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Abstract: This paper highlights Senior’s credit for having introduced the analysis of “abstinence” into the 
economic vocabulary and its importance in the formation of capital; and also, how the latter, with him, undergoes 
a strong improvement compared to the original formulations. It is reasonable to believe that Senior’s influence 
was truly important, since all the subsequent efforts to extend the analysis of marginal utility to the distribution of 
resources over time by the concept of temporal rate derive from Senior’s theory of abstinence. 
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JEL Classification: B12, B13, E14. 

Introduction 

The original theory of interest related to abstinence (Senior 1836-1965, 58-60; Conard 1959, 26), and for 
which Senior is famous, has long been recognized as the most comprehensive of “classical” theories (Bowley 
1937, 137; Brandford Delong 1986, 326). 

However, as soon as this theory is related to “classical” analyses2, it is only considered as a necessary 
missing link in the cost of production theory of value; this fact has been overlooked because Senior’s work has 
not been understood as an effort to build a system that would hold together Say’s and Ricardo’s results. It would 
be reductive, however, if the theory of capital of one of the most eminent representatives of the marginalistic 
approach had served merely to improve a theory of value3 with which Senior disagreed (Rossitto 1993, 67). 

And if this is the case, it would be impossible to explain why the later theories of capital depended in any 
way on Senior’s concept of abstinence. Therefore, it is plausible that there must be some important detail in the 
theory of abstinence that needs to be highlighted (Senior 1836-1965, 66-67). 

Senior (1836-1965, 58-59) introduced the term abstinence, corresponding to the sacrifice made by 
capitalists who invested their profits rather than using them in unnecessary expenses. Abstinence justified profit 
in the same way that hard work justified wages.  

Senior had been able to put into practice the ideas underlying the Ricardian analysis of the time. Capital, 
for him, is neither labour nor land, nor any particular combination of both, but it is the intermediate product that 
results from the application of current uses to provide for the future, postponing current consumption. The 
productivity of capital is explained, at the same time, as originating in the release of current resources in order to 

                                                 
2 For an exhaustive criticism of the logical structure of the classical model see Bailey (1825, 1-5). 
3 For a subjective interpretation of value, see Whately’s work (1832), Introductory lectures on political economy. Furthermore, 
Lloyd (1832) in his analysis distinguishes between total and marginal utility and links his subjective history of value to a 
principle of decreasing marginal utility. 
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produce intermediate goods with the same deferral of enjoyment; in short, the application of resources for remote 
purposes makes it possible to produce through indirect methods (Mill 2006, 581-586). 

Thus, Senior justified both the demand for capital and abstinence with the higher physical productivity of 
the indirect method of production, which can only be used if the future is put before the present enjoyment. In this 
proposition, perhaps, the real omission rests in the function of capital in making possible adjustments between 
the marginal utility of income in different time spans. After his analysis of productive and unproductive 
consumption this was inevitable, although Senior generally defined abstinence to include it (Marx 2006, 14-16; 
De Marchi 1987). However, his presentation of the conditions concerning the offer of abstinence contains traces 
of temporal discomfort. He stated that the formation of capital concerns a defined present and a painful sacrifice, 
namely the abstinence of the current consumption to which people submit only with a view to a future reward. In 
fact (Senior 1836-1965, 140):  

“Profits and Wages differ in almost all respects from Rent. They are each subject to a minimum and a 
maximum. They are subject to a minimum, because each of them is the result of a sacrifice. It may be difficult to 
say what is the minimum with respect to profit, but it is clear that every capitalist, as a motive to abstain from the 
immediate and unproductive enjoyment of his capital, must require some remuneration exceeding the lowest that 
is conceivable. On the other hand, as the rate of wages depends in a great measure on the number of labourers, 
and the rate of profit on the amount of capital, both high wages and high profits have a tendency to produce their 
own diminution”. 

