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Jonathan Pincus' contributions have spanned an exceptional range, from pure theory, 

notably in public economics, through to public policy, with important contributions to 

issues which include fiscal federalism, tax design and cost-benefit appraisal. But it is his 

pioneering application of public choice to the American antebellum tariff that best 

exemplifies his approach, which combines innovative theory with rigorous empirical 

analysis and a deep sensitivity to the economic, social and political context in which the 

events he is studying have unfolded. Published in 1977, Pressure Groups and Politics in 

Antebellum Tariffs, which had formed the essence of his Stanford Ph.D thesis, is truly a 

classic; but it was merely a prelude to a long-term engagement with economic history. Still 

today, his chapters in Government and Capitalism, coauthored in 1982 with N.G Butlin 

and A. Barnard, remain an indispensable source of data and analysis and serve as superb 

case studies in the application of public choice to the complex and messy reality of 

Australian economic history. Ultimately, economic history, and especially that of 

Australia, has been for him more than an intellectual interest; much as was the case for 

E.O.G. Shann, it has shaped his understanding of the great choices Australia faces, 

inspiring and underpinning his role in informing those choices. If anyone demonstrates not 

merely the relevance but the enduring necessity of economic history to public policy--and 

through public policy to a better future--it is Jonathan Pincus. 

(Henry Ergas AO, The Australian) 

 

As a supervisor, Jonathan was ‘tough but fair’. He was quite demanding, particularly in 

the precise use of language, and demonstrating and thinking about underlying 

assumptions, testing ideas, and supporting statements. Together with Ralph Schlomowitz I 

knew that if I could satisfy his standards, I would satisfy anyone else’s. He was also very 

supportive because he understood the tendency to ‘do more’ (in the days when the time 

constraint on finishing was more relaxed than today) – while he stressed to me the 

importance of getting the project finished and submitted. Jonathan arranged for me to 

present at ANU and at various EHSANZ conferences – at a time when this was less 

standard practice than today 

(Martin Shanahan, University of South Australia) 

 



For The Cambridge Economic History of Australia, Jonathan co-authored (with Henry 

Ergas) the chapter on ‘Infrastructure and colonial socialism’, which provided a modern 

update on the classic work of Butlin and others on this topic. The chapter offered balanced 

coverage of different forms of early infrastructure without the overemphasis on railways 

that sometimes occurred in other works. He was also an enthusiastic contributor to the 

discussion around the table during symposiums at ANU and Melbourne, at which 

contributors to the Cambridge history presented their work. I especially remember him 

making the point at ANU that this book was going to be quite different from the Butlin era 

publications, where capital formation always took centre stage. 

(Simon Ville, University of Wollongong) 


