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Introduction

I have often been asked why I am writing a biography of Lionel Robbins.

I usually reply, truthfully, ‘His family asked me to.’ But that is not the

answer to the question I am being asked. The English economist Lionel

Robbins (1898–1984) left his mark in several ways, in his own country and

elsewhere. His legacy remains in at least three areas: the academic discipline

of economics; UK domestic and international economic policy, especially

in the Second World War; and the arts in Britain. He is most associated

with the London School of Economics (‘LSE’ or ‘the School’ to its students

and staff), whose Economics Department he headed for thirty years and

built up to its preeminent position in British economics. To economists he

is still known as the author of An Essay on the Nature and Significance of

Economic Science (1932 and 1935), which is one of the three most important

methodological statements on economics, and the source of its famous

definition, ‘Economics is the science which studies human behaviour as a

relationship between ends and scarce means which have alternative uses.’

But he was always as much interested in economic policy as in economic

theory, in what he called political economy as distinct from economic

science. During the Second World War, he entered government service

in June 1940 and became (1941–5) the head of the group of economists

advising the coalition government under Winston Churchill. As well as

helping to create the British total war economy, he was decisively involved

in the preparation of the white paper, Employment Policy (1944), and in

the creation of the postwar international economy – a major figure in the

process by which the visionary ideas of John Maynard Keynes in Britain and

Harry Dexter White in the USA became the Bretton Woods institutions: the

International Monetary Fund and the World Bank – and in the notoriously

difficult Anglo-American loan negotiations at the end of the war, which

allowed Britain to participate in the new postwar economic order. He was
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2 Lionel Robbins

also a lover of the visual and performing arts, who took advantage of his skills

and opportunities to serve the arts in the management of the Courtauld

Institute of Art, the National Gallery and the Royal Opera House in London.

Although he became famous in the 1960s for the ‘Robbins Report’ of the

Committee on Higher Education (1961–3), his contribution to the well-

being of the arts in Britain has been longer lasting. According to the recent

historian of the National Gallery (Conlin 2006, 184), ‘The economist Lionel

Robbins was probably the greatest of the Trustees to serve in the last century’

and ‘arguably the most effective Trustee the Gallery ever had.’

Lionel Robbins did not intend to become an economist. His first intel-

lectual love was English literature and he first entered university to study it.

As he put it in his autobiography (1971a, 29), ‘my chief, indeed my only,

real ambition in life was to be an effective poet.’ His father, a very success-

ful farmer and a local magistrate in Middlesex near London, would have

preferred him to become a lawyer: indeed he later paid for his son to read

for the Bar. The first five chapters of this biography tell the story of Lionel

Robbins’s early life and how he came to be offered and to accept his first

academic position as a temporary lecturer in economics at New College

Oxford in 1924, the sixth how within five years he became a professor of

economics at LSE at the age of thirty. Chapters 1 to 4 describe his family

background, his school and university education and the development of

the close friendships that were to remain important to him for the rest of

his life. They also describe his gradual loss of religious faith, his evolving

political views – from the Liberalism of his parents to socialism – out of

which began his interest in economics, and his growing love of art and

music which came to replace religion in his emotional and intellectual life.

Like so many of his generation, the First World War interrupted Robbins’s

education. After only one term reading Intermediate Arts at University

College London (UCL) he entered the Royal Artillery as an officer cadet. He

was commissioned in 1916, served on the Western Front in 1917–18 and

was wounded and invalided home in April 1918. He returned from the war

a socialist, and as a socialist he resumed his education, at LSE in 1920–3,

after two years working in the labour movement. As an undergraduate he

was a student of political science under Harold Laski. It was also during

the Great War that he discovered the theatre, hitherto kept from him by his

upbringing as a Strict Baptist, and ballet. At the same time it was from an

artist friend, Clive Gardiner (whose younger sister he was to marry in 1924),

that he learned to appreciate both Renaissance art and the Impressionists

and Post-Impressionists, especially Cézanne. It was his desire to marry Iris

Gardiner that prompted him, in his first postgraduate year, to decide to
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become an economist, as Chapter 5 explains. By that time his study of

economics had also completed his disillusionment with socialism.

