is fundamental
to the historical semantics of Begriffsgeschichte. It underlines the necessary
connection between the synchronic and the diachronic dimensions in a historical
study of concepts. Begriffsgeschichte must be more than a linear account of
changing meanings, assumed to be readily available on the basis of synchronic
exegesis. The way in which concepts are defined in Begriffsgeschichte, as a
particular class of words that exhibit the systematic ambiguity expressed in the
CON, demands a thorough study of the semiotic process which Nietzsche
refers to in a diachronic, dynamic perspective. Stierle suggests speaking not of
systematic ambiguity but of a “semantic continuum’ which unfolds in this
process. Koselleck’s CON should thus be studied not just as a summative
aggregation of different layers of meaning over time, but as an expression of the
changing heterogeneity of this continuum.

Historical exegesis, from Koselleck’s perspective, is thus no longer able to
provide accurate and comprehensive period-specific reconstructions of concepts.
Significantly, this results not from the difficulties inherent in the task of the
historian to unlock the past, but from an a priori limitation to the explicit
accessibility of concepts. While this point does not receive full attention in
Koselleck’s historical work, Kari Palonen (1985, 1989) makes it his very point
of departure. His elaboration of Koselleck’s approach directs attention to the
synchronic diversity of conceptual usage, resisting the a priori assumption of a
common core behind the range of usages encountered (Kari Palonen 1985,
p- 13). Accordingly, the historical reconstruction of a concept should not be
preoccupied with drawing out its meanings and associations on the collective
level. Instead, more attention needs to be paid to the analysis of the different
individual conceptions linked to a given word. This means actively drawing out
the contours of the semantic continuum associated with a concept by studying
many individual concept invocations. In Palonen’s (1989, p. 16) words, concepts
downright demand the formation of different conceptions and interpretations.
This explains the attention Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte pays to concepts,
seeing them not as collectively held ideas but as empirically traceable words.
Methodologically, it is only the stable textual entity of the word that is taken as
the boundary of the semantic continuum.

III. EXAMPLE: A BEGRIFFSGESCHICTE OF TRANSACTION
COSTS

After having spelled out the foundations of Begriffsgeschichte as a naturalistic
version of conceptual history—one committed to locating concepts both as
concrete textual entities and as social institutions—this section seeks to imple-
ment it. It explores the emergence and growth of the concept of transaction costs
in the economic literature. In doing so, it supplements the more conventional
accounts presented in Klaes (2000a, 2000b) with a documentation of the gradual
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institutionalization of the concept from its occurrence in the 1950s to the
foundation of the International Society for the New Institutional Economics in
1996. In a second step, an attempt will be made to gain a clearer understanding
of the internal structure of the emerging institution by operationalizing Kosel-
leck’s CON to allow the compilation of a conceptual profile depicting the
semantic continuum of transaction costs. Hence, the aim is to find empirical
support for the two distinguishing characteristics of Koselleckian concepts: their
status as social institutions, and their systematic ambiguity.

The Emergence of the Transaction Cost Concept as an Institution

One crucial issue for a theory of social institutions is to account for their origin.
Rather than describing this process in minute detail from one instance of concept
invocation to the next, the method of presentation chosen here is inspired by
Bruno Latour’s (1987; cf. Latour and Steve Woolgar 1979) discussion of the role
of positive and negative modalities in the collective process of “fact-making.”
Latour (1987, pp. 22-29) is interested in the social process through which a
statement is gradually accepted as a fact. He describes this process as a step-by-
step detaching of an initial statement from the context from which it originated.
Thus, a commonly accepted fact “A =X (for example “Protein A has structure
X”) can be traced back to the conditions of its production: “In a recent article,
Scientist S has claimed to have discovered that [A =X].”” Note that in this
statement, the factual status of “A =X"* has changed. The fate of the prospective
fact is now in the hands of the scientific community. Further investigation might
strengthen the case of scientist S: “A team of the highly reputable laboratory L
was able to replicate the finding of S that [A = X].” Latour calls such a sentence
a positive modality because it solidifies the factual status of the original statement.
On the other hand, the sentence, “By troubling coincidence, X is also the
structure of contaminant C which incompetent investigators might fail to com-
pletely remove from a sample of A, weakens the factual status of A =X.” In
Latour’s terminology, it represents a negative modality.

