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The Thing That Distinguishes Between Carl Menger And Jevons And Gossen In The Marginalist Utility

Stream is a pivotal aspect of the development of marginalist theory, shaping how economists

understand consumer choice, value, and the foundation of modern economics. While all three

figures—Carl Menger, William Stanley Jevons, and Hermann Heinrich Gossen—are recognized as

pioneers of marginal utility, their approaches, assumptions, and emphasis differ significantly. This

article explores these differences in depth, shedding light on the unique contributions and perspectives

that set Menger apart from Jevons and Gossen within the marginalist utility stream.

Introduction to the Marginalist Revolution

The late 19th century marked a significant shift in economic thought with the marginalist revolution,

which challenged classical theories centered on labor and cost of production as determinants of value.

Instead, marginalists emphasized individual preferences and the subjective nature of utility. The core

idea was that the value of a good is determined by its marginal utility— the additional satisfaction

gained from consuming an extra unit of that good.

The three key figures—Menger, Jevons, and Gossen—developed overlapping yet distinct frameworks

that contributed to this revolution. Understanding their differences is essential for grasping the

evolution of marginalist thought and its implications for economic theory.



The Theoretical Foundations of Menger, Jevons, and Gossen

Before delving into the distinctions, it is essential to understand each thinker's foundational ideas.

Carl Menger

- Emphasized the subjective theory of value.

- Developed the concept of marginal utility as the basis for price determination.

- Focused on individual choices and the importance of the order of preferences.

- Introduced the idea that value arises from the importance an individual assigns to goods, not inherent

qualities.

William Stanley Jevons

- Advocated a mathematical approach to utility.

- Introduced the concept of marginal utility as a decreasing function.

- Emphasized the role of marginal analysis in understanding economic behavior.

- Developed formal models and equations to describe utility and demand.

Hermann Heinrich Gossen

- Proposed the Law of Diminishing Marginal Utility based on empirical observation.

- Focused on the psychological aspect of utility.

- Developed Gossen’s First Law (diminishing marginal utility) and Gossen’s Second Law (equilibrium

conditions).

- His work was more descriptive and psychological, emphasizing human satisfaction.



Key Differences in Approach and Emphasis

While all three contributed to marginal utility theory, their approaches differ markedly in several

aspects.

Methodological Perspectives

Menger’s Approach: Emphasized qualitative analysis rooted in individual preferences and the

logical ordering of goods. He prioritized understanding subjective value through ordinal ranking

rather than quantifying utility explicitly.

Jevons’s Approach: Employed mathematical and quantitative methods, formulating utility

functions and marginal analysis to model consumer behavior explicitly.

Gossen’s Approach: Focused on psychological observations and empirical laws, emphasizing the

diminishing nature of utility as a key principle without necessarily formalizing it mathematically at

first.

Nature of Utility and Value

Menger: Utility is ordinal; consumers rank preferences without assigning numerical values. Value

is derived from marginal utility but understood through subjective preference orderings.

Jevons: Utility can be quantified, allowing for the derivation of mathematical functions

representing consumer preferences and diminishing marginal utility explicitly.

Gossen: Focused on the psychological satisfaction and the decreasing utility, framing it as a law

based on empirical human behavior rather than formal mathematics.



Mathematical Formalization

Menger: Less emphasis on formal mathematics; his work leans toward logical and philosophical

foundations of value and choice.

Jevons: Pioneered the use of calculus and mathematical equations to formalize utility concepts,

leading to more precise modeling.

Gossen: Initially descriptive, though later scholars sought to formalize his laws mathematically,

which influenced subsequent marginalist models.

The Concept of Marginal Utility and Its Variations

A crucial point of divergence among these thinkers is their conceptualization of marginal utility and its

role in economic behavior.

Menger’s Perspective

- Marginal utility is subjective and ordinal.

- The individual’s ranking of goods determines their valuation.

- The concept of “marginal utility” is central but expressed through preference orderings rather than

numerical measures.

- The law of diminishing marginal utility is implicit in the ordering of preferences.



Jevons’s Perspective

- Marginal utility can be quantitatively measured.

- Utility functions decrease as consumption increases.

- Marginal utility diminishes at a decreasing rate, which can be modeled mathematically.

- Emphasized the importance of marginal analysis in demand and price determination.

Gossen’s Perspective

- Marginal utility decreases with each additional unit consumed.

- Based on empirical observation, he formulated the Law of Diminishing Marginal Utility.

- His focus was on the psychological and experiential aspects of utility.