After teaching at New College Oxford (1924–5 and 1927–9) and LSE

(1925–7) Lionel Robbins found himself with the responsibility of running

the Economics Department at LSE. His accomplishments there and out-

side the School in the 1930s are the subject of four chapters (7–10). He

gathered together an outstanding group of young economists, including

John Hicks, Nicholas Kaldor and Friedrich von Hayek. Hayek and Robbins

first met when Hayek came from Vienna to deliver four public lectures in

January 1931. They became close friends, and close colleagues when Hayek

accepted the Tooke Chair of Economics and Statistics at LSE in 1932. Lionel

himself went to Vienna in April 1933, for the first time since he was an

undergraduate. He came back to establish, with the director of the School,

William Beveridge, the Academic Freedom Committee which helped Jewish

and liberal academics and students to escape Nazi Germany.

Meanwhile, his first opportunity to apply economic analysis to practical

problems had been distinctly unsuccessful. When the Labour Prime Min-

ister James Ramsay MacDonald asked J.M. Keynes in the summer of 1930

to chair a committee of economists to provide an ‘agreed diagnosis’ of and

possible remedies for the unemployment problem in Britain, Keynes invited

Robbins to serve. Keynes was incensed when the young professor refused

to follow Keynes’s lead in contemplating protection and public works as

means to reduce unemployment and insisted on a minority report of his

own. Lionel came later to regret his negative attitude to public expendi-

ture in depressed conditions and to reject the ‘Austrian’ theory he used to

analyse the 1930s slump in his second book, The Great Depression (1934).

As he noted in his autobiography (1971a, 153), ‘I realized that these con-

structions [of theory] led to conclusions which were highly unpalatable as

regards practical action. But . . . [if they were valid] it was my duty to base

recommendations as regards policy upon them. There was a touch of the

Nonconformist conscience here.’ But he never regretted nor budged from

his free-trade stance or lost his concern for real-world political and eco-

nomic issues. While his younger colleagues engaged in vigorous theoretical

debates, often in the famous graduate seminar he presided over at LSE, his

own writing increasingly focussed on international economic problems and

the economic causes of war (1937, 1939).

The chapters of this biography devoted to Lionel Robbins’s wartime gov-

ernment service are written as a contribution to the political and economic

history of the Second World War – reflecting the fact that he participated in

so many episodes and the wealth of new material available in his papers and
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4 Lionel Robbins

other archives. His active support of Keynes’s ideas on how to pay for the

war began as soon as he entered government service and intensified when

James Meade (to whom as a student he had lectured at Oxford) joined

the economists in the War Cabinet Offices in order to compile the first

national income and expenditure estimates. They worked closely together,

and with Keynes, for the rest of the war. The first war chapter (11) covers

the phoney war period that Robbins spent with LSE in Cambridge and

the first year of active war when he and his economist colleagues in gov-

ernment devised the highly popular system of points rationing for food.

Thereafter, the Economic Section, with Robbins as director and Meade his

deputy, was actively committed to planning for a better postwar world. He

was deeply involved in three aspects: domestic employment policy, inter-

national monetary policy, and trade and commercial policy. The planning

began in the winter of 1941–2 even while Lionel and his colleagues had many

more immediate wartime problems to attend to (Chapter 12). The three

strands of planning and policymaking then ran in parallel but at different

speeds, largely for political reasons: the intrinsic problems of a coalition

government and the complicated relations with the US government after

the passage of the Lend–Lease Act in March 1941. Robbins played a major

role in the Anglo-American discussions on postwar international economic

policy in Washington and in London and represented the UK at the United

Nations conferences at Hot Springs in 1943 and Bretton Woods in 1944

(Chapters 13–15). Given his background and interests he was through-

out the war often engaged in the less fruitful discussions of commodities

and agriculture. He was still involved in these and in the still uncom-

pleted discussions on postwar commercial policy as the war neared its end

and the problems of the immediate postwar period became more pressing

(Chapter 16). The climax of his wartime government service came in the

autumn of 1945 with the bitter and protracted negotiations for a postwar

loan from the US government (Chapter 17). On this and the earlier missions

to Washington, Robbins became personally very close to Keynes in spite of

their doctrinal differences in the 1930s.

Although, as he admitted to Laski in 1949, there was ‘a side of my character

which is very well pleased with administrative and diplomatic duties’, Lionel

Robbins was determined not to remain in government service in peacetime.