The question of why people should prefer present goods to future goods was made less transparent by 
Senior, except for the part in which he related the inability to understand the future, namely the lack of foresight; 
a reluctance to abstain (Senior 1836-1965, 59-60): 

“To abstain from the enjoyment which is in our power, or to seek distant rather than immediate results, are 
among the most painful exertions of the human will. It is true that such exertions are made, and indeed are 
frequent in every state of society, except perhaps in the very lowest, and have been made in the very lowest, for 
society could not otherwise have improved; but of all the means by which man can be raised in the scale of being, 
abstinence, as it is perhaps the most effective, is the slowest in its increase, and the least generally diffused. 
Among nations, those that are the least civilized, and among the different classes of the same nation those which 
are the worst educated, are always the most improvident, and consequently the least abstinent”. 

Thus, Senior’s theory of capital and interest (Ricossa 1998, 256) was based on the explanation of the 
demand for capital due to the peculiar productivity of capital, and the supply of capital in the form of the real cost 
of saving. The relationship between time and productivity was introduced into Smith’s “Wealth of Nations”, it was 
only admitted as capital in formation and considered as an independent source of productivity by Ricardo after 
an intellectual struggle (Ekelund and Hébert 1975, 103). 

These were the foundations on which Senior began to analyze the relationship between capital and other 
factors and the nature of the real cost that seemed to limit the supply of capital. In identifying this cost by calling 
it “abstinence,” Senior was only able to make explicit the relationship between the supply of capital offer and its 
price. In fact (Senior 1836-1965, 97-98): 

“The term “cost of production” must be familiar to those who are acquainted with the writings of modern 
Economists; hut, like most terms in Political Economy, though currently used, it has never been accurately 
defined; and it appears to us impossible that it should have been defined without the assistance of the term 
“abstinence,” or of some equivalent expression. Mr. Ricardo admits that profit also forms a part of the cost of 
production. Mr. Mill, by a stretch of language, in the convenience of which we cannot concur, includes profit under 
the term labour. The definitions of Mr. Ricardo and Mr. Mill appear, therefore, to coincide. And that adopted by 
Mr. Malthus only differs from them in referring, not to the labour that has been employed, but to that which must 
be employed if the production must be continued. In this respect the language of Mr. Malthus is undoubtedly the 
most correct. The sacrifices that have been made to produce a given commodity have no effect on its value. All 
that the purchaser considers is the amount of sacrifice that its production would require at the time of the 
exchange. And when Mr. Ricardo and Mr. Mill speak of the labour which has been employed on a commodity as 
affecting its value, they must be understood as implying that the circumstances of production remain unchanged”.  

However, this explanation does not mark a regression to the cost of production of the theory of value either 
of capital or of goods; it puts both profits and wages on an equal footing. The mere mention of real costs does 
not mean that the value is determined solely by the cost of production. For this reason von Böhm-Bawerk (1907) 
criticized Senior’s theory of abstinence, because of the link between value and cost of production theory.  

Except where production takes place under constant cost conditions (Senior took great care in pointing 
this out) costs are only a part of the determinants of value. Senior denied that the value derived from work or 
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abstinence or any other cost; it is governed solely by costs. As for the relationship between the cost of abstinence 
and the present value of abstinence, Senior did not propose that this cost be the only determinant of price. In fact, 
he spent much more time explaining why abstinence is productive than why it is scarce. 

In the absence of direct evidence to the contrary, it is more reasonable to think that Senior’s assumption 
derived the income of all factors from the value of their products rather than from their respective production costs. 
However, there are passages that support this interpretation in relation to the analysis of rent. In fact, he states 
(Senior 1836-1965, 128-129): 

“We will begin by recurring to a subject to which we have already alluded, the frequent difficulty of deciding 
whether a given revenue ought or ought not to be called Rent. When an estate has been for some time leased to 
a careful tenant, it generally receives permanent ameliorations, which enable the owner, at the expiration of the 
lease, to obtain a higher rent. Is the increase of revenue rent or profit? It arises from an additional fertility, now 
inseparably attached to the land. It is received by the owner without sacrifice on his part. It is, in fact, 
undistinguishable from the previous rent. On the other hand, its existence is owing to the abstinence of the farmer, 
who devoted to a distant object, the amelioration of the land, labour which he might have employed in producing 
immediate enjoyment for himself. If the owner of the estate had farmed it himself, and had directed labour to be 
employed on its permanent improvement, the additional produce occasioned by those improvements would 
clearly have been termed profit. It appears, therefore, most convenient to term it profit when occasioned by the 
improvements made by a tenant”. 