The following analysis draws its intuition from Latour’s positive modalities.
Instead of looking at the factualization of statements, attention is directed to the
incremental institutionalization of concepts. In the place of tracing the stabiliza-
tion of statements, the focus will be on the process by which an individual
expression achieves the status of an institution, and hence can be regarded as a
Koselleckian concept. The modality of a concept is thus the modus of its
appearance (or form of usage) that indicates its status among the group of
individuals who collectively endorse it. This requires using “modality” in a
slightly different sense from Latour. Latour (1987, pp. 22-23) regards the
sentences that subsequently qualify the original proclamation of a fact as the
modalities of this proclamation. As our concern relates to Koselleckian concepts
instead of sentences, modalities in the sense employed here refer to the linguistic
markers that attend the use of a particular word.'* The results of this analysis

14 Both uses of “modality” should be distinguished from the technical meaning of the term in the
philosophical literature (cf. Walter Brugger 1976).
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are presented as a sequence of citations which, through the changing modality
of the concept of transaction costs, mark important steps in its gradual establish-
ment as an institution. Consciously, these citations are presented outside their
historical context, to draw attention to the manifestation of the process on the
linguistic level of conceptual modalities.

To give an impression of the field of alternative expressions available in the
discourse of economics before the emergence of the concept of transaction costs,
it is worth taking a look at John Hicks’s discussion of the rationale for holding
cash rather than investing in interest bearing assets:

(1) The most obvious sort of friction, and undoubtedly one of the most
important, is the cost of transferring assets from one form to another ... Thus
a person is deterred from investing money for short periods, partly because of
brokerage charges and stamp duties, partly because it is not worth the bother
... The net advantage to be derived from investing a given quantity of money
consists of the interest or profit earned less the cost of investment (Hicks
1935, p. 6).

bR

To this one can also add the terms “transfer costs,” “marketing costs,” and
“trading costs,” which were also current in the contemporary literature. From
the limited perspective of hindsight, these last three categories in particular seem
equally suited to perform the tasks subsequently assigned to the notion of
transaction costs. However, economists picked one particular notion out of the
range of possible alternatives. The origin of the process can be found in the work
of Jacob Marschak:!?

(2) This property reflects the existence of a “cost of transaction” ... (Marschak
1950, p. 88).16

In this citation, the notion has not yet found a stable form that would differentiate
it from the general practice of economists of ascribing costs to various entities.
In the next passage the order of terms is reversed. While in (2), the term “cost”
serves as an attribute to “transaction,” the latter now becomes an attribute of
the former:

(3) The convexity of (4:2) expresses then the fact that, whenever ... the
individual has exchanged one commodity against another (say 1 against 2), he
had to sacrifice, in addition, positive amounts of at least one of the N
commodities: the so called transaction cost (in money paid to advertising agents
or brokers, or in one’s own leisure, etc.) (Marschak 1950, p. 88).

Both in (2) and (3) the newly introduced expression is still qualified by quotation
marks or figures of speech such as “so called.”” The unstable nature of the concept
thus expressed is confirmed by an article of Karl Brunner who, while directly
commenting on Marschak, refers to transaction costs in the form used in (2).

151t is notoriously difficult, given the breadth of the literature in question, to state with confidence
that Marschak (1950) was the first to speak of “transaction costs” in economics It seems likely that
the expression itself originated outside academic economics in the sphere of financial markets, where
brokerage fees and market transactions are part of everyday discourse

16 The full literature references to (2), (3), (5)—(7), and (9)—(13) can be found in Appendix 1.
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(4) The starting point was given by the important notion of the “cost of
transaction” (K. Brunner 1951, p. 169).

A similar emergence of the concept can be observed in William J. Baumol’s
seminal article on the cash balance approach to the transactions demand for
money, who uses the ordinary language expression “broker’s fee” in a technical
sense, emphasised again by the use of quotation marks:

(5) The term “broker’s fee” is not meant to be taken literally (Baumol 1952,
p. 546, note 2).

In the course of his article, the full conversion into a technical term can be
witnessed step by step:

(6) [N]ote that any receipts exceeding anticipated disbursements will be
invested, since, eventually, interest earnings must exceed (“brokerage’) cost of
investment (Baumol 1952, p. 547).

(7) Clearly this argument neglects the tramsactions costs involved in making
and collecting such loans (the “broker’s fee’’) (Baumol 1952, p. 550).