- His laws serve as fundamental principles for understanding consumer satisfaction.

Implications for Consumer Choice Theory

The differences among Menger, Jevons, and Gossen influence how they interpret consumer choice

and the derivation of demand.

Menger’s View

- Consumer choice is guided by the ranking of preferences.

- Choices are made to maximize utility based on ordinal preferences.

- No need for cardinal utility; the order suffices for explaining demand.

Jevons’s View

- Consumer choice is modeled through utility maximization using quantitative utility functions.

- Marginal utility diminishes, influencing demand curves.

- Formal mathematical models allow precise predictions of consumer behavior.



Gossen’s View

- Consumer behavior follows the Law of Diminishing Marginal Utility.

- Satisfaction decreases with each additional unit, guiding choices toward equilibrium.

- His laws serve as foundational principles for demand analysis, though less formalized than Jevons’s

models.

The Legacy and Influence of Each Thinker

Understanding their lasting impacts helps contextualize their differences.

Carl Menger

- Laid the groundwork for Austrian economics.

- Emphasized subjective value and ordinal utility.

- Influenced the development of marginal utility theory within the Austrian tradition.

William Jevons

- Advanced the mathematical formalization of utility.

- Influenced mainstream economics and the development of demand theory.

- His approach paved the way for modern consumer theory and microeconomics.

Hermann Gossen

- Provided empirical and psychological insights into utility.

- Laid the conceptual foundation for the Law of Diminishing Marginal Utility.

- His work influenced both theoretical and behavioral economics.



Conclusion: The Distinguishing Factor

The core distinction that sets Carl Menger apart from Jevons and Gossen in the marginalist utility

stream lies in his methodological and philosophical approach to utility and value. Menger’s emphasis

on ordinal preferences and qualitative analysis contrasts sharply with Jevons’s mathematical formalism

and Gossen’s empirical, psychological perspective. While Jevons sought to quantify utility and develop

precise models, Menger maintained that the essence of consumer choice and value resides in

subjective ranking, not in numerical measurement.

This fundamental difference has profound implications for economic theory. Menger’s approach lends

itself to a more flexible, descriptive understanding of consumer behavior, emphasizing individual

preferences without requiring precise utility quantification. Jevons's formalization and mathematical

rigor provided tools for precise analysis but sometimes at the expense of philosophical clarity.

Gossen’s empirical laws, though less formalized initially, contributed valuable insights into human

psychology and the diminishing satisfaction from consumption.

In sum, the distinguishing feature of Carl Menger within the marginalist utility stream is his commitment

to the ordinal, qualitative understanding of preferences and utility—an approach that continues to

underpin modern Austrian economics and behavioral interpretations of consumer choice. It is this

philosophical and methodological stance that sets him apart from the more mathematically inclined

Jevons and the empirically grounded Gossen, making his contribution fundamental to the evolution of

economic thought.

---

Note: This long-form article is designed to be comprehensive, well-structured, and optimized for SEO

with clear headings and subheadings, including lists to enhance readability and engagement.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the primary difference between Carl Menger's and Jevons's

approaches to marginal utility theory?

Carl Menger emphasized the subjective and ordinal nature of utility, focusing on individual preferences

and the marginal process, whereas Jevons introduced a more quantitative, cardinal approach,

assigning measurable utility values to goods.

How does Gossen's law of diminishing marginal utility differ from the

perspectives of Menger and Jevons?

Gossen's law states that as a person consumes more of a good, the additional utility gained

decreases, aligning more closely with Menger's subjective approach but differing from Jevons's

quantitative utility measurement, which attempted to assign numerical values.

In what way did Menger's concept of marginal utility influence the

development of modern microeconomics?

Menger's emphasis on ordinal utility and individual preferences laid the foundation for modern

consumer choice theory, shifting focus from measurable utility to subjective valuation, which remains

central in microeconomic analysis today.

Why did Jevons advocate for a quantitative measure of utility, and how

did this contrast with Menger's view?

Jevons believed that utility could be measured numerically to enable precise calculation and analysis,

contrasting with Menger's view that utility is subjective and cannot be quantified, emphasizing rankings

instead.

What role does the concept of 'ordinal utility' play in distinguishing



Menger's theory from Jevons's utility measurement?

Ordinal utility, championed by Menger, asserts that consumers can rank preferences but cannot assign

exact numerical values, whereas Jevons's approach sought to measure utility quantitatively, making

Menger's view more aligned with modern consumer theory.

How did Gossen's contributions to marginal utility theory influence

Menger and Jevons?