It is evident in this passage that Senior derives profit directly from the value of that extra-product made 
possible by that abstinence. Since rent derived directly from the value of the product, it is clear that if profits are 
confused with rent in certain circumstances, they must derive from the value of the product of abstinence. This 
position is made clear by Senior (1836-1965, 128-129) in the following passage: 

“For all useful purposes, the distinction of profit from rent ceases as soon as the capital, from which a 
given revenue arises, has become, whether by gift or by inheritance, the property of a person to whose abstinence 
and exertions it did not owe its creation. The revenue arising from a dock, or a wharf, or a canal, is profit in the 
hands of the original constructor. It is the reward of his abstinence in having employed capital for the purposes of 
production instead of for those of enjoyment. But in the hands of his heir it has all the attributes of rent. It is to him 
the gift of fortune, not the result of a sacrifice”. 

In the end, the analysis of this work highlights the scientific progress achieved by Senior through the 
elaboration of the theory of “abstinence”, which contributed, in a significant way, to the improvement of the 
formation of capital. 

1. Abstinence and Capital  

After describing the relationships between profit, rent and abstinence, Senior dwells on the importance of 
abstinence in the formation of capital. In fact, he states (Senior 1847-52, lecture 8): 

“To a certain extent it is the gift of nature. Nature gave to man all the globe and all its contents: Scarcely 
any gift of nature, however, except the sea, is of much service to man until he has fashioned it to his use. And 
that fashion in general contributes to its utility much more than the mere bounty of nature. The ore out of which 
an anchor has been made had little value while it was buried in the mine. A second cause therefore of the 
existence of capital is human industry. All the products of human industry are not capital, or the word capital would 
be synonymous with the word wealth.4 Capital is wealth destined to be employed productively. Something 
therefore besides nature and industry must concur to produce it, and to that third something, to the cause which 
occasions a given article of wealth to be used productively I give the name of abstinence. By that term I express 
the conduct of a person who either abstains from the unproductive use of what he can command or designedly 
prefers the production of remote to that of immediate results. The union of industry and abstinence I express by 
the term accumulation”. 

It is evident that Senior thought of the existence of capital as dependent on people’s propensity to allocate 
current resources to future productions and this function makes it possible to achieve greater production through 
indirect methods of production (Bowley 1936). 

                                                 
4 According to Senior, wealth is everything that is the object of exchange, that is, everything that has value. This is 
characterised by the coexistence of three elements: 1) transferability; utility; limitation of supply. Transferability is an intrinsic 
characteristic of the exchange value, whereas utility and limitation of supply indicate the magnitude of the value of an asset 
that depends not only on utility, i.e. the propensity to satisfy a need, but also on the quantity available. Thus, the principle 
that later on marginalists will call ‘decreasing marginal utility’ is outlined (Senior 1836-1965, 11).  
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To make the capital-time relationship clearer, Senior introduced the distinction between thrift and prudence 
that he considered to be derived from abstinence; thrift was seen as mere refraining from using a commodity and 
prudence as the use of work to produce distant results (Rossitto 1993, 77). 

As for the reasons that influence savings, Senior devoted more attention to the relationship between the 
return of capital and the supply of it, as well as opportunities for investment. In fact (Senior 1847-52, lecture 9): 

“In fact it is in general the average price paid for the purchase or for the hire of durable instruments, and, 
in particular, the average number of years’ purchase of land, and the average interest of money, which decides, 
in every particular society, the extent to which a member of that society will carry his providence, or, in other 
words, what degree of future advantage will induce him to sacrifice for a given time a given amount of the means 
of present enjoyment. Those people whose providence is less than the average providence of the society in which 
they live, if they are born poor, remain poor. The average remuneration of abstinence appears to them inadequate. 
Those on the other hand who are born rich, if deficient in ordinary providence do not remain rich. They can part 
with the instruments from which their incomes are derived for sums which according to their estimate of the 
present com-pared to the future are above their value. Those whose providence exceeds that of the society in 
which they live become rich. They become purchasers of the productive instruments which the improvident sell. 
They work up materials affording a return rather more distant or a profit rather smaller than those generally used, 
and of those instruments they can choose the most certain. With every fall of the ordinary rate of interest the 
sphere of providence is extended”. 

