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Preface

Alfred North Whitehead once remarked that ‘A science which hesitates to
forget its founders is lost.” Daniel J.Boorstin tells us that ‘An ample account
of the rise of the social sciences would be nothing less than a survey of
modern European history.” If I shared these views without reserve, this book
would not have been written, for, according to Boorstin, it would be well
beyond my capacities and, according to Whitehead, it would constitute
academic malpractice.

But perhaps Whitehead may be interpreted as meaning to say that ‘a science
which worships its founders is lost’. With this I can wholly agree. A large part of
the history of social science (and, for that matter, natural science as well) is a
record of theories and inferences that we now believe to be wrong. To admire
John Locke and Adam Smith, or Aristotle and Newton, for what they succeeded
in doing in their time is warranted; to worship them uncritically as promulgators
of eternal truths is not. This book has been written with the conviction that
something of contemporary value can be gained from a study of the efforts of
our forefathers to understand the nature of social life, even when they failed;
and, indeed, we can learn more from their successes if we are aware of the
weaknesses and limitations of theories that we regard, for the nonce, as true.

Daniel Boorstin’s remark is more difficult for me to cope with, for this
book does not even approach being ‘a survey of modern European history’.
Though I emphasize the strong orientation of social scientists to the
economic, social, and political problems of their own times and places, I do
not devote more space than is minimally necessary to considering the
historical context of their work. Nor do I discuss the empirical work of social
scientists, despite its prominence in the modern practice of these disciplines.
My principal objective has been to maintain a strong focus on the flow of
theoretical ideas in the history of social science, and to connect that history
with issues in the philosophy of science. This book, long as it is, is only meant
to be an introduction to a very large subject on which there are already many
books and articles, and room for more.

Some readers who accept the pragmatic necessity of concentrating on
theoretical ideas may nevertheless be surprised to find some things missing

viii



Preface ix

that they would consider important. For example, there is no extended
discussion here of the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, or Vilfredo Pareto, or
Thorstein Veblen, all of whom deserve study by the serious student. John
Stuart Mill, unquestionably one of the most important social scientists and
philosophers of the modern era, comes into the discussion here and there but
is not given a chapter or section of his own. Some important topics are
neglected as well, most conspicuously perhaps the history of socialism. In
outlining this book I had originally planned to devote a chapter to a survey
of the political, sociological, and economic theories of socialism, and the
critiques of them, but have had to abandon this upon realization that it
would necessarily constitute a sizeable book in itself. The constraints of
space, and time, have forced me to be severely selective, since I believe it is
more useful, as an introduction to the history and philosophy of social
science, to discuss a limited number of thinkers and topics at some length
than to devote a few pages each to a more comprehensive list. The selection
has been guided by the aim of presenting the history and philosophy of social
science as distinct, but none the less conjunctive, subjects which illuminate
each other. As Immanuel Kant put it, according to Imre Lakatos’s felicitous
paraphrase: ‘philosophy of science without history of science is empty;
history of science without philosophy of science is blind’.

What is the point of doing this? Does it have any ‘practical” value? Some
philosophers of science take the stance that the object of their discipline is to
delineate a methodology of investigation that guarantees the discovery of truth,
and to prescribe that methodology as canonical imperatives which practising
scientists are obligated to follow. If this were possible, our subject would indeed
have great practical import; studying the philosophy of social science would be
an important part of the training of a modern social scientist. But in fact
courses in philosophy (or history) are not typically, or even frequently, part of
the prescribed curriculum for graduate study in the social science disciplines.
Nor are they prescribed for students in the natural sciences. Professors of
research disciplines teach ‘scientific method” and note the history of their
subject, but they do so without much explicit reference to what philosophers,
or historians, talk about. If historians and philosophers of science have
something of value to contribute to the work of scientific research, they have
not yet been able to convince practising scientists that this is so.

