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Surely, independently of the content, the appearance of Ed´s book on Prebisch, must astound Latin-Americans left, right and center¡¡¡. Paradoxically, it reflects and represents the very asymmetry of power and resources which Prebisch fought to reduce all his life. Certainly, Prebisch and his ideas should have been the par excellence discussion theme of our intellectuals. But in Latin America during the last 25 years (a period now hopefully coming to an end) any mention of his word was tantamount, academically speaking, to being blacklisted. True, lets not forget, some on the “left” had already dispatched him to the archives of the failed “reformists of the bourgeoisie”, which never had anything to offer in the past or the present, to think our “peripheral” and asymmetrical place in the world economic order. 

The book will not clear all of the misinterpretations of Prebisch´s work, but it’s a very important beginning given the vast period which it covers. As the book shows, here is a man that regarded duty and responsibility as the paramount value of the public servant although during his life, will to power lost him (and tragically also to future Argentineans generations as the “man of the oligarchy”), to some irresponsible decisions and declarations. An example of the former could be blamed to his “young technocratic mind of neutrality” accepting his undersecretary post in the early thirties of the last century, during what has been called as the “década infame” (infamous decade) of Argentinean history, although many others since then have followed¡¡¡. Of the latter instance are his declarations and postures after the Perón regime was overthrown in 1955, unjustifiable although understandable given his ousting of his university post in the early forties caused by his anti-peronist stance which he considered too close to fascism to his liking.

The book engages with Prebisch´s life starting with his arrival to Buenos Aires to study economics, a city which in the early 1920´s was considered soon to join the big centers of the world, also polyphonic and cosmopolitan if there was one: a daily run of a Yiddish newspaper (3000); first born generations of Italians and Spanish immigrants product of a very real “globalization” much unlike the one the region has had to endure in the last 25 years. Famous intellectuals and “famous” people visited the city becoming a basic requisite for the chit chat at the cafés, and not least in the interregnum of the theatres which abounded: Ortega Y Gasset, Einstein; Federico García Lorca made sufficient money there that he was able to free himself from his family’s grip.

The strongest part of the book can be found in its description of Prebisch´s activities during his periods as an international public servant and figure: posts at the ECLA (Economic Commission for Latin America) and UNCTAD United Nations Committee on Trade and Development), which again shows the man with an uncanny quality of leadership and administrative ability not least will to power. Many a Latin-American will be intrigued, if not flabbergasted to know that Prebisch wrote some of Kennedy speeches for the Alliance for Progress. All of which corroborates that his important and perhaps crucial quality and ability in constructing theoretically the Argentinean Central Bank in the early 1930’s was no shot in the dark. 

To many today in the Anglo-Saxon world all this might appear as a product of the so called “Argentinean syndrome” of aggrandizement, but Prebisch, during his university days had important professors: Roque Gondra´s perhaps one of the most important disciples of Pareto outside Italy, offered by 1919 his course on mathematical economics and his book “Elements of Political Economy” (1933) is perhaps one of the best portmanteau of Pareto´s “manual” adapted to the Argentinean economic conditions; on the other hand, Alejandro Bunge after studying engineering in Germany, developed the “Gauss distribution curve” to study populations trends in Argentina as well as List and the industrialization drive (“industrialization´s first apostol” Prebisch´s words), keeping close contact with Irving Fisher. All which explains Prebisch´s early knowledge of index number constructions and the G.U. Yules famous classic work: An Introduction to the Theory of Statistics (1911).

The book offers a well run descriptive and interpretative account of Prebisch in different periods of his life but leaves out any profound discussion of the evolution of Prebisch´s ideas and theories, which was not the object of the book as the author declares early in the book. But it’s a very good guide to the scholar that it’s willing to undertake that work which implies a “collected works” of around 10 volumes similar to Keynes´s ouvre publication; Prebisch started publishing in 1918 and until his last days in 1986. 

Ed´s book is certainly valuable and important and will help to dissuade many from the dominant view where Prebisch is made to appear as the figure which shares with Singer the paternity of the so called “deterioration terms of trade“ thesis of 1949. Paternity suits about the origin of the thesis aside (which sometimes become the center stage to debunk Prebisch in the Anglosaxon literature), misses widely the mark in the analysis of his notions of economics which have to be constructed from his reading and deconstruction of figures like Pareto, Schumpeter, H.L. Moore, equilibrium analysis and notions of the cycle and its differential effects for the “center” or the “periphery”. On the other hand, something similar could be said about the latinamerican literature on Prebisch which insists on making him a “structuralist” or dependentist theorist, well the truth is that much work is still to be done on that issue, lets hope that with this book and the winds of change on the way, we can recover the Latin-American tradition on the issue of development which was politically defeated around the end of the 1970´s.