2. Interest and Capital 

The theory of capital with Senior underwent a considerable improvement over the original terms, but the 
theory was not consistent overall. As a matter of fact, he never explained the relationship between interest rate 
and the maintenance of fixed capital (Rossitto 1993, 78). 

Leaving aside his actual credits, it must be admitted, however, that Senior’s concept of abstinence had 
influenced the evolution of economic theory (Gootzeit 1992).  

From 1836 onwards the insufficiency of the cost of production theory, as the foundation of the theory of 
value, was filled by the simple word ‘abstinence’ and in this respect Mill accepted it by incorporating it into the 
English theory of capital (Senior 1848). Where the cost of production theory of value was never accepted, as in 
France and Germany, the usefulness of the term was reduced to a concept necessary to complete cost analysis 
rather than value analysis. But it is an integral part of the theory that prevailed in the United Kingdom, although 
the change in the word ‘abstinence’ with ‘expectation’ is due to Marshall’s recognition (Augello and Guidi 2007, 
79). As a result, Senior’s direct experience of the development of the English theory of capital was probably 
greater than others.  

Outside England, however, his theory was much criticised by von Böhm-Bawerk (1930) and Fisher (1930). 
Their main criticism lay in the fact that saving does not imply any particular additional cost compared to what is 
always included in the choice between rare satisfactions; therefore, abstinence cannot - they claim - be separated 
from any other form of sacrifice. As a first step, this criticism appears justified, but the problem remains to explain 
the scarcity of supply of capital. Von Böhm-Bawerk recognized the problem and tried to overcome it with the 
analysis of the three degrees of the greater value of the present assets compared to the future ones. The technical 
superiority of the present resources over future ones, the better provision for the future than the present and the 
psychological underestimation of the future.  

Perhaps it is unnecessary to discuss his failure to set the first of these levels as an independent 
explanation, as this has been extensively demonstrated. However, the last level is important because the 
presence of discomfort is as much a good explanation for limiting the supply of capital as the sacrifice of saving, 
or abstinence. It seems clear that if there were no underestimation of the future there would be no particular 
sacrifice associated with saving apart from that associated with any other choice between poor satisfactions, 
since there would be no difference between the distribution of income flows between different current 
expenditures and between present and future expenditures. The act of saving resources would therefore have a 
three-dimensional value. If, on the other hand, and in general, there is a temporal discomfort, it means that people 
feel a difficulty and dissatisfaction in having taken into account the future when considering their own expenses. 
In short, the existence of a temporal reduction was due to sacrifice, that is to the disutility connected to saving or 
as Senior says: “the pain in practising abstinence”. Fisher’s criticism of his concept of capital income makes this 
clearer and, at the same time, allows for an explanation of why he criticizes the theory of abstinence. Fisher 
(1930), in considering the whole problem of capital and interest as one of the balancers of the marginal utility of 
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income flows over time, deliberately considers in capital all the resources of future income as stocks of consumer 
goods and durable consumer goods, whoever the owners may be. 

Fisher says that capital is global wealth considered over a given period of time; income is the total of 
services derived from all stocks. In this sense it is understood as a flow over time. Senior strove to avoid this 
broad concept, using the distinction between productive consumption and unproductive consumption. The effort 
was almost superfluous with reference to the aspect of abstinence that he was trying to highlight, namely the 
distinction of scarce resources over time. Given these circumstances, and in the absence of further clarification, 
Fisher had rather understood the theory of abstinence as a denial of the broad approach that he favored, and as 
a branch of the cost of production. It is also likely that Fisher’s interest in analysing the various factors that 
influence the expression of individual and temporal discomfort prevented him from fully appreciating the 
relationship between the existence of general discomfort and the sacrifice related to practising prudence. But this 
is precisely the fundamental disutility of prudence, which prevents individuals from distributing their income over 
time in order to maximize the utility of their lives.  