My object in writing this book is not to remedy this. Though I would not go
so far as Whitehead does, I am not convinced that knowledge of the history of
a science improves one’s ability to practise it, and I am even more sceptical of
the claim that current research would be facilitated if scientists were to pay
close attention to the issues that are the philosophers’ stock in trade. Study of
the history and philosophy of science can be strongly recommended, but for a
different reason: because of the contributions they can make to one’s
understanding of modern Western civilization. Science is one of the most
distinctive, and perhaps the most significant, feature of our contemporary
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culture. This is so not only because of the substantive findings of scientists and
their practical applications but, more importantly, because of the development
of the ‘scientific way of thinking’, which has spread, though not without
continuing resistance, beyond the domain of science into all aspects of our lives.
This transition from older ways of thinking is very recent, even in the history of
the West; in many other areas of the world it has hardly yet even begun. The
role of the social sciences in this is no less important than developments in the
natural sciences. In brief, my contention is that the study of the history and
philosophy of social science stands on its own. It is not a handmaiden to science
or a servant of public policy; it enables us to understand and appreciate, in a
critical fashion, the intellectual development of our civilization.

During the course of writing this book I have benefited from discussions
with colleagues too numerous to mention. But, for reading the whole
manuscript, or parts of it, | would like especially to thank Mark Blaug, Patrick
Brantlinger, Chung-Ching Chen, Paul Eisenberg, Bruce Fletcher, George von
Furstenberg, Roy J.Gardner, Ronald N.Giere, William D.Grampp, D.Wade
Hands, Herbert J.Kiesling, Bernard S.Morris, Joel Smith, Nicholas Spulber,
Sheldon Stryker, George M.Wilson, and George W.Wilson.

H.S.Gordon
Bloomington, Indiana



Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;
The proper study of mankind is man.

Created half to rise and half to fall;

Great Lord of all things, yet a prey to all;

Sole judge of Truth, in endless Error hurled;

The glory, jest, and riddle of the world!
Alexander Pope, Essay on Man






Chapter 1

Sociality and social science

In the modern university the field of study is typically divided into various
‘departments’ such as Mathematics, Astronomy, Philosophy, Economics,
Biology, English, History, and so on. In many universities one finds that some
of these departments are grouped together as a ‘division” or “faculty’ called
‘Social Sciences’ or ‘Social and Behavioural Sciences’. If our world were very
neat, and static, we would have little difficulty in determining what is ‘social
science’, or its various branches; we would only have to examine the
curricula and research programmes of the social science departments. But
our world is not neat. If an extraterrestrial being were preparing a report on
our scholarly and scientific activities, he might start by looking at our
university organization, but he would very quickly run into difficulties. He
would find, for example, that the study of crime is carried on, not only in the
School of Law, but also in departments of Criminology or Forensic Studies,
Sociology, Economics, Philosophy, Political Science, and Psychology, some of
which are classified as social sciences and some not. He would find that in
some universities History is classified as a social science and in others it is in
another division, usually called ‘Humanities’. If the visitor attempted to
obtain some assistance from study of our languages, he would find that the
word ‘economics’, in the classical Greek, meant ‘the management of a
household’ but then he would note that the modern study of this is called
‘Home Economics’, which is not classified as a social science, while there is
another subject, called ‘Economics’, which is, and there is also another
division or school called ‘Business’ or ‘Business Management’, which
resembles Home Economics in the original Greek meaning in its objectives,
but is closer to Economics in the kinds of things studied and the methods
employed. What this signifies is that dividing the field of scholarship and
science into various departments or faculties or schools is largely a matter of
convenience in organization rather than a reflection of intrinsic differences in
subject matter. Astronomy is different from sociology, to be sure, but a great
deal of our classifying is rather arbitrary and may be mainly due to the
historical development of the various areas of study.



2 History and philosophy of social science

There is not much point in arguing over what is ‘social science’ and what is
not. If we take the broad view that the social sciences study the social
behaviour of the mammalian species Homo sapiens, we immediately discover
that this is hardly confined to the social science departments of a modern
university. Most of the professors in the literature departments are students of
human behaviour and, outside the university, what are the novelists,
playwrights and poets doing if not this? We could emphasize the word ‘science’
and say that social science is the study of human behaviour by scientific
methods. This is a useful distinction. The poet does not go at the problem the
same way as the sociologist does. But the distinction can be overdone,
especially if the main object in making it is to infer that sociology is meaningful
because it is scientific and poetry is meaningless because it is not.