He returned to LSE and resumed his position as head of the Economics

Department. As in the 1930s he enthusiastically encouraged the research and

helped the careers of a long and distinguished line of students and younger

colleagues. He participated vigorously in public policy debate from 1947

onwards. In spite of his desire to distance himself from government, he was
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consulted by two Chancellors of the Exchequer on monetary policy in the

1950s. He was consistently critical of the inadequate use of monetary policy

as an instrument for the preservation of balance-of-payments equilibrium

under the Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates. One of his specific

recommendations for improved monetary control was adopted by the Bank

of England in 1958. In his own work he followed the example of the Canadian

economist Jacob Viner, a friend and mentor since their first meeting in

Oxford in 1927, and became a scholarly and accomplished historian of

economic thought, especially of English classical political economy from

Adam Smith to John Stuart Mill in two major books (1952 and 1958).

These and his other activities in the late 1940s and the 1950s are discussed

in Chapters 18–21.

The most important of the other activities concerned the arts. The crucial

step was his appointment in 1950 to a committee on the export of works

of art chaired by his former boss in Whitehall, Sir John Anderson, who

became Lord Waverley. He helped to write the report recommending a

standing reviewing committee on the export of works of art, which is still in

existence. As he later commented (1971a, 249), ‘One thing leads to another’:

two days after the last meeting of the Waverley Committee he was asked

to serve as a trustee of the National Gallery. In his twenty-one years on its

board he served two seven-year terms as chairman. As its liaison trustee on

the board of the Tate Gallery he helped to resolve the ‘Tate Affair’ in 1954

(Spalding 1998, chapter 9), an ugly dispute involving the director and the

trustees, of whom a friend from his Whitehall days had recently become

chair. In 1954–5, at the request of the Treasury, he chaired a committee on

the rebuilding of the bombed-out Queen’s Hall, an interesting case study

in the economics of the performing arts. The achievements of his first

term as chairman at the National Gallery included the restoration of its

war-damaged building, the government’s acquisition of a site for its future

extension, an eightfold increase of its annual grant from the Treasury, as

well as special grants for particular paintings (most notably Paolo Uccello’s

St George and the Dragon), and, last but not least, a settlement of the

forty-year-old dispute between the British and Irish governments over the

thirty-nine continental paintings bequeathed to the gallery by Sir Hugh

Lane (Chapter 21). The highlight of his second term was the acquisition of

Cézanne’s Les Grandes Baigneuses in 1964. For nearly thirty years he was

a director of the Royal Opera House Covent Garden. Originally invited to

join the board by Waverley on the initiative of Garret Drogheda in 1956,

he managed to persuade Waverley of the need for a finance committee, which

he then chaired for twenty years, tackling from an economist’s standpoint the
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6 Lionel Robbins

chronic funding problems of mounting opera and ballet. He also served on

the ballet subcommittee and remained on the board until 1980, intimately

involved at the end in the controversial redevelopment of the House.

Lionel Robbins’s contributions to ballet and opera at Covent Garden,

and his second term at the National Gallery, are the subject of Chapter 25

(continued in Chapter 27). In January 1959 he had accepted the offer of a

life peerage. He had also agreed to join the board of the Financial Times

newspaper and to become chairman after two years’ experience. As a result,

but with great reluctance, he gave up his chair of economics at LSE (Chap-

ter 22) – although he continued to lecture there for another twenty years. He

was also reluctant to take on the chairmanship of the Committee on Higher

Education, as it meant he could not write the treatise on economic theory he

had been planning to write since the 1930s. The committee’s report, which

he wrote two and a half years later after intensive study of universities at

home and overseas and statistical work on the demand for higher education

in Britain conducted by Claus Moser and Richard Layard, encouraged the

expansion of British post-secondary education in the 1960s (Chapter 23).

He had already assisted directly in the creation of the University of York in

England and, as a result of the report, he was to serve as the first chancellor

of another new university, Stirling, in Scotland. He was chairman of the

Financial Times for ten years: according to its historian (Kynaston 1988,

279), ‘It was in almost every sense a fortunate appointment. Perhaps most

importantly, it helped, through Robbins’s academic distinction, to give the

paper a certain added intellectual authority – at a time when that was pre-

cisely the quality the FT was looking for in order to build on the foundations

so painstakingly laid by [the editor Gordon] Newton in the 1950s. Robbins

himself never sought to influence editorial policy, but the connection was

there.’ Chapter 24 also discusses his academic work – teaching and writing –

in the 1960s.