If the interpretations of von Böhm-Bawerk’s (1930) and Fisher’s (1930) criticisms are correct, it is 
reasonable to believe that Senior’s influence was really important. After Longfield (1931, 25-28), considered as 
the forerunner of the doctrine of marginal utility in post-Ricardian England, all subsequent efforts to extend the 
analysis of marginal utility to the distribution of resources over time through the concept of “temporal rate” derive, 
either directly or indirectly, from Senior’s theory of abstinence.  

3. The Difference Between Abstinence and Rent 

Senior had the merit of introducing the analysis of abstinence or savings into the economic vocabulary. 
He affirms that abstinence does not produce wealth, but it possesses the strength to create it because it pertains 
to sacrifice (or surrender) in the same way as the labour factor. Until Senior, capital income had been the least 
justifiable of all forms of income, since only Ricardo had analysed it incidentally, representing it as a residual 
surplus after paying wages (Rossitto 1993, 81).  

The demand for capital was considered as important as land and labour; but is it entitled to justify 
remuneration, unlike the other two factors? Is it a product and not an original factor of production? And here 
comes abstinence. According to Senior, as has been noted, the cost of production consists of two elements, 
namely labour and abstinence. Where competition is imperfect, i.e. there is a degree of monopolistic activity 
between cost of production and (exchange) value, there is an extra-revenue margin for the recipients. This 
income, according to the definition of labour and abstinence, is independent of any personal sacrifice or effort. 
Senior defines this remuneration as “rent” and his theory, therefore, is a mere extension of Ricardian theory 
(Depoortère 2013).  

Rent is not only the result of the best placed or most fertile land; it may also originate from the possession 
of certain natural agents or from the possession of certain personal abilities such as the voice of a tenor or the 
ability of a surgeon or may simply be the product of social causes or accidental circumstances. Senior shows that 
rent, far from being an extraordinary phenomenon, is quite common. This type of remuneration is extremely 
important and absorbs a great deal of global wealth. In fact, Senior goes further, stating that, when, as in the case 
of death, the capital moves from the people who produced it and earned it to those who inherit it immediately, it 
becomes a rent. The heirs cannot invoke abstinence: virtue cannot be passed on and they have no reason to 
rejoice in their own fortune except good fortune (Barro 1974).  

This confusion between rent and inherited wealth may create a false problem since the two facts belong 
to two different categories: rent is an economic fact resulting from the necessary conditions of exchange. It is not 
due to social organisation or to the institution of private property. On the other hand, inheritance is a legal 
phenomenon, resulting from private law. Even if, hypothetically, the institution of inheritance were to be abolished, 
there would probably be no difficulty in assisting and increasing the rent, if it were obtained from the land or any 
other asset; whereas under the hypothetical system of perfect competition, although rent no longer has to be 
recognised, inheritance could still continue to exist, together with all its privileges. By the term ‘rent’ Senior 
obviously meant any type of income that did not derive from a personal effort. 

4. Criticism of Senior’s Theory of Abstinence 

As was the case with the supporters of the labor-value theory, Marx also considered consumption as the 
end of production, but it is not the peculiar end of the capitalistic mode of production (Garegnani 1984). 

In “Capital”, Volume I, Marx (2006, 238-247) states that what characterizes capitalism is not the 
consumption of use values, but the continuous expansion of exchange values whereby money in itself is not 
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capital; it becomes capital when it is used to multiply value, i.e. when it becomes an instrument to produce surplus 
value, that is, a surplus that exceeds the means of subsistence of living labour. In other words, money is not 
capital if it represents only the intermediation of the exchange of goods: this is expressed in the triad C-M-C 
(Commodity-Money-Commodity). But if the object of the exchange is the increase in the exchange value, money 
undergoes a metamorphosis into capital, and this is expressed in the formula: 

M-C-M’            (1) 

where: M’>M; M’ - M = profit 

This triad shows the meaning of capital as a functional value for the increase of the latter, i.e. self-
increasing value. The capitalist as such does not take into account the values of use of commodities, but only the 
exchange values, and, by virtue of competition, his aim is to enlarge the entity of his capital, which is an evident 
component of his being.  