Our object is to study the ways in which people have tried to develop a
scientific approach to the investigation of human social behaviour. But we
cannot begin by definitively stating what this means. As we shall see, the
history of social science shows a great variety of approaches, and we shall
have to note that there are many difficult philosophical problems here that
are as yet unresolved. By the end of this book the reader should have a deeper
appreciation of what the ‘science’ part of the term ‘social science’ involves
but, even then, it will not be possible to arrive at a definitive statement. In the
final chapter I shall survey the main issues that have emerged in the literature
on the philosophy of social science and make an effort to identify the
philosophical principles that appear to be broadly embraced by the modern
practitioners of the social science disciplines.

A. THE CONCEPT OF ‘SOCIETY’

Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language (1978) defines
‘social science’ as ‘the study of people living together in groups, as families,
tribes, communities, etc.’. The focus of this definition is upon ‘people’, that
is, humans, but we should note at the outset that ‘living together in groups’ is
not an exclusive characteristic of the species Homo sapiens. Most animals,
and indeed plants, live in ‘groups’ in some sense. Sumac bushes are not
distributed randomly over the countryside; they clump together in particular
locations. A botanist would say, though, that this is because different
environments are not equally favourable for the growth of sumac and it is
found concentrated in certain locations because the environment there
provides a favourable ‘niche’ for that species. Similarly, if you turn on the
porch light on a summer evening, moths will gather around it. This is
because some species of moths, as individuals, are ‘phototaxic’ in their
behaviour and will locate themselves close to the limited number of light
sources that exist when the sun is not shining. We might find it useful to say
that a clump of sumac bushes, or a group of moths around a light, are
‘aggregations’ but they do not constitute ‘societies’.
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Sociality and social science 3

The words used to make this distinction are somewhat arbitrary but the
distinction itself is important, whatever words we use for it. The concept of a
‘society’ involves the notion that the members of it are interacting with one
another. So far as I know, moths are not interacting with one another when
they gather around the light; they aggregate because each individual is
responding independently to a common external factor. The notion of
interaction is, however, only a necessary feature of the concept of society; it
is not sufficient, by itself, to indicate what we have in mind when we use the
concept. For example, lions interact with gazelles and bees interact with
flowering plants, but we do not consider such relationships as social.
Biologists use the term ‘ecological system’ to refer to the interactions among
different species. The concept of ‘society’ usually refers to interactions
among the members of a single species. We could go a bit further and say
that in a society the members of a species co-operate with one another to
achieve objectives collectively that they could not achieve as individuals.

The traditional social sciences focus their attention upon the behaviour of
the species Homo sapiens, examining how people interact with one another
and how they organize themselves for co-operative activities. But such a
statement, if we left it at that, would be seriously deficient because some of
the interactions among people are characterized by conflict rather than co-
operation, and some of the things that people do weaken or damage the
system of social organization and work against the achievement of collective
objectives. Moreover, the system of social organization may itself be
deficient in certain respects that make it difficult, or even impossible, for
people to co-operate effectively. So we have to amplify our statement about
what the social sciences do in order to take note of the fact that they devote
a great deal of attention to dysfunctional behaviour, such as crime and war,
and malfunctional phenomena, such as unemployment and pollution.

Some social scientists (including the writer) would say that the main
object of social science is the study of such dysfunctions and malfunctions,
just as the medical scientist is mainly concerned with disease. But disease
cannot be studied without understanding what constitutes good health. The
counterpart of this in social science is that it is necessary to employ some
notion of the criteria of a healthy system of social organization. This means
that the social sciences are closely connected with that branch of philosophy
called ‘ethics’—the study of what should be regarded as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in
the moral sense of these terms. As we shall see, a great deal of the history of
social science has been concerned with ethical issues. We cannot disregard
such matters but the discussion of the philosophy of social science in this
book will focus mainly on the branch of philosophy called ‘philosophy of
science’ or ‘epistemology’—the study of how we are able to know whether
our notions or theories about empirical phenomena are ‘true’ or “false’.

