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Mechanistic and Organistic Analogies in Economics : 
The Place of Game Theory 

Some notes on H. Thoben’s article 

LEE JOHANSEN t * 

Kyklos 1982 contains an interesting article by H.THOBEN on ‘Mechanistic and Organistic 
Analogies in Economics reconsidered‘. I have no important disagreement with the article 
as far as it goes, but in my opinion there is one dimension which is missing in the article: 
A discussion of game theory approaches in comparison with the analogies which are 
treated in the article. The purpose of the present note is to elaborate a little bit on this 
point. Such an extension of the range of approaches to be compared would perhaps also 
call for a modification of Professor THOBEN’S conclusion. I think the issue is quite 
important and timely, since we have seen recently an increasing interest in discussions 
of the methodology of economics, see for instance the survey in A. W.&ATS [1982] and 
references given there. A.W.COATS’ article appears in the same issue of Kykfos as 
H.THOBEN’S article, and also in A. W.COATS’ survey I miss a discussion of game theory 
approaches. In fact, the same applies to most surveys and discussions of the methodology 
of economics that I have seen. 

It has often been declared in recent years that there is a crisis in economic theory. I 
do not subscribe to this point of view, but there is no doubt that a comparison between 
the state of economic theory on the one hand and actual events and trends of develop- 
ment in economic life on the other hand poses many challenging questions and ought 
to stimulate critical examinations and reconsiderations. My personal view (which I shall 
not elaborate on in this brief note) is that the system of decision-making is the crucial 
issue and that traditional approaches in economic theory are not rich enough to come 
to grips with current problems and tendencies concerning decision-making in various 
economic environments. It is then important to explore what help we can get from the 
use of concepts and viewpoints from game theory, because game theory considers a 
wider range of possible decision-making situations. The classical economic viewpoint 
of individual rationality in the face of a given environment appears only as one special, 
limiting case in this broader theory. I therefore think it is a somewhat unfortunate omis- 
sion if discussions of methodology in economics fail to consider game theory. 

H.THOBEN considers mechanistic and organistic analogies in economics, where 
organistic analogies, if I understand him correctly, form a broader class which contains 
biological analogies as a special case. If one considers game theory as a special science 
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