The initial term “broker’s fee” first transmutes into a “brokerage cost” and
finally into a “transactions cost.”” In the following decade, the concept underwent
a slowly accelerating diffusion process. By the early 1970s, it had stabilized
sufficiently for the first explicit and pronounced appearance in an introductory
economics textbook:

(8) The great significance of the costs of negotiating contracts and policing
property rights—called transactions costs—can be seen by imagining a world
in which these costs were absent (Armen Alchian and William R. Allen 1972,
p. 240).

The novel nature of the term is still indicated by the use of italics, followed by
an explanation of its meaning.!” A similarly qualified use, this time indicated by
quotation marks, can be witnessed in its first appearance in the title of a journal
article:

(9) H. Laurence Miller (1965). “On ‘Liquidity’ and ‘Transaction Costs’.”
Southern Economic Journal.

The first unqualified appearance in a title can be observed shortly afterwards:

(10) Steven N. S. Cheung (1969b). “Transaction Costs, Risk Aversion, and the
Choice of Contractual Arrangements.” Journal of Law and Economics.

In 1971, finally, one finds a nice example of the appearance of the concept in a
title of an article published in a journal at the mathematical core of the discipline:

(11) Frank H. Hahn (1971). “Equilibrium with Transaction Costs.”
Econometrica.

17 In the original source, only the term “transactions” in the above citation is typeset in italics.
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Gradually, the concept is used to identify and, in the case of Eirik G. Furubotn
and Svetozar Pejovich, even define, discussions and sub-fields in economics:

(12) Alistair M. Ulph and David T. Ulph (1975). “Transaction Costs in General
Equilibrium Theory—A Survey.”” Economica.
(13) [S]everal crucial changes are introduced [by the property rights literature]
into the theory of production and exchange ... Third, transactions costs are
recognized as being greater than zero in virtually all cases of practical impor-
tance (Furubotn and Pejovich 1972, p. 1137).

In the 1970s, it becomes increasingly difficult to find instances of the qualifiers
and modifiers used in (2), (3), (8), and (9). In 1979, Oliver E. Williamson
introduces the concept as the name for a new research program:

(14) O. E. Williamson (1979). “Transaction-Cost Economics: The Governance
of Contractual Relations.” Journal of Law and Economics.

In the next decade, the consolidated status of the concept is exemplified by its
appearance as a separate entry in the most important dictionary of the discipline:

(15) Jurg Niehans (1987). “Transaction Costs.” In John Eatwell, Murray Milg-
ate, and Peter Newman: The New Palgrave: A Dictionary of Economics.

By the early 1990s, the status of the concept has increased to the extent that it
becomes used in the titles of books:

(16) Mark Casson (1991) The Economics of Business Culture: Game Theory,
Transaction Costs, and Economic Performance.

The crowning achievement of the growth of the concept of transaction costs in
economics so far, however, has been the foundation of a scholarly society that is
partly defined in its terms: In 1996, the International Society for New Institu-
tional Economics became established, with Ronald H. Coase as its first, Douglass
C. North as its second, and Oliver Williamson as its third president. The scope
of the society is defined as follows:

(17) The Society aims to bring together scholars in countries all over the world
who are working on transaction costs, contracting, political rules of the game,
the rule of law, norms and culture, and so on ... (Coase and North 1998, p. 4).

From its emergence in 1950, the concept of transaction costs has thus progressed
through initial stages of ad hoc introduction and qualified use, before it appeared
in journal titles, became a textbook and survey topic, assumed the status of the
name of a paradigm, made its way into dictionaries and book titles, and finally
co-defines the activities of a quickly growing international society that has been
presided over by two Nobel Laureates of the economic profession. This qualita-
tive account of the growth of the transaction cost concept provides the historical
skeleton of the gradual priming of the concept as a social institution.

