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THE FIRST NOBEL PRICE FOR 
ECONOMICS WAS AWARDED TO

RAGNAR NURKSE
IN 1968
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PROFESSOR MALCOLM GILLIS (RICE 
UNIVERSITY, USA)

ON MARCH 18, 2003

IN HIS INTRODUCTION TO THE 

“ECONOMICS AND THE CHICAGO SCHOOL: 
YESTERDAY, TODAY AND TOMORROW”

http://www.professor.rice.edu/professor/03182003.asp?SnID=746597528
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RAGNAR NURKSE – THE GREAT UNKNOWN 
ESTONIAN

(BEHIND THE “IRON CURTAIN” THEN AND 
UNFORTUNATELY EVEN TODAY)
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RAGNAR NURKSE´S EARLY YEARS

5 OCTOBER 1907: BORN IN KÄRU (RAPLA COUNTY TODAY)

1917:   LEFT KÄRU FOR TALLINN

1918–26:   WENT TO THE GERMAN DOM-SCHOOL IN TALLINN
(“In der Schule geht es mir immer gut.” – from his letter to mother from 9 
December 1918)

1926–29:   STUDENT AT THE TARTU UNIVERSITY

1928:   LEFT FOR UK, TO EDINBURGH (WORKED FOR HONORARY CONSUL OF
ESTONIA ADOLPH ELLINGSEN IN LEITH)

1929–32:   STUDENT OF THE UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH, HE TOOK A FIRST 
CLASS DEGREE IN ECONOMICS UNDER THE PROFESSOR F. W. OGILVIE
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Birth and baptismal register of the Church of Käru
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Käru. The old manor house. Ragnar Nurkse was born there (?)
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Käru. The new manor house. Nurkse family lived there later on.
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Ragnar Nurkse with his parents and aunt (1908)
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1932–34: UNIVERSITY OF VIENNA – THE 
YEARS OF THE SECOND BLOOM OF 

AUSTRIAN SCHOOL

• PARTICIPATION OF THE LUDWIG VON MISES´S PRIVATSEMINAR; 
CONTACTS TO FRIEDRICH AUGUST VON HAYEK, GOTTFRIED 
HABERLER, FRITZ MACHLUP, OSCAR MORGENSTERN ETC.

• THE FIRST MONOGRAPH:
INTERNATIONALE KAPITALBEWEGUNGEN. WIEN: 
ÖSTERREICHISCHES INSTITUT FÜR KONJUNKTURFORSCHUNG, 
1935.
Ragnar Nurkse: “This piece of research was an attempt to handle 
international capital flows in the context of general economic theory 
in a comprehensive and systematic way.”
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1934–45: LEAGUE OF NATIONS (FINANCIAL 
SECTION AND ECONOMIC INTELLIGENCE 

SERVICE)

ALEXANDER LOVEDAY (22 June 1935):
“… Nurkse is, in my opinion, a real discovery and likely to 
prove of very real value to the League, once we are placed in 
a position to be able to give him contract. He has what is, in 
fact, unexpectedly rare, exactly the quality  of mind which is 
suited to our Intelligence work here, as well as exceptional
knowledge of languages and the first-class education. He has 
proved himself quite unusually useful to me as, on account of 
his ability and training and also his quickness, I can turn him 
from one subject to another as pressure of work demands in a 
manner for which nobody else working in the Section is really 
fully adapted.”
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THE WORLD WAR II

• 17 JULY – 2 AUGUST 1939: THE LAST VISIT TO ESTONIA

• 17 JUNE 1940: SOWIET UNION OCCUPIED ESTONIA – FOR RAGNAR 
NURKSE THERE WAS NO WAY BACK TO ESTONIA, HE LOST HIS 
HOMELAND

• SINCE 1940 IN PRINCETON (13 SEPTEMBER 1940 ARRIVAL INTO 
USA)
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HIS CLASSICS:

• International Currency Experience: Lessons of the Inter-
War Period. (Series of League of Nations Publications. II, 
Economic and Financial; 1944, II. A. 4.) Princeton, N.Y.: 
Princeton University Press.

• The Course and Control of Inflation: A Review of
Monetary Experience in Europe after World War I. (Series
of League of Nations Publications. II. Economic and 
Financial; 1946, II. A. 6. [Geneva]: League of Nations.
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THE EVERLASTING DISCUSSION: 
FLOATING VERSUS FIXED EXCHANGE 

RATES

Hans-Joachim Jarchow, Peter Rühmann:
(Monetäre Auβenwirtschaft. II. Internationale Währungspolitik. 
3.Auflage. Göttingen: 1993, S. 198)

“Ausgangspunkt der Diskussion [fexible versus
feste Wechselkurse] war eine Kritik flexibler

Wechselkurse von Nurkse.”
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RAGNAR NURKSE AND BRETTON 
WOODS

RAGNAR NURKSE HAS BEEN ONE OF THE LEADING “ARCHITECTS” OF BRETTON 
WOODS SYSTEM,

Anthony M. Enders (University of Auckland, New Zealand):

“When Ragnar Nurkse´s study for the League of Nations entitled 
International Currency Experience (1944) was distributed to delegates at 
the United Nations Monetary and Financial Conference at Bretton Woods 
in July 1944, his conclusions would have been scarcely surprising and 
indeed widely accepted. … The formal Bretton Woods Agreement follows 
all the elements of Nurkse´s study of International Currency Experience.”

