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ABSTRACT. In order to generate coefficients by which air temperatures in the pas t may be

estimated from price data, Libby (1977 ) relates changes in the price of wheat, ami in the wheat
equivalents of wages, to instrumentally recorded air temperatures.

However, the crucial effects on prices of changes in the population (a nd of demand generally)
arc neglected: the allowance made (or the changing value of money in terms of wheat is inadequate;
and the suggested relationship bet.....een air temperatures and grain prices is not evident in the loog term.

Accordingly, the validity of temperature scales derived (rom correlations with price data cannot
be accepted.
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1. Inlroduction

In a recent article in this journal, Professor
libby (1977) correlates changes in the 'silver'
price of wheat and in wheat equivalents
of wages with instrumentally-recorded air
temperatures, in order to generate coefficients
by which air temperatures in the more remote
past may be estimated from price data. As the
establi shment of a clear association between
changes in climatic and economic variables would
be a major achieveme nt of scientists and histo­

rians concerned with long-term historical change,

and as the paper has been mention ed in studies
of climate and history by distinguished scholars
(Lamb 1977 : 462; Bryson & Murray 1977 ; 76),
it is imperative to note weaknesses in its under­

lying model. Correlat ions are of value only if
they are associated with an acceptabl e explana-

(l85)

lion or causation; and in economics as in science,
inadequacy in the logical struc lure or specifica­
tion of the causal models vitiates conclusions
based thereon (e.g., de Vries 1980 : 605-8).

Libby's model is based on the implicit proposi­
tion that variations in air temperature bear a
constant relationship to variations in the supply
of wheat, which in turn affects its market price
in a regular way. It is recognized that two major
related variables affecting wheat prices changed
in the period under review (1250 AD to the
present) : population rose and the value of money
declined. However, llie crucial effect on price of
changes in population-and demand generally­
is neglected . the allowance made for the chang­
ing value of money relative to wheat is in­
adequate, and the suggested relationship between