A Substantiation of Koselleck’s *“Contemporaneity of the
Noncontemporaneous ™

The preceding discussion has thrown some empirical light on the development of
concepts as institutions. The remainder of this section investigates the second

https://doi.org/10.1080/713678393 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1080/713678393

CONCEPTUAL AND INSTITUTIONAL HISTORY 165

characteristic of Koselleckian concepts: their systematic ambiguity, prominently
expressed in Koselleck’s CON (1972b). The transaction cost concept is well suited
for this task, as it is non-controversial to argue that it is subject to systematic
ambiguity. The transaction cost literature itself is full of statements to this effect.
Why do people carry money? How can one explain the existence of firms? Does
the kind of legal system in operation matter from an economic point of view?
These are just some of the questions economists have tried to answer with the help
of the concept of transaction costs. Yet, there is a surprising scarcity of systematic
elaboration of its content and a pervasive heterogeneity of its usage by practising
economists. This has led a number of authors to criticize transaction costs for
being “vague,” “ill-defined,” and not well suited for theoretical analysis (cf. H. L.
Miller 1965, Niehans 1969, Harold T. Shapiro 1971, James E. Krier and
D. Montgomery 1973, Steven N. S. Cheung 1974 for early statements; L. E. Davies
1986, Douglas W. Allen 1991, and Avinash K. Dixit 1996 for more recent ones).
Nevertheless, and in spite of appeals to drop it from the economic vocabulary
altogether, the actual use of the term in the literature is continually growing.

Hence, if one measures the success of a concept by how widely it is used,
precision of definition does not seem to be a success factor. As the previous sub-
section sought to illustrate, this phenomenon can be accounted for in terms of
the growth of an institution, and the institutional literature supplies ample
evidence for the positive-feedback effects operative in such growth (cf. Geoffrey
M. Hodgson 1993). Let us now turn to the more specific suggestion, that the
systematic ambiguity of Koselleckian concepts is expressed in usage patterns
reflecting the CON. Koselleck himself demonstrated the CON through his
detailed hermeneutic case studies of the history of numerous concepts (cf.
Koselleck 1979). Kari Palonen (1985, 1989) has applied his interpretation of
Begriffsgeschichte in a similar vein to the history of the concept of politics. In
the following, a more quantitatively minded approach to the CON will be
pursued. The aim is to depict the CON graphically, by finding a representation
for the various layers of meaning present in a given concept, and by tracing the
development of layers over time. In short, the suggestion is to look at the
“conceptual profile” of the transaction cost concept (cf. Figure 1).

Figure 1 is derived from the table in Appendix 2. This table maps 70 explicit
invocations of the term “transaction costs” identified in the economic literature
between 1950 and 1975 (cf. Appendix 1) onto five general headings.'® These
headings, instead of being imposed by the historian, have been obtained in an
inductive way, by aggregating similar interpretations across individual authors.
The resulting headings consist of the three categories of search, contracting, and

18 Sources have been identified by two heuristics First, a search of the on-line Periodicals Contents
Index (http://pci.chadwyck.com) for the occurrence of the notion of transaction costs in the title has
been performed, supplemented by a title search in the EconLit database. In addition, a systematic
browsing of title headings in the Index of Economic Articles was undertaken for the early part of the
focus period (1935-1955). Secondly, citations to key transaction cost authors were followed up with
help of the Social Sciences Citation Index. Methodologically, it should be noted that apart from
“transaction costs” one also finds “transactions costs’ and other variants in the literature. Linguis-
tically, these may be regarded as representing different word forms of the transaction cost concept;
the corpus comprises thus all word forms (cf. John Lyons 1977, pp. 18-19).
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Figure 1. The conceptual profile of transaction costs, 1950-75.

policing costs by which Carl J. Dahlman (1979) has tried to define transaction
costs, amended on the one hand by the narrow interpretation of brokerage as
the archetypical cost of buying and selling in financial markets, which was
encountered in the monetary literature, and on the other hand by the emerging
use of the term as a general category of comparative institutional analysis. In
this last sense, transaction costs not only arise in markets but are more broadly
assigned to economic institutions. Figure 1 represents the accumulated instances
of a specific interpretation over time. For example, if an author like Marschak
(1950) interpreted transaction costs in terms of brokerage charges, he would
increase the number of authors counted under “brokerage’” by one. If an author
supported several categories at once, the count for each category individually is
increased by one. The result of this procedure—which aims to do justice of the
heterogeneity of the semantic continuum in that it does not construct semantic
layers as groups of authors but in cutting across the historically encountered
usage pattern of each year—can be grasped intuitively by imagining it as the
outcome of a vote of all authors in favor of or against the individual conceptual
components they endorse in their writing. Figure 1 reflects the yearly outcomes
of these hypothetical elections, expressed in percentage terms.