Lord Robbins was chairman of the governors of LSE from 1968 to 1973, a

turbulent period that included the ‘troubles’ of 1968–9. Although criticized

at the time for usurping the role of the director, he can be seen now as having

thus prevented further disruption and preserved the academic reputation

of the School (Chapter 26). In his ‘retirement’ he further demonstrated his

loyalty and devotion in his strenuous and unselfish leadership of the appeal

to rehouse the library in what is now appropriately the Lionel Robbins

Building. ‘The success of the Appeal was to be his last great gift to the

School’ (Dahrendorf 1995, 479). In his seventies he also spoke frequently

in the House of Lords on economic policy and on education, travelled

extensively, usually to give lectures, and published six books (Chapter 27).
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Having worked closely with him for nearly twenty years, at Covent Garden

and the Financial Times and as a governor of LSE, Lord Drogheda pointed

out in 1974 that ‘in everyone who has worked alongside of him, Lionel

Robbins inspires, in equal measure, affection and respect. The affection is

due to his warmth of heart and breadth of understanding, to the knowledge

that he is the staunchest of friends, whose sympathy and support is most

readily available when it is most needed, whose loyalty, and willingness to

help without regard to personal inconvenience, are legendary to all who

know him. The respect is due to his massive intellect, his remarkable wide-

ranging knowledge, his intense industry, his great sense of public duty, his

utter selflessness; and, coupled with these things, his deep humility.’ These

qualities have been repeatedly mentioned by those – younger colleagues,

friends and fellow economists – with whom I have talked about Lionel

Robbins. As Sir Karl Popper told me, ‘I loved and admired him, most of all

for his moral and personal qualities – and as a teacher.’

I am very grateful for illuminating conversations about Lionel Robbins

to: the late Iris Robbins, Caroline Robbins and Richard Robbins; Nancy

Robbins, Rowland Robbins, Anne and Christopher Johnson and Philip

Robbins; the late Anne Bohm, Bernard Corry, Aaron Director, Marjorie

Durbin, Lionel Elvin, Milton Friedman, John Ginger, Lord Harris of High

Cross, Clarisse Kaldor, Kurt Klappholz, James and Margaret Meade, Edith

Penrose, Sir Henry Phelps Brown, Sir Karl Popper, Austin Robinson and

John Watkins; and William Baumol, Mark Blaug, Partha Dasgupta, Alan and

Shirley Day, Lord Desai, Dorothy and Frank Hahn, David Laidler, Richard

Lipsey, Morris Miller, Lord Moser, Robert Orr, Ben Roberts, Lord Roll, Sir

John Tooley, Ralph Turvey and Basil Yamey. They have all helped me make

sense of the documentary evidence.

I have tried to indicate the location of letters and other unpublished

documents as economically as possible. Hence for family letters I provide

only the recipient or writer and the date. Other material in the possession

of the Robbins family that is destined for the archives at LSE is indicated by

the name of the file or notebook and RP. The Robbins Papers already there

appear with their collection name and file number, for example Robbins 1/1.

Other archival material is similarly described, for instance Viner 22–14 for

the file of correspondence with Robbins in the Viner Papers Box 22 Folder

14, Public Policy Papers, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections,

Princeton University Library. Files in the UK National Archives at Kew are

identified by their call numbers, for example T230/1. The archives consulted

are listed before the published sources (which are referred to in the text by

author and date of publication).
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8 Lionel Robbins

I am very grateful to the archivists who have helped me locate invaluable

material: Sue Donnelly and Angela Raspin of the British Library of Politi-

cal and Economic Science, Colin Harris of the Bodleian Library, Caroline

Dalton of New College Oxford, Alan Crookham, David Carter and Isobel

Siddons of the National Gallery, Francesca Franchi Head of Collections

Royal Opera House, Marianne Ehrhardt of the University of Queensland

Library, Virginia MacDonald of the Reserve Bank of Australia and Caroline

Gould of the Museum of English Rural Life. I am also very grateful to Ste-

fania Martinotti Dorigo of the Fondazione Luigi Einaudi for sending me

the correspondence between Einaudi and Robbins, to the Beinecke Library

of Yale University for copies of the correspondence of Ezra Pound with

Basil Bunting and Lionel Robbins, and to Alexander Swoboda, director of

the Graduate Institute of International Studies in Geneva, for providing me

with copies of Robbins’s correspondence in the Institute’s archives and from

the William Rappard Papers in the Federal Archives in Bern.