Humans are not the only animals that form societies, as I am here using
that term. As soon as one moves above the level of the single-celled
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4 History and philosophy of social science

organisms, like the amoeba, some degree of socialness or ‘sociality’ is
evident, since, in most species, reproduction is possible only if two organisms
interact co-operatively so as to combine their genetic material. (In fact,
biologists have discovered that even single-celled organisms that multiply by
division occasionally exchange genetic material in a process that resembles
sexual reproduction.) Above this bare minimum we find many species that
form family groups in which the two parents continue their co-operation in
the rearing of their progeny. Further up the scale we find many species that
form larger groups which co-operate in food-gathering, provision of shelter,
and defence. And so on, up the scale of sociality to its most elaborate forms
in the social insects (ants, termites, bees, etc.), and man.

It seems rather arbitrary to compartmentalize the study of social
behaviour, with man in one department and all other animals in another,
since sociality is a phenomenon that runs across species differences. Some
biologists argue that economics, sociology, political science, and the other
social sciences would be more productive if they were reorganized as
branches of biology. Throughout this book the reader will find many
references to biological factors and biological theories in our study of the
history and philosophy of social science. An important feature of modern
social science is that it views man as an animal species, different from other
animals in important ways to be sure, but not separated from them in the
categorical fashion that is implied in theology and was universally believed
by thinkers prior to the modern era and the development of empirical
science.

B. TYPES OF SOCIALITY

We could try to make a classification of sociality by arranging the various
animal species on a scale that would indicate the degree to which their
members interact. This might be worth doing, but it would be very difficult
because we do not have any satisfactory way of measuring the ‘degree of
interaction’. One of the persistent problems in science is that often we can
make quantitative distinctions conceptually but cannot measure them. Even
if we could measure sociality, and locate the species Homo sapiens on a
general scale, it would not tell us a great deal about human behaviour. More
useful, I think, is to recognize that there are different types of sociality, which
we can distinguish as empirical phenomena even though it is impossible to
make specific quantitative measurements of these characteristics.

For our purposes it is useful to distinguish five types of sociality, which are
based upon (1) the apparent preference of members of some species for
physical closeness: ‘gregariousness’; (2) the practice of establishing
‘hierarchy’; (3) the existence of ‘biological differentiation’; (4) the practice of
‘functional specialization’; and (5) ‘altruism’.


user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight


Sociality and social science 5

1. Gregariousness

If a farmer puts ten sheep into a field, they do not distribute themselves
evenly or randomly over the area. During the day they crop most parts of the
field but they move around it together as a group. A flock of sheep seems to
be a social entity of some kind, not merely an ‘aggregation’. Without being a
sheep it is difficult to say what the object of this behaviour is. The quantity of
food available to the sheep is not increased by foraging as a flock rather than
individually. The behaviour does not help to protect the members against
predators. So far as one can tell, the sheep are not achieving anything
collectively that they could not achieve individually, except satisfying an
apparent preference for physical closeness. If a flock of sheep is a ‘society’, its
organization is minimal and the utility of the organization is not apparent to
an outside observer.

Humans are clearly gregarious, but they do not associate with one
another in ways that embrace all the members of the species in a particular
area. Smaller groups are formed which include some members and exclude
others. People like to be close to those who are similar to themselves in
certain respects, but they prefer to be distant from those who are different;
human gregariousness is quite severely limited in its scope. In a word,
humans discriminate. They prefer association with others of the same
occupation, socioeconomic class or status, religion, language, nationality,
race, colour, and so on. This is the source of some of the most serious
problems facing human societies. Some limited associations are much more
important in this respect than others. If the tool-and-die makers of a city
form an exclusive recreational association it creates few, if any, social
problems, but if white residents form white-only residential areas or school
districts that is a different matter. Man’s limited gregariousness is not, in
itself, a social problem, but certain kinds of discrimination are sources of
conflict and hostility that are dysfunctional for the collectivity. The study of
discrimination, its kinds, its consequences, and its remedies when the
consequences are dysfunctional, is a major interest of social scientists.

2. Hierarchy

If a farmer puts twenty hens, previously unassociated with one another, into
a barnyard, a great deal of fighting takes place, which continues until a
‘pecking order’ is established. The hen at the top of the hierarchy may,
without fear of retaliation, peck all the other nineteen; the second in rank
may peck the eighteen below but not the one above; and so on down to the
poor creature at the bottom who may peck no one and may be pecked by all.