The resulting pattern needs to be seen in the light of the underlying assumption
that the interpretation of a particular author is taken as fixed from the year of
its first publication unless his subsequent writings suggest otherwise. A second
restriction is due to the limitations imposed by translating the results of textual
exegesis into the comparatively crude notation of the five chosen categories. A
final restriction is due to the degrees of freedom that exist in the choice of the
conceptual components. However, the suggested classification is of a heuristic
nature to identify the presence of and development of various semantic layers.
Different classifications will lead to different layers, but the overall pattern of an
increasing broadness, starting from the original monetary interpretation, should
not alter much as a result. Moreover, both the categories and the classification
of authors are based on the conclusions reached in a detailed critical exegesis of
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the sources in the corpus (cf. Klaes 1998, Chapters II1I-V). Different interpreta-
tions of certain texts might alter the classification of the interpretation of a
particular author in the above scheme. Nevertheless, the conclusions drawn from
the aggregate of the 70 interpretations should, within certain limits, be robust in
respect to different readings of individual sources.

Bearing these qualifications in mind, one can relate the conceptual profile of
Figure 1 to Koselleck’s CON. The profile illustrates the sedimentation of an
increasing number of semantic layers on top of each other as postulated. The
CON implies that every application of the concept resonates with these layers.
If judged within the adopted perspective, which regards concepts as social
institutions, the conceptual profile offers one possible representation for how
individual concept applications blend into each other to establish a conceptual
polymorphicity on the collective level, which in turn reflects back on how the
concept is understood by individuals who, for example, diagnose it as “vague”
or “ill-defined”.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, I have discussed Begriffsgeschichte as a naturalistic alternative to
conventional forms of conceptual history closely related to the history of ideas.
As the comparison with David Bloor’s work revealed, the naturalistic basis
of Begriffsgeschichte consists in understanding concepts as social institutions.
Concepts, according to Reinhart Koselleck, represent words the self-referential
property of which establishes them as social factors alongside the other institu-
tions studied by the social historian. They achieve this status in virtue of their
inherent ambiguity, making the semantic layers of which they consist reach
across all concept invocations of a given period (the synchronic dimension) and
from the past seamlessly into the future (the diachronic dimension). Koselleck
has described this interplay of the synchronic and diachronic dimension as the
CON. The “conceptual profile” developed above is an attempt to make the CON
amenable to empirical research. It adds to the study of the institutional growth
of a concept a semantic dimension, illustrated by the changing “modalities’ in
which the concept of transaction costs appeared in the literature.

Where does this leave Begriffsgeschichte in respect to the two currents of
conceptual and institutional history of economics described at the beginning
of the paper? Begriffsgeschichte methodologically concentrates on the source
material in which the concepts it studies have developed. This gives it a distinct
“internalist” flavor of concentrating on the detailed exegesis of economic texts
that should appeal to those who are reluctant to leave traditional doctrinal
history behind in order to embrace the new fields of science studies. At the
same time, however, an understanding of concepts as social institutions places
Begriffsgeschichte firmly within the domain of social history. Koselleck has
argued this point along three dimensions. In the first instance, Begriffsgeschichte
is a specialized method of source criticism, focusing on the clarification of past
conceptual usage (Koselleck 1972b, pp. 78-99). Transposed to the history of
economics, it is this feature that allows one—at least in principle—to engage
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on the theoretical level with one’s ahistorical colleagues in the economics
departments.

Secondly, Begriffsgeschichte organizes past concept invocations in synchronic
and diachronic space (according to the conceptual profile, for example), thus
locating persistence and change internal to the historical development of the
concept. This establishes, in a provisional methodological sense, Begriffsgeschichte
as an autonomous domain of research (Koselleck 1972b, p. 81). And finally,
Begriffsgeschichte represents a genuine historical claim which establishes it as a
necessary complement to social history (Koselleck 1972b, pp. 88-91). Concepts
are social institutions in their own right, which exert and absorb influences like
any other institution studied by the social historian. Possible conceptual vehicles
to address this point can be found in Bloor’s principle of the superposition of
language games, or in Koselleck’s CON. For SSK in particular, Begriffsgeschichte
is a way of identifying another candidate social factor capable of accounting—
together with other relevant factors—for a particular scientific knowledge claim.

