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Abstract 

 

Excessive mathematisation and formalisation of economic science has been one of 

the most important, if not the most important, feature of the development of economic 

science in the latter part of the twentieth century. So pervasive is mathematical modeling in 

economic discourse that one leading critic has gone as far as to describe the use of 

mathematics in economics as a form of ideology (Lawson, 2012).  This paper describes the 

why's and how's of the process that has led to this state of affairs. 

The mathematisation and formalisation of economic science is a complicated 

process involving social, economic, intellectual, ideological and institutional factors. Recent 

scholarship including Ingrao and Israel (1990), Mirowski (1989, 2003), Weintraub (1985, 

2002), Morgan and Rutherford (eds) (1998) among others, has helped to shed light to the 

factors involved in this process.  Some of these works have set new standards to economic 

historiography.  Although, thanks to these and other works, we are now in a much better 

position to understand the phenomenon of formalisation and mathematisation of economic 

science, most accounts tend to rely heavily on one or two factors involved in the process. 

Hence, for example, Lawson (2003, ch. 10), following Ingrao and Israel (1990), lays great 

emphasis on the role mathematics in Western Culture, coupled with an evolutionary, natural 

selection argument, as the basic determining factors, while Hodgson’s (2012) emphasis lays 

with some institutional  developments following World War II.  These accounts, although 

sheding important light to some of the factors involved, leave some important questions 

unanswered. If the importance of mathematics in Western culture is the basic causal factor, 

why, for example, did this formalisation process only take place to such an extent after the 

Second World War? And why has it only came to dominate economics and not other social 

sciences such as sociology, anthropology and politics (although, especially in the latter, it has 

made some important headway) where the institutional factors at work were of a similar 

nature? 

In order to do justice to this multi-causal phenomenon, and to provide some, 

however tentative answers to these questions, all the different factors involved in the 

process of mathematisation have to be brought to bear on our explanation by showing 

explicitly how each of them has affected this process. In what follows we will try, on the 

basis of the existing literature, to offer a synthesis of the why’s and how’s of this 

complicated process.  A special place in this explanation is attached to the role and influence 

of ideology. Mathematical modeling, despite its pretenses to scientific rigour, may in fact act 



as a veil of the ideological biases that are in built in the theory. But ideology may also exert 

its influence in more direct ways such as in cases where the explicitly stated aim or the 

starting point of an author is a specific ideological commitment. This factor became 

particularly pronounced during the Cold War era.  
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