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INTRODUCTION

The editors of this volume have discovered no economist who
has devoted himself to the Theory of the Anthology. The omis-
sion seems odd for a profession that ranges as widely as ours,
because—as we have discovered by painful experience—construct-
ing an anthology is an economic problem of some interest and
difficulty—one might almost say hazard. Presumably an antholo-
gist is maximizing something. He is faced with a problem of
choice. He has limited space: if one item gets in, some other item
must be left out. He has a problem of balance: he must equate
the marginal utilities of pages devoted to various topics. He has
problems of complementarity—article A does not make sense with-

- out article B—and of competitiveness—if article A is included,

article G does not add much. And at the end of the process he
knows that he will meet slightly raised eyebrows and slightly hurt

[feelings—why did he leave out this worthy item, or put in that not-

so-worthy one? The feeling of dissatisfaction which most readers

~ teel with anthologies arises out of a phenomenon which is never

quite adequately dealt with in the literature of economics but
which is of very general importance; it might be termed the
Plateau Principle. The maximum of anthological virtue which
the anthologist seeks is not a peak but a broad plateau: some
of the items which got in just squeezed by; some of the items

" which were excluded were just fractionally below the threshold.

Over a wide range of choice the selection is about equally good;
consequently, the actual selection must be determined by rather

+ personal and non-significant factors. To those who prefer another

part of the plateau we offer no remonstrance; after all, it is not
unusual for the contents of a book to be influenced by the par-

" ticular men who fashion it.

There are one or two matters of policy, however, which it
may be desirable to explain. We resolved at the outset to exclude
articles dealing principally with welfare economics on the ground
that this literature is so extensive that it may well form the subject
of another volume of readings. That is to say, we have concen-
trated on what might be called the mechanics of the pricing process
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