Gossen's laws of diminishing marginal utility provided foundational insights that influenced both, but

Menger adopted a more subjective, preference-based perspective, while Jevons incorporated a more

mathematical, utility measurement approach.

What is the significance of the 'cardinal vs. ordinal' utility distinction

in the marginalist tradition?

This distinction highlights the debate over whether utility can be measured numerically (cardinal) or

only ranked (ordinal), with Menger advocating for ordinal utility, which is more consistent with individual

subjective preferences, contrasting with Jevons's cardinal utility.

How does understanding the differences between Menger, Jevons, and

Gossen enhance our comprehension of marginal utility theory's

evolution?

Recognizing their differing perspectives—Menger's subjective and ordinal, Jevons's quantitative, and

Gossen's diminishing utility—helps us appreciate the theoretical debates that shaped modern economic

thought and the development of consumer choice models.



Additional Resources

Distinguishing the Marginalist Pioneers: Carl Menger, William Stanley Jevons, and Hermann Gossen

The evolution of economic thought in the late 19th century is marked by a pivotal shift known as the

Marginalist Revolution. At its core, this revolution redefined how economists understand value, utility,

and consumer choice. Among the key figures who shaped this paradigm are Carl Menger, William

Stanley Jevons, and Hermann Gossen. While their contributions collectively laid the foundation for

modern microeconomics, subtle yet crucial differences distinguish their approaches and theoretical

emphases. This article delves into the core distinctions, exploring what sets Menger apart from Jevons

and Gossen within the marginalist utility stream.

---

Introduction to the Marginalist Utility Stream

The marginalist utility stream emerged as a response to classical economics’ focus on cost-based

theories of value, such as the labor theory of value. Instead, marginalists emphasized the subjective

valuation of goods—how individual preferences and the incremental utility derived from additional units

influence market behavior.

Key Components of the Marginalist Approach:

- Subjective Utility: Value is determined by individual preferences.

- Marginal Utility: The additional satisfaction obtained from consuming an extra unit of a good.

- Diminishing Marginal Utility: The principle that each additional unit provides less utility than the

previous one.

Within this framework, three scholars stand out:

- Hermann Gossen: Laid the groundwork with his empirical and theoretical insights.



- William Stanley Jevons: Formalized marginal utility mathematically and emphasized its role in price

determination.

- Carl Menger: Developed a comprehensive, logical foundation for marginal utility, focusing on

individual subjective valuation.

Understanding their distinctions requires exploring their respective contributions, methodologies, and

philosophical underpinnings.

---

Hermann Gossen: The Pioneer of Diminishing Marginal Utility

Before Menger, Gossen made significant strides with his "The Laws of Human Relations and the Rules

of Human Action" (1854). His main achievement was articulating the law of diminishing marginal utility

through empirical observations and logical reasoning.

Gossen’s Key Contributions:

- Recognized that the utility of a good decreases with each additional unit consumed.

- Proposed the Gossen’s First Law, which states that consumers allocate their resources to maximize

total utility, balancing marginal utilities across different goods.

- Introduced the concept of indifference curves and utility functions as tools for understanding

consumer behavior.

Distinctive Features of Gossen’s Approach:

- Emphasized empirical observation and psychological insights.

- Relied on the idea that utility is a psychological attribute, somewhat akin to sensation or pleasure.

- His work was more descriptive and less formalized mathematically.

Limitations:

- Lacked a formal mathematical model to quantify utility.



- Focused more on behavioral assumptions than on deriving precise economic outcomes.

Summary: Gossen set the stage by emphasizing the importance of diminishing utility and consumer

choice, but his approach remained rooted in psychological intuition rather than a rigorous logical or

mathematical framework.

---

William Stanley Jevons: The Mathematical Formalist

Jevons advanced the marginalist theory by introducing mathematical rigor and formal logic into

economic analysis. His seminal work, "The Theory of Political Economy" (1871), was instrumental in

establishing marginal utility as a core concept.

Jevons’s Core Contributions:

- Formalized the concept of marginal utility as a measurable, diminishing function.

- Developed the utility function and introduced the idea of cardinal utility—assigning numerical values to

utility for analytical purposes.

- Demonstrated how marginal utility determines price and exchange ratios through the law of

diminishing returns.

Methodological Features:

- Emphasized quantitative analysis.

- Assumed comparable units of utility—a departure from Gossen’s psychological approach.

- Focused on equilibrium analysis based on consumer preferences and budget constraints.

Distinguishing Aspects:

- Jevons’s approach was more mathematically explicit, striving for a formal, consistent theory.

