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A statistician, economist and European intellectual



Ladislaus von Bortkiewicz 

• 07.08.1868 St Petersburg 
(Владислав Иосифович Борткевич) 

• 15.07.1931 Berlin Halensee
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Career Path





Göttingen

• Wilhelm Lexis (1837-1914) 

  

• 06.02.1893 
Doctor of Statistics/ 
Economics 

• Average life time.  
Methods to determine it 
and its relation to 
mortality





Straßburg

• Georg Friedrich Knapp (1842-1926) 

  

• 02.03.1895 
Habilitation in Statistics/ 
Economics 

• 1895 - 1897 Privatdozent 
Universität Straßburg





St Petersburg
• 1897 - 1901 

Railway Administration 

• 1899 - 1901 Statistics teacher 
Alexandrowskii Lyceum





Science

• „An der Schwelle der Wahrscheinlichkeitstheorie steht 
eine Reihe von Begriffen, welche der Mathematik fremd 
sind, und über deren Deutung die Discussion nicht 
abgeschlossen ist, ja heute lebhafter geführt wird denn 
je.” Emanuel Czuber (1898) 

• Rigorous mathematical framework 

• Marx‘s transformation problem 

• Bortkiewicz distribution



Marx‘s Transformation Problem 

• LvB (1907): 3 sector economy, 3 goods: investment, 
food, and luxury goods



Marx‘s Transformation Problem 

• On the other hand the price is the sum of the 
price(capital) and price(surplus) 



Marx‘s Transformation Problem 

• Denote the proportion of goods j to produce i as

• These are 3 equations with 4 unknowns! 
• Mühlpfordt (1895)proposal, LvB solution. 



Marx‘s Transformation Problem 

• Samuelson (1971) „Contemplate two alternative and 
discordant systems. Write down one. Now transform 
by taking an eraser and rubbing it out. Then fill in the 
other one. Voila! You have completed your 
transformation algorithm“ 



Prussian Horse Kicks



Prussian Horse Kicks

Bortkiewicz distribution 



Students



Students

• Karl Freudenberg (1892-1966), Free University Berlin 

• Emil Julius Gumbel (1891-1966), New School, NYC 

• Wassiliji Leontief (1905-1999), Harvard, Nobel Prize 



Merits

„By far LvB's most important achievement is his analysis 
of the theoretical framework of the Marxian system, much 
the best thing ever written on it and, incidentally, on its 
other critics. A similar masterpiece is his paper on the 
theories of rent of Rodbertus and Marx“ 

Schumpeter (1932) 



Merits

„Statistics today conquers an influential position and an 
imposing one in many fields of the public spheres. The 
(German) Federation, countries and communities, the 
general public, industry and science make use of its help 
extensively. Moreover, statistics itself became a science.“ 

Georg von Mayr (1911)



Merits

„Bortkiewicz was a master in theory of probability. The 
containment of this theory of probability allowed him to 
apply it on insurance business and theory of population as 
well as on topics in science likewise radioactivity; this led 
him to have the reputation as one of the most capable 
(competent) statisticians in the world.“  

Vossische Zeitung (1931)  



Ladislaus von Bortkiewicz