Posing the question in psychological terms, Marx (2006, 14-17) observed that the sacrifice implicit in 
abstinence, in the case of the capitalist, does not occur in the abstinence of consumption, but, rather, in the 
abstinence from saving. In fact, he states that a part of the surplus value is consumed by the capitalist as income, 
another is used as capital, that is, accumulated. Given the mass of surplus value, the greater one of these parts 
is, the smaller the other part will be. Considering all other circumstances always equal, the proportion in which 
this division occurs determines the magnitude of the accumulation. But this division is carried out by the owner of 
the surplus value, that is to say the capitalist. Therefore, it is an act of will of the capitalist; as a supporter of the 
valorisation of value, he encourages human race to produce for production’s sake, pushing it towards the 
development of society’s productive forces, and the creation of those material conditions of production which 
alone can form the real basis of a higher form of society whose fundamental principle is the full and free 
development of each individual.  

The capitalist represents the personification of capital; as such, he shares with the miser an absolute drive 
towards self-enrichment. But what appears in the miser as the mania of an individual is in the capitalist the effect 
of a social mechanism in which he is merely a cog. Moreover, the development of capitalist production makes it 
necessary constantly to increase the amount of capital laid out in a given individual undertaking, and competition 
subordinates every individual capitalist to the immanent laws of capitalist production, as external and coercive 
laws. It compels the capitalist to keep extending his capital, so as to preserve it, and he can only extend it by 
means of progressive accumulation.  

With the development of the capitalistic mode of production, of the accumulation of wealth, the capitalist 
ceases to be a mere embodiment of capital (Morselli 2017, 35). In order to charm out of his bosom the awful 
conflict between the desire for enjoyment and the chase after riches, Malthus (1836, 319-320), advocated a 
division of labour, which assigns to the capitalist actually engaged in production, the business of accumulating, 
and to the other sharers in surplus-value (to the landlords, the place-men, the beneficed clergy, &c.), the business 
of spending.  

This is an unacceptable approach for Marx. He says, referring to Malthus, it is of the highest importance 
“to separate the passion for spending and the passion for accumulation”. The capitalists having long been good 
livers and men of the world, uttered loud cries. What! exclaimed one of their spokesmen, a disciple of Ricardo, 
Mr. Malthus preaches high rents, heavy taxes, &c., so that the pressure of the spur may constantly be kept on 
the industrious by unproductive consumers! By all means, production, production on a constantly increasing 
scale, runs the shibboleth; but production will, by such a process, be far more curbed in than spurred on. Nor is 
it quite fair thus to maintain in idleness a number of persons, only to pinch others, who are likely, from their 
characters, if you can force them to work, to work with success” (Malthus 1821, 67). 

Our Ricardian considers it unjust to incite the industrial capitalist to accumulate by skimming the fat from 
his stock, so it seems necessary to him to limit as far as possible the worker to a minimum wage in order to keep 
him laborious. And it makes no mystery for a moment that the secret of the genesis of profit is the appropriation 
of unpaid work: 

“The very meaning of an increased demand by them is, a disposition to take less themselves, and leave 
a larger share for their employers, and if it be said that this, by diminishing consumption, increases glut, I can only 
answer, that glut then is synonymous with high profits” (Malthus 1821, 59). 

The scholarly quarrel as to how to share the worker’s spoils, in the most favourable form for accumulation, 
between industrial capitalist and idle land owner, fell silent with the July revolution. Shortly after, in Lyon the urban 
proletariat rang the hammerhead bell, and in England the agricultural proletariat flew the red cock. Owenism 
raged on the European side of the English Channel, Sansimonism and Fourierism raged on the other side. The 
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time of the common economy had come. Just one year before he discovered in Manchester that the profit 
(including interest) of capital is the product of the last twelfth unpaid hour of work, Senior (1836, 309) announced 
another discovery to the world:  

“I replace the term ‘capital’, considered as an instrument of production, with the term ‘abstinence’”.  
Senior (1836, 342) continues:  
“When the savage makes bows, he exercises an industry, but he does not practise abstinence. That 

explains how and why, in the earlier stages of society, the instruments of labour could be made without the 
practice of capitalist abstinence. “The more society progresses; the more abstinence is demanded” — abstinence 
demanded from those whose business in life it is to appropriate the fruits of others’ industry (Hupfel 2010). 
Henceforward, all the conditions of the labour process become transformed into so many acts of abstinence on 
the part of the capitalist. If the corn is not all eaten, if some of it is reserved for seed, this is because the capitalist 
is abstinent. If vine is given time to mature, this is because the capitalist abstains”.  