- He viewed utility as cardinal, meaning that the magnitude of utility could be measured and compared

directly.



- His work bridged psychology and mathematics, making utility into a calculable variable.

Limitations:

- The assumption of measurable, comparable utility units is criticized for being psychologically

unrealistic.

- His focus on quantitative utility sometimes overshadowed the subjective nature of individual

preferences.

Summary: Jevons’s contribution lies in his rigorous mathematical formalism, transforming the concept

of utility into a measurable quantity that can be used to analyze consumer behavior systematically.

---

Carl Menger: The Logical and Subjective Foundation

Carl Menger’s approach marked a philosophical and methodological turning point in marginalist theory,

emphasizing individual subjective valuation and logical consistency over empirical or mathematical

expediency.

Menger’s Key Innovations:

- Developed a deductive, individualistic theory of value rooted in subjective preferences.

- Rejected the notion of utility as a measurable or cardinal entity, instead viewing it as ordinal—ranking

preferences without assigning specific numerical magnitudes.

- Proposed that value arises from the importance an individual assigns to satisfying their most pressing

needs, rather than from any inherent or intrinsic utility.

Core Principles of Menger’s Theory:

- Subjective Value: Value depends on the individual's personal valuation, not an external or objective

measure.

- Order of Preferences: Consumers can rank their preferences but cannot necessarily measure utility.



- Marginal Utility as a Concept of Ranking: The idea that the marginal utility of a good is the additional

importance or rank it holds relative to other preferences.

Methodological Distinction:

- Menger’s approach is deductive and logical, built upon axioms of individual choice.

- He employs ordinal utility rather than cardinal utility, aligning with the idea that utility is a matter of

preference ordering.

- Focuses on the foundations of value rather than on empirical measurement.

Why Menger’s Approach Is the Key Distinction:

1. Emphasis on Subjectivity and Ordinality: Menger prioritized individual preferences and the qualitative

ranking of goods, whereas Jevons aimed for a quantitative utility measure.

2. Logical Foundations: Menger's theory is built on clear axioms about choice and preference, making

it more philosophically rigorous.

3. Rejection of Utility Measurement: Unlike Jevons, who believed utility could be measured

numerically, Menger argued that utility is inherently non-measurable, and only preferences can be

ordered.

Impact on Modern Economics:

- Menger’s subjective and ordinal approach underpins contemporary microeconomic theory, especially

in consumer choice models.

- His methodological stance influenced the development of indifference curve analysis and revealed

preference theory.

---

Summary of the Core Distinction

| Aspect | Hermann Gossen | William Jevons | Carl Menger |

|---------|----------------|----------------|--------------|



| Methodology | Empirical, psychological | Formal mathematical, quantitative | Deductive, logical |

| Utility Measurement | Psychological, descriptive | Cardinal utility (measurable) | Ordinal utility (ranking

only) |

| Utility Concept | Satisfaction, feelings | Numerical utility value | Preference orderings |

| Approach to Value | Based on diminishing utility | Utility as a measurable quantity | Value based on

subjective preferences |

| Philosophical Foundation | Psychological realism | Mathematical formalism | Subjectivism and

individual choice |

In essence, the key distinction that sets Carl Menger apart is his rejection of the idea that utility can be

measured numerically. Instead, he championed the concept of ordinal preferences, emphasizing that

value is rooted in individual subjective ranking, making his approach more aligned with modern

microeconomic theory.

---

Implications for Modern Economics

Understanding this distinction is crucial for appreciating the evolution of economic thought:

- Menger’s ordinal utility forms the basis of modern consumer theory, where preferences are

represented by indifference curves and utility functions are ordinal.

- The measurement problem associated with Jevons’s cardinal utility approach led to criticisms and

eventual abandonment of utility measurement, favoring Menger’s preference ranking.

- The subjectivist foundation introduced by Menger remains central to behavioral economics, game

theory, and market analysis.

In practice, this distinction has practical implications:

- Policy analysis relies on preference ordering rather than utility measurement.



- Market models depend on the assumption that consumers can rank preferences, not measure utility.

- Behavioral insights recognize that utility is subjective and non-measurable, aligning with Menger’s

philosophical stance.

---

Conclusion: The Lasting Legacy of the Distinction

The fundamental difference between Carl Menger and his predecessors Jevons and Gossen lies in

their approach to utility and value. While Gossen laid the empirical and psychological groundwork and

Jevons formalized utility mathematically, it was Menger who redefined the conceptual framework by

emphasizing subjective preferences and ordinal ranking.
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