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Welfare definition of economics: This definition is related with neo-classical school of economics. Dr. Alfred Marshall 

is regarded as a leader of neo-classical economists. He was a professor of economics at Cambridge University. In 1890 AD, Marshall 

published a book “Principles of Economics”. In that book he defined economics as “Economics is a study of mankind in ordinary 

business of life.” It enquires how a man earns income and how he uses it. Thus, it is the study of wealth in other hand and on the 

other hand, it is the study of mankind. 

 

Features of Welfare definition: 

 Economics is the study of economic aspect of mankind.  

 Economics studies economic welfare of mankind. It does not study the whole human welfare. 

 Economics is a social science since it studies the economic aspects of social life or human beings. 

 Economics studies the ‘ordinary business of life’ since it considers the money-earning and money-

spending activities of man. 

 Economics studies only the ‘material’ part of human welfare which is measurable in terms of the 

measuring rod of money. It neglects other activities of human welfare not quantifiable in terms of 

money.  

 

Criticisms of Welfare definition: The welfare definition of economics has been criticized on several grounds. The main 

criticisms were made by Robbins. The criticisms are as follows: 

 Classificatory: The welfare definition is classificatory rather than analytical. It classifies economic phenomena into 

material and non – material. Similarly, human activities are divided into economic and non – economic activities. But 

according to Robbins, such type of classification is unscientific and illogical 

 Narrow scope: This definition has narrowed the scope of economics because this definition includes only material things 

and excludes non – material things from the scope of economics. But it is difficult to separate material and non –material 

things. 

 Connection between economics and welfare: This definition has tried to establish connection between economics 

and welfare. But according to Robbins economics has nothing to do with welfare. 

 Pure social science: The welfare definition takes economics as purely a social science. It means that economics does 

not study the man living outside society. But this is not true. 

 Measurement of Welfare: According to Marshall, welfare can be measured quantitatively. The measuring rod is 

money but according to critics, welfare cannot be measured quantitatively because it is a mental feeling. It varies from 

individual to individual. 

 Normative Science: Marshall’s ‘welfare definition’ gives economics a normative character. A normative 

science must pass on value judgments. It must pronounce whether a particular economic activity is good 
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or bad. But economics, according to Robbins, must be free from making value judgment. Ethics should 

make value judgments. Economics is a positive science and not a normative science. 

 Ignores Problem of Scarcity: Marshall’s definition ignores the fundamental problem of scarcity of any 

economy. It was Robbins who gave a scarcity definition of economics. Robbins defined economics in 

terms of allocation of scarce resources to satisfy unlimited human wants. 

 

Scarcity definition of economics: This definition is related with modern school of economics. Lionel Robbins is regarded 

as a leader of modern economists. In 1932 AD, he published a book, “The Nature and Significance of Economic Science.” In that 

book he has given a new definition of economics called Scarcity definition. According to Robbins, “Economics is the science which 

studies human behaviour as a well as relationship between unlimited ends (wants) and scarce means which have alternative uses. 

 

Features of Scarcity definition of economics:  

 Unlimited wants or ends: According to Robbins, human wants are unlimited. If one want is satisfied another wants 

crop up. Therefore, it is difficult to satisfy all these wants at the same time. 

 Scarce means or resources: Means to satisfy human wants are limited and scarce. The economic problems arise due 

to the scarcity of resources. These resources are scarce in relation to their demands. 

 Alternative uses: The scarce means have alternative uses. For example: Money can be put to several uses ether for 

buying food, buying books, or going to cinema, etc. 

 Problem of choice: Due to the scarce and alternative uses of means there arise the problems of choice. We must 

choose between most urgent want to less urgent want. 

 

Criticisms of Scarcity definition: Though the scarcity definition of economics is regarded superior than other definitions 

but still this definition is not free from criticism. Therefore, this definition has been criticized on the following grounds: 

 Inclusion of material welfare: Robbins criticized the welfare definition given by Marshall, but the material welfare 

enters in his definition through back door. 

 Ignores present day problems: According to critics, this definition is unable to address the hot issues of modern 

economy like unemployment, poverty, economic growth, economic development, etc 

 Incomplete definition: The critics objected that the Robbins definition of economics has given unnecessary emphasis 

to scarcity problem. But according to them economic problems arise not only from scarcity, but it also may arise form 

abundance. For Eg : During depression of 1930s economic problems had aroused due to over production or abundance. 

 It does not cover macro – economics: The scarcity definition of economics does not cover macro – economics but 

macro – economics is an important part of economics. 

 Social aspect: Robbins definition of economics ignored the social aspect of human life. But economics is a social science. 

It is concerned with the study of economic activities of man living in a society. 
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 Pure Science: Robbins definition converse economics in a pure science. As a pure science, economics is concerned with 

the formulation of economic law shaving nothing to do with practice. But it is quite wrong because economists are not 

only tool makers but also tool users. 

 Lesser importance to Social Science: In his bid to raise economics to the status of a positive science, 

Robbins deliberately downplayed the importance of economics as a social science. Being a social science, 

economics must study social relations. His definition places too much emphasis on ‘individual’ choice. 

Scarcity problem, in the ultimate analysis, is the social problem—rather an individual problem. Social 

problems give rise to social choice. Robbins could not explain social problems as well as social choice. 

 Neutral between End: Economists cannot remain neutral between ends. They must prescribe policies 

and make value judgments as to what is good for the society and what is bad. So, economics should 

pronounce both positive and normative statements. 

 

Comparison of Robbins and Marshall’s definition: 

Marshall’s Robbins 

1. Classificatory: Marshall’s definition of economics is 

classificatory because it classifies goods into material and 

non – material goods and includes only material goods in 

the scope of economics. 

1. Analytical: Robbin’s definition of economics is 

analytical. It deals all types of goods and all kinds of human 

activities. 

 

2. Social science: According to Marshall economics is 

asocial science. It studies only those human beings who are 

living in an organized society. 

2. Human science: According to Robbins economics is a 

human science. It studies all human beings whether they 

are in society or out of society. 

3. Normative Science: Marshall’s definition is based on 

the concept of Normative economics. Normative science 

gives value judgement. It shows rightness or wrongness of 

things. 

3. Positive Science: Robbins definition is based on the 

concept of positive science. It explains facts as they are. It 

does not give value judgement. 

4. Non – neutral: According to Marshall economics is 

non neutral. It helps to solve practical problems. It is 

concerned for improving human life. 

4. Neutral: According to Robbins’ economics is neutral. It 

is neutral between wants and resource utilization. 

 

5. Narrow scope: Marshall’s definition of economics has 

narrowed the scope of economics. 

5. Broad Scope: Robbins’ definition of economics has 

broadened the scope of economics. 

 