In this case we have a highly ordered social structure, so hens form
‘societies’ rather than mere ‘aggregations’. But it is difficult to see what
purpose the hierarchical organization serves. It has no utility in providing
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6 History and philosophy of social science

food, shelter, or defence. The flock of hens are not able to achieve anything
collectively that they could not achieve individually, unless we ascribe to
them sado- masochistic desires. A biologist would probably point out that
hens (and sheep) are domesticated animals and suggest that their social
behaviour may be a vestigial remnant of practices that did serve collective
purposes for their wild ancestors: the explanation of their behaviour is
‘historical’ rather than ‘functional’.

Hierarchy is characteristic of virtually all human organizations. But the
degree of hierarchical order differs very greatly. In an organization like the
United States Army all members are ranked in distinct status categories that
represent clear relationships of superiority and subordination; generals at the
top, then colonels, and so on, down to privates at the bottom. But an
organization like the American Economic Association has only a small
governing body, all other members not being ranked at all. Organizations
also differ greatly in the comprehensiveness of their hierarchical order. The
Catholic Church is organized on a hierarchical scheme that embraces the
entire communion of Catholic believers throughout the world, whereas
many Protestant Churches have very little hierarchical organization that
extends beyond the individual local congregation.

A social organization that functions to achieve collective purposes
requires some method by which the actions of its individual members are co-
ordinated. Hierarchical order is one method of achieving this co-ordination
but there does not seem to be any general principle that governs the degree
and extent of hierarchy that is necessary to the achievement of collective
ends. The interest of social scientists in hierarchy is magnified by the fact that
many serious social problems are closely connected with this method of
social organization. Hierarchical ordering means that persons in superior
positions have power to direct the actions of those in subordinate positions,
which raises the issue of freedom and authority. Hierarchical status is often
associated with income and wealth, either as cause or consequence, which
raises the issue of economic inequality. The hierarchical status of parents
may be a very important factor in determining the status of their children,
which raises the issues of social mobility, equality of opportunity, and the
fairness of the social system.

3. Biological differentiation

In the higher animals such as the vertebrates, which includes man, each
species has two forms, male and female. They are characterized by the
possession of different anatomical structures for reproduction and, in
numerous cases, there are also other differences, such as overall body size. In
many species that live in groups it has been observed that males and females
engage in a division of labour, some tasks being typically performed by males
and others by females. Such groups have a greater degree of sociality than
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Sociality and social science 7

mere gregariousness or hierarchy, since division of labour tends to make the
individuals of a group dependent on one another for food, protection, etc.
Moreover, there are advantages in the division of labour, whether or not it is
based upon biological differentiation, so a group that practises it can indeed
achieve something that its members could not achieve as individuals.

Biological differentiation and division of labour based upon it have been
developed to the highest degree among the social insects. In the various
species of ants, for example, there are the usual morphological differences
between males and females but, in addition, there are striking differences
among the females. The ‘queen’ is a specialized egg-producing entity,
incapable of performing any other task. The ‘soldiers’ are sometimes so
specialized for their role that they cannot even feed themselves. Among the
‘workers’ there are often a number of subcategories, biologically
differentiated so as to perform the different tasks involved in food-gathering,
nest-making, and housekeeping.

An ant colony is a highly organized social system in which the members
interact with one another in complex ways, co-operating in a collective
enterprise through an extraordinary degree of division of labour. The
individual ant is helpless without the services provided by other members of
the colony. Even the worker, who can forage for herself, could not survive for
any appreciable time on her own. On account of this high degree of individual
differentiation and collective integration, some biologists suggest that the ant
colony should be regarded as the basic biological entity, not the individual ant.
Some social scientists and social philosophers take a similar view of humans
and their societies. This raises issues that we will repeatedly encounter in the
following pages. What is the nature of the relationship of the human individual
to his society? Should individual persons be regarded as the primary entities or
should we focus instead upon interactions among collective entities such as
nations, classes, religions, or civilizations? Is the proper methodology for a
scientific study of society ‘individualistic’ or ‘holistic’?