Any attempt to occupy a middle-ground position is a risky undertaking.
Proponents of the conflicting positions will either try to appropriate the position
to strengthen their own program, or push it into the camp of their adversaries.
Conceptual historians of economics are likely to sympathize with Begriffsge-
schichte, disregarding its implicit rejection of conventional conceptual history.
Begriffsgeschichte regards the content of concepts as being systematically ambigu-
ous, and hence any attempt to historically reconstruct changing conceptual
content as mistaken. Institutional historians, on the other hand, will see
Begriffsgeschichte as a reactionary attempt to re-establish conceptual history in
another guise, and as a preliminary and insufficient first step towards a compre-
hensive institutional historical account. But in this regard, the proponent of
Begriffsgeschichte should stand firm. Begriffsgeschichte does not claim to sub-
sume the realm of the social to the conceptual level. It understands itself as not
more than an aide to more comprehensive institutional histories. But, by drawing
attention to institutional dynamics within the conceptual level, it constitutes a
necessary aide for institutional history, which, be it in the history of economics
or SSK, has hitherto shied away from historical semantics as being dangerously
internalist. To give an example, the systematic ambiguity of the transaction cost
concept can be regarded as one of the constitutive factors underlying the
successful institutionalization of the new institutional economics, which in turn
is an important explanatory factor of the diffusion of Coase’s “The Nature of
the Firm™ (1937; cf. Klaes 1999). Disregarding the insights provided by the
Begriffsgeschichte of transaction costs would result in an institutional history of
the economics of Ronald Coase which misses a crucial explanatory link.

But less than trying to establish a middle-ground position, the overall aim of
this paper has been to soften the divide between conceptual and institutional
history of economics. My proposal is to approach Begriffsgeschichte in a way
congenial to the science studies literature without sacrificing the basis for
“internal” appraisal and criticism. There are only two qualifications: conceptual
historians would have to add a naturalistic turn to their study of economic
concepts, and institutional historians would have to develop a taste for historical
semantics.
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APPENDIX 2"
1. Authors 2. Analysis 3. Profile

Contr./ Enf./ Contr./ Enf./
First Broker- Info/ bar- polic- Instit. Broker- Info/ bar- polic- Instit.
use age search gain ing focus age search gain ing focus

Marschak 1950 1 1 0 0 0 0
Baumol 1952 1 2 0 0 0 0
Tobin 1956 1 3 0 0 0 0
Miller, M 1959 1 4 0 0 0 0
Modigliani 1959 1 5 0 0 0 0
Hymer 1960 1 1 6 1 0 0 0
Malmgren 1961 1 6 2 0 0 0
Arrow (a) 1963 1 1 7 3 0 0 0
Alchian 1964 1 1 1 8 3 1 1 0
Allen 1964 1 1 1 9 3 2 2 0
Brunner 1964 1 9 4 2 2 0
Meltzer 1964 1 9 5 2 2 0
Lees 1965 1 9 6 2 2 0
Miller, H 1965 9 6 2 2 0
Patinkin 1965 1 10 6 2 2 0
Rice 1965 1 10 7 2 2 0
Malkiel 1966 1 11 7 2 2 0
Orr 1966 1 12 7 2 2 0

19 This table is based on a synthesis of three tables presented at the end of Chapters III to V of
Klaes (1998). These tables categorize the transaction cost interpretations identified in the preceding
analyses of the sources of the corpus (cf. Appendix 1 of this paper). The present table reflects these
results, but instead of categorizing on the level of sources as done in the tables mentioned (a joint
paper would count as one occurrence of the concept), it does so on the level of authors. The reason
is that in the conceptual profile, the diffusion of the concept of transaction costs is studied as the
growth of a social institution, which is composed of all the authors who collectively sustain it. Hence,
the first column of the table lists all authors in the chronological sequence of their adoption of a
particular interpretation of the concept (cf. Klaes 1998, Appendix 3). One consequence of this form
of representation is the necessity to explicitly acknowledge the successive development of the concept
in the work of an individual author, as is the case with Arrow, North, and Williamson (in the table,
this is expressed by the letters “a,” “b,” and “c’ after the author’s name). The dating in these three
cases is based on the following considerations Arrow (1963b, 1965) understood transaction costs as
brokerage, search, and information costs while Arrow (1969) broadened this interpretation into a
general category of comparative institutional analysis; Davis and North (1970) stressed the informa-
tion dimension, North (1972) expanded the concept into a category of general institutional analysis,
while North (1974) added the contracting and policing dimension; finally, Williamson (1975)
broadened his earlier market centered interpretation of transaction costs (Williamson 1970) into a
comparative institutional perspective. The dating of the other authors is based on the first explicit
occurrence of the concept in their writing (which might be co-authored). Column 2 translates the
tables of chapters 111 to V of Klaes (1998) into a binary code: “1”” means that the respective author
endorsed the particular dimension of the concept of transaction costs identified in the column label.
Column 3 cumulatively counts the adoptions of a particular category by summing the “1”” entries
for each subcolumn of column three. For the three authors who change positions account has been
taken of the fact that the change might result in a decrease of the count of a particular column. This
is the case in the switch from Arrow (a,11000) to (b,01111). Furthermore, if a particular dimension
is reasserted by an author, the respective column count has not been increased.
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1. Authors 2. Analysis 3. Profile