Anthony M. Enders. Great Architects of the International Finance: The Bretton Woods Era. Routledge: 2005.

See also: A. M. Enders, G. A. Fleming. International Organizations and the Analysis of Economic Policy, 1919–1950. 
Cambridge University Press: 2002, Chapter 7.
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UNIVERSITY OF COLUMBIA

• 1945–47 LECTURER AND VISITING 
PROFESSOR

• 1947–59 PROFESSOR OF INTERNATIONAL 
ECONOMICS
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DEVELOPMENT ECONOMICS & 
RAGNAR NURKSE´S THIRD CLASSIC

Problems of Capital Formation in Underdeveloped
Countries. Oxford University Press, 1953.

The New Palgrave (Kaushik Basu):
“Nurkse´s other important (and, in my opinion, more important
[than International Currency Experience] book was Problems
of Capital Formation in Underdeveloped Countries.”



HIDED PAGES IN 
RAGNAR NURKSE´S LIFE

Dennis Nurkse
(Voices Over Water, 1993):

“… ega lapsest, kes oli mu isa,
kes jäi ellu, kelle süda ütles üles:
kõik, mis seal on sellest maailmast, on üks medaljon,
millel on kujutatud laps-Mozart, mängimas vaikust
tillukesel klavikordil, taustaks mõranenud klaas.”

Translated by Kajar Pruul
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RAGNAR NURKSE & MUSIC

● 1927: GRADUATED FROM CONSERVATORY OF 
TALLINN (MAIN DISCIPLINE – PIANO UNDER 
PROFESSOR PEETER RAMUL)

● LONDON TIMES, 13 May 1959 (from the obituary):
“Nurkse was unusually gifted, no less as a musician than as
an economist. In his early years he studied music at the
Conservatoire of Music at Tallinn and later in Edinburgh under
Professor Donald Tovey: he was himself a very fine pianist.”
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From the register of diplomas of the Conservatory of Tallinn
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● In April 1959 Ragnar Nurkse delivered his last 
lectures in Stockholm – Wicksell Memorial 
Lectures
See: Patterns of Trade and Development. Stockholm: 1959

● In May 2007 former Governor of the Bank of 
Estonia Siim Kallas delivered the first Memorial 
Lecture dedicated to the internationally 
renowned Estonian economist Professor Ragnar
Nurkse in Tallinn
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RAGNAR NURKSE DIED ON 6 MAY 1959 
ON MONT PELERIN (SWITZERLAND).

HE IS BURRIED IN THE CEMETERY OF ST. 
MARTIN IN VEVEY.
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The gravestone of Ragnar and Henriette Nurkse
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MEMORIAL MINUTE
BY PROF. J. W. ANGELL

(COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, MAY 1960)

“Few academic men of his age were as widely and favorably
known. But it was Nurkse´s personal qualities that particularly 
endeared him to his hosts of friends in all parts of the world, 
and for which he will be especially remembered. He was 
lucid, patient and encouraging to his students; generously 
helpful with his colleagues; modest and almost apologetic 
about his own achievements and honors. A gentle man and a 
lover of beauty, it was not unfitting that he should fall in a 
sunny field of flowers, walking upward toward a favourite 
grove of trees.”
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VABA EESTI SÕNA / FREE ESTONIAN 
WORD:

(NEW YORK, 28 MAY 1959)

“Professor Nurkse was not just highly-rated by his students 
but also an economist of outstanding international renown. It 
is evident that there has to be an underlying reason for such 
domestic and international fame – a reason sweeping along
crowds of students, a reason differentiating one researcher 
from another. In brief, we can say that the reasons include in-
depth knowledge of international economic theory and 
practice, original ideas, clear and authentic vision of 
problems, bold and constructive prognosis, logical 
presentation skills, and last but not least – his attractive 
personality.”
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PROFESSOR JACOB VINER:

(PRINCETON UNIVERSITY)

(EQUILIBRIUM AND GROWTH IN THE WORLD ECONOMY, 1961)

“Everything Nurkse wrote had distinction. He has contributed 
to the international economics field special qualities of novel 
insights, enlightening balancing of speculative reasoning with 
empirical evidence, original applications of the standard 
analytical tools. His ideas have had marked influence on other 
workers in the international aspects of the economic 
development field, and have been made the center of 
discussion for much of the recent literature.”
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In 1965 a Professorship named after Ragnar
Nurkse was found at Columbia University

Charles P. Issawi (1965–1977)
Ronald E. Findlay (1977–)

… have been named for Ragnar Nurkse Professor for
Economics
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• RAGNAR NURKSE – THE NOBEL PRICE FOR 
ECONOMICS IN 197…, but …

• For his work in the fields of international economics and 
development economics

• Jan Tinbergen was 66 when he was awarded the Nobel Price
(1969), Friedrich August von Hayek 75 (1974), Tjalling
Koopmans 65 (1975), James E. Meade 70 (1977), Bertil Ohlin
78 (1977), Trygve Haavelmo 78 (1989)
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THANK YOU!