The sociality of the social insects is especially notable in the extent to
which it is based upon biological differentiation. But even these species do
not have a distinct morphological form for every different task. There is a
good deal of division of labour in an ant colony among workers of the same
body type. Some biologists believe that they are evolving in the direction of
greater morphological differentiation and eventually will become completely
differentiated, with as many different types as there are distinct functions.

Prior to the middle of the eighteenth century the view was widely held that
groups of humans are biologically different. Orientals, Negroes, and
Caucasians were thought to be differentiated, not merely in skin
pigmentation and facial appearance but in more ‘fundamental’ ways as well.
Moreover, it was widely believed that such biological differences exist even
within the population of a particular geographic area. The caste system of
India is perhaps the most extreme example. When Adam Smith remarked, in
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8 History and philosophy of social science

1776, philosopher and a common street porter, for example, seems to arise
not so that ‘the difference between the most dissimilar characters, between a
much from nature, as from habit, custom, and education’ (Wealth of
Nations, p. 15), he was expressing a view that was just beginning to become
accepted even among so-called ‘enlightened’ people. Modern biology and
physiology have shown that there are some racial differences, such as blood-
type frequencies, but none of these is of much greater significance than, say,
skin pigmentation so far as the functional capacities of the individual person
are concerned. The belief that important biological differences exist is not as
widespread as it used to be but it is far from uncommon. Many social
scientists take the view that biological differences are negligible in fact, but
that the persistent belief in their existence is a phenomenon that requires a
great deal of study, since it leads to much conflict and animosity that is
dysfunctional to human social organization.

One type of biological differentiation among humans, however, is more
factually significant: gender differences. The biology of reproduction being
what it is, the function of nurturing the young during the period of
embryological development can be performed only by females. In many
human societies, however, role differentiation between men and women is
extended much further than this. There is no biological reason why airline
pilots and office managers should be male but flight attendants and typists
female. Differentiating occupational roles in this way is economically
inefficient, since it does not make the best use of the human resources of the
society. It may also be viewed as unjust discrimination and an invalid basis
for hierarchical ordering, leading to conflicts, animosities, and tensions that
threaten the ability of human collectivities to engage in co-operation.

Males and females of the human species, like most other animals, differ in
certain secondary characteristics as well as in the primary ones of reproductive
anatomy and physiology. Men are, generally speaking, larger and stronger
than women and have lower-pitched voices. These characteristics are relevant
to the performance of certain occupational roles, but not many, and the
number of tasks where these factors are important is decreasing. Role
differentiation between men and women in modern societies may be, in part, a
remnant of differences that served some functional purpose in earlier times.
Unlike other social animals, human societies undergo rapid change. But
change does not proceed evenly, so it is possible for some aspects of human
sociality to get badly out of step with others. This problem, of great interest to
social scientists, is not, of course, confined to role differentiation by gender.

Before we leave this matter, an important technical point must be noted:
categorical differences should not be confused with szatistical differences. In
the social insects, the biological differentiation upon which the primary
division of labour is based is categorical; all soldier ants have larger heads
and mandibles than all workers. In humans, all females have wombs and o
males do. But secondary sex characteristics such as size are statistical; on
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Sociality and social science 9

average, males are larger than females, but some females are larger than
some males. If, for a particular task, largeness of size were advantageous, a
society in which that task was reserved for males would not be efficient. The
same is true for other secondary male-female differences, and for other
differences between groups of humans. Where role differentiation is based
upon biological differences that are statistical, recruitment into these roles is
more efficient if people are treated as individuals rather than as members of
gender, racial, economic, or other classes. Interpreting statistical differences
as if they were categorical differences is the source of a great many social
problems, as well as being a simple scientific error. The contention that there
are racial differences in something called ‘general intelligence’ is probably
not true even statistically, but the error is greatly compounded when it is
asserted, on the basis of statistical evidence, that there are categorical
differences in intelligence among racial groups.