Conclusions 

Senior marks, in some ways, the watershed between the last defences of the Ricardian positions and the 
theoretical improvements that later on had to give analytical completeness to a subjective conception of value. 
He undoubtedly felt the vigour of Ricardian analysis, but also its limitations; influenced by Say (1803), he 
approached Bailey’s (1825) and Whately’s (1832) essays. And although he did not have Longfield’s conceptual 
excellence (1834), he can be considered as one of the forerunners of utility in the nineteenth century. But Senior 
did not aspire to become a representative of the new theoretical approach; he did not aim to present this approach 
as an alternative to the Ricardian one, on the contrary he tried to carry out a work of mediation and synthesis.  

In his most significant work, an outline of the science of political economy, published for the first time in 
1836, Senior gives a definition of wealth in which the fruits of his intense conceptual work are gathered. Wealth 
now becomes everything that can be traced back to exchange, or everything that has value. What are the 
elements that are essential to the validity of this definition? Transferability, limitation of supply and utility. The 
latter is considered as the attitude of a commodity to offer a certain satisfaction.  

In this case utility becomes an element of the concept of value and Senior specifies its characteristics 
referring, precisely, to the limitation of supply and to the transferability that tends to eliminate the objective criterion 
of value that was present in Smith’s thought. In this context, we have a fairly explicit notion of the phenomenon 
of decreasing marginal utility. Senior does not assign utility a prominent task in the exchange model but seeks to 
consider it in its relationship to cost. Senior’s cost is inclusive of the phenomenon of productivity of capital that is 
expressed with the term, maybe not completely explicative, of “abstinence”. It appears as that factor distinct both 
from labour and from work of nature, the compensation of which is necessary for capital, and the relationship of 
which to profit is the same as labour’s relationship to wages. In this way Senior tries to overcome the 
contradictions into which the post-Ricardians Orthodox had fallen in their attempts to overcome profit. The 
production cost would represent for Senior the sum of the labour and the “abstinence” necessary for the 
production of a certain quantity of goods. He intends to exclude profit as such from the analysis, and to consider 
“abstinence” as the remuneration of a behaviour that he would like to make look like that explication of energies 
that is called labour. 

Senior also remained partly faithful to Ricardo in the way he deals with the labor market and although he 
tried to follow Say and Longfield’s approaches to the problem of productivity, he preferred to conduct his reasoning 
by reworking, first of all, the ancient doctrine of the wage fund. In fact, Senior expresses the proposition that the 
actual salary, received on average during a year, corresponds to the ratio between the volume of commodities 
set aside in that period for the maintenance of the working population, and the amount of this population. To 
proceed beyond analytically, however, it was necessary to be able to determine the fund set aside; Senior did not 
examine the problem in depth, but provided some criteria for a solution, referring, precisely, to the concept of 
labour productivity and the relationship between wages and profit (Meoli 1972, 835). In this way he paved the 
way for linking the theory of wages with that of capital, the profitability of which Senior admits. 

Without a doubt, the analytical progress made by Senior contributed to freeing the logical structure of 
classical economy from many rigidities, from certain excessively simplified causal relations, from that trend 
pessimism which fatally derived from them and which is easily recognizable in certain Ricardian inferences. 
Perhaps it was his long experience in public affairs and their specific problems that led Senior to consider the 
theorist’s work important in his autonomy, in his independent ability to make generalisations. Senior knew very 
well that solutions of practical importance cannot be derived mechanically from them. He felt the problems of 
human welfare, but left economists a warning that was interpreted in different ways, because it concerns a field 
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of assessments on which, probably, disagreement will never cease. In fact, Senior stated that economic science 
and what he defined as the two economic arts that deal respectively with the institutions and the relations between 
wealth and welfare, are at the same time connected and distinct. Every economist can face the problems of 
human happiness, but he must be aware that for their solution, if achievable, his considerations as a scientist are 
not enough, because different ideals participate in them or, even, some which are opposite to those that economic 
theory, as such, would suggest. 
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