Contr./ Enf./ Contr./ Enf./
First Broker- Info/ bar- polic- Instit. Broker- Info/ bar- polic- Instit.
use age search gain ing focus age search gain ing focus

Telser 1966 1 12 7 2 2 1
Demsetz 1967 1 1 1 13 7 3 3 1
Calabresi 1968 1 1 13 7 4 4 1
Cheung 1968 1 1 13 7 5 5 1
Arrow (b) 1969 1 1 1 1 12 7 6 6 2
Clower 1969 1 1 12 8 7 6 2
Eppen 1969 1 13 8 7 6 2
Fama 1969 1 14 8 7 6 2
Niehans 1969 1 1 14 9 8 6 2
Davis 1970 1 14 10 8 6 2
Foley 1970 1 1 1 15 11 8 6 3
McKean 1970 1 1 15 11 9 7 3
North (a) 1970 1 15 12 9 7 3
Williamson 1970 1 1 15 13 10 7 3
Crocker 1971 1 1 1 15 14 11 8 3
Devletoglou 1971 1 15 15 11 8 3
Feige 1971 1 16 15 11 8 3
Hahn 1971 1 17 15 11 8 3
Mishan 1971 1 17 15 11 8 4
Parkin 1971 1 18 15 11 8 4
Pye 1971 1 19 15 11 8 4
Rubinstein 1971 1 20 15 11 8 4
Saving 1971 20 15 11 8 4
Furubotn 1972 1 1 20 15 12 9 4
Graham 1972 1 21 15 12 9 4
Jacobson 1972 1 22 15 12 9 4
McManus 1972 1 22 15 12 10 4
North (b) 1972 1 1 22 15 12 10 5
Pejovich 1972 1 1 22 15 13 11 5
Sontheimer 1972 22 15 13 11 5
Stigler 1972 1 1 22 16 14 11 5
Weintraub 1972 1 23 16 14 11 5
Blurne 1973 1 24 16 14 11 5
Dutton 1973 24 16 14 11 5
Friend 1973 1 25 16 14 11 5
Gramm 1973 25 16 14 11 5
Hirshleifer 1973 1 1 1 1 26 17 15 12 5
Karni 1973 1 1 26 18 16 12 5
Krier 1973 1 1 1 1 26 19 17 13 6
Montgomery 1973 1 1 1 1 26 20 18 14 7
Reed 1973 1 1 1 26 21 19 15 7
Coase 1974 1 1 1 26 22 20 16 7
Galai 1974 1 1 27 23 20 16 7
Gould 1974 1 1 28 24 20 16 7
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1. Authors 2. Analysis 3. Profile

Contr./ Enf./ Contr./ Enf./
First Broker- Info/ bar- polic- Instit. Broker- Info/ bar- polic- Instit.
use age search gain ing focus age search gain ing focus

Kurz 1974 1 1 1 29 24 21 17 7
Stiglitz 1974 1 1 30 25 21 17 7
Baumann 1975 1 1 30 26 21 18 7
Frenkel 1975 1 1 31 27 21 18 7
Levich 1975 1 1 32 28 21 18 7
North (¢) 1975 1 1 1 1 32 29 22 19 7
Shubik 1975 1 32 30 22 19 7
Williamson (b)1975 1 1 1 32 31 23 19 8
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