For permission to cite or quote from archival material I have to thank the

British Library of Political and Economic Science, the Bodleian Library, the

Warden and Scholars of New College Oxford, the Warden and Fellows of

Nuffield College Oxford, the Provost and Scholars of King’s College Cam-

bridge, Trinity College Cambridge, Churchill College Cambridge, Cam-

bridge University Library, University College London, Senate House Library

University of London, the British Library Board, the National Gallery, Tate

Archive, the Courtauld Institute of Art, the Royal Opera House, the Royal

Institute of International Affairs, the Bank of England, the Controller of Her

Majesty’s Stationery Office, Library and Archives Canada, the Reserve Bank

of Australia, the National Archives College Park, the Hoover Institution

on War, Revolution, and Peace, the Rockefeller Archive Center, Princeton

University Library, Stanford University, the Special Collections Research

Center of the University of Chicago Library, the Rare Book, Manuscript

and Special Collections Library of Duke University, the University Librar-

ian and Director of the John Rylands University Library of the University

of Manchester, the Museum of English Rural Life, the Mont Pelerin Society,

the Director of the Universitätsbibliothek Basel, the University of Klagen-

furt Karl Popper Library, the Estate of F.A. Hayek, Seymour J. Weissmann,

John Freeman, Elizabeth Johnson, Anthony Thirlwall, John Halliday and

the family of James Meade. Letters from Ezra Pound to Lionel Robbins

( C© 2011 by Mary de Rachewiltz and The Estate of Omar S. Pound) are used

by permission of New Directions Publishing Corporation. I am especially

grateful to the director of the London School of Economics for allowing me

to read and quote from Robbins’s Personal File and his Student’s Dossier.
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I am very grateful to the late John Ginger and to Peter Ginger for the

opportunity to read and quote from John’s unpublished biography of Regi-

nald Lawson and from his notes of discussions with Lawson and Robbins.

I also wish to thank Wilma Johnson, Vicky Johnson and Lizzy Johnson for

memories of their grandfather; Ellen Seiler for copies of the letters to her

mother from her father Jacob Viner on his first visit to England in 1927;

Richard Freeman for two letters in the Foxwell Collection; Philip Clarke

and Robert M. Rauner for sending me their recollections of Lionel Robbins

while they were students at LSE, Tarlok Singh for his memoir and pho-

tographs of Robbins, and Victor Urquidi for his recollections and for a copy

of his notes of Robbins’s lectures in 1938–9.

Several economists and historians have helped by sending me books, arti-

cles or papers: Riccardo Faucci, Harald Hagemann, Jörg Guido Hülsmann,

Frederic Lee, Philip Schofield and Philip Sherwood. Selwyn Cornish was

very helpful with his recollections of Leslie Melville and with his hospitality

at the Australian National University in Canberra. I should like to thank

Lord Coleraine for providing me with information from his father’s diary,

Lord Crowther for correspondence between his father and Lionel Robbins,

and Lord Kennet for permission to consult the Kennet Papers in Cambridge

University Library. Richard Lambert and David Bell kindly allowed me to

read the Financial Times Ltd Minute Book for the years that Lionel Robbins

was on the board of Financial Times Ltd and Financial News Ltd.

I am happy to acknowledge the support of the Institute for New Economic

Thinking in the production of this book. I am very grateful for the generous

financial assistance of the Wincott Foundation, of the Social Sciences and

Humanities Research Council of Canada, and of the Connaught Founda-

tion, the School of Graduate Studies and the Faculty of Arts and Science

at the University of Toronto, all of whom have provided me with time to

research and to write. With their help I have also enjoyed the assistance

of Megan McGarvie, Nathan Nunn and the late Shauna Saunders. Maggie

Przywecki helped with translation from Polish. Many friends have acted as

unofficial research assistants and in other ways. I should like especially to

mention my best friend and colleague Donald Moggridge, who searched

archives in the USA for Robbins’s letters when he was looking for Dennis

Robertson’s; Patricia Wright in Cambridge; Kathy Rasmussen in Ottawa and

London; Dorothy Wigmore in Sweden; Donald Winch in Sussex; and the late

Virginia Clark in London. Several friends have read and commented on an

earlier version of this manuscript: Anne Johnson, Christopher Johnson,

Donald Moggridge, David Laidler, Richard Lipsey, Francine McKenzie,

Richard Robbins, Donald Winch, Jeremy Wormell and Patricia Wright. I
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have tried to follow their advice, and that of two anonymous readers for

Cambridge University Press, but all errors, infelicities and omissions are

mine. I thank my family for moral support (and David Chester for intro-

ducing me to the history of the Baptists). I should most of all like to thank

the members of the Robbins family who asked me to undertake the biog-

raphy: the late Iris Robbins, Anne and Christopher Johnson and the late

Richard Robbins. I am deeply grateful for their friendship. I am only sorry

that Iris and Richard will not see the published book.
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