4. Functional specialization

Division of labour not based upon, or associated with, biological
differentiation is practised by numerous species of animals, but on the whole
it is not very common. Where it occurs, the degree of specialization is very
limited, since there are only a small number of distinct tasks. The striking
exception to this is man. Some humans, such as the Australian aborigines,
practise very little division of labour, but most humans live in societies
characterized by functional specialization of a very high order, the distinct
‘occupations’ or ‘roles’ being very numerous. A notable feature of human
societies is the rapid increase in specialization that has been occurring in
modern times. Two centuries ago a farmer’s task was the production of
‘food’; now the individual farmer often specializes in the production of corn,
or lettuce, or potatoes, or some other specific commodity. Biologists may be
correct in contending that the degree of biological differentiation among the
social insects is increasing by evolution but, if so, it is a very slow
development, and very limited, compared to what has been occurring by
means of increasing functional specialization in human societies.

The farmer who spends his time producing only corn consumes little, or
none, of his own product. His occupation consists of providing something
for use by other persons. Meanwhile, the corn farmer is consuming
thousands of other goods produced by similarly specialized persons, most of
whom are completely unknown to him and may be living far away.
Obviously, this is sociality of a very high order. Man lives in a social system
that is very elaborate, and virtually worldwide in certain respects. It is a co-
operative system in the sense that the individuals serve one another’s wants
and needs. We sometimes forget this essential fact, because we are more
interested in the problems to which this system is subject than in its basic
organization. We devote more attention to oil production when the oil stops
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10 History and philosophy of social science

flowing, just as we begin to take notice of the stomach when we have a
stomach ache. The fundamental task of social science is to analyse how this
very extensive and complex system works, mainly in order to understand its
defects and deficiencies so that it can be made to work better.

To perform this task, the construction of rather abstract theoretical
models is required. If human society were composed of a small number of
institutions, each with a clearly defined and unchanging role, and if all
individuals performed specific, unchanging tasks, it might be possible to
explain how the system works by simply describing its structure. Some social
scientists indeed regard such empirical description as the primary objective
of their study, but others feel that it is necessary to go beyond description and
try to discover general ‘laws’ that govern the specific social phenomena, as
the physicist tries to discover the laws of matter and motion. An example: the
automobile worker spends forty hours a week installing transmissions. He is
paid a wage, which is a portion of the value of the automobile. We could
simply describe this. Widening the focus, we could record how the value of
the automobile is distributed among the various workers, management
personnel, shareholders, suppliers of raw materials, and so on. Alternatively,
we could try to discover the ‘laws’ that determine the value of the
automobile, the levels of wages and salaries, the rate of profit, and so on.

In the following chapters we will devote our attention almost exclusively to
social theory, that is, the abstract analytical models that social scientists have
constructed in their search for general laws. Some social scientists would say
that this neglects the largest and most important part of the subject, the
descriptive empirical work that social scientists do. Others would go further
and say that in this book I am merely recording the history of illusions, since
(in their view) there are no social laws at all. My own stance on this matter is
that theories are instruments that we employ in order to understand complex
empirical phenomena. Abstract model-building and empirical description are
both essential to the scientific enterprise. When theories are pure works of
imagination, losing contact with the real world, they are, indeed, illusions. But
description without theory is empty. The scientist who attempts it usually
suffers from a different illusion: the belief that he uses no theory, because he is
unaware of the theory he is implicitly using.

5. Altruism

Our discussion up to this point seems to be aimed towards the thesis that a high
degree of sociality involves extensive division of labour, based upon biological
differentiation, functional specialization, or both. So far as non-human species
are concerned, social organization based solely upon gregariousness or
hierarchy is rather minimal and it is doubtful that a collectivity such as a flock
of sheep or hens achieves much that could not be achieved by the members
individually. But the thesis that a high degree of sociality always involves
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Sociality and social science 11

division of labour is empirically incorrect. There are many species of animals
that live in social groups where co-operation is not based upon biological
differentiation or functional specialization of the members.

An example of this is the African elephant. The adult males of this species
live as solitary individuals, but the females (and their young) form small
groups of ten to twenty members who forage together, defend themselves
collectively, and raise their young collectively. The members of these groups of
elephants are not biologically differentiated except by age. There is not even
any sex differentiation, since adult males are excluded from such groups.
There is hierarchy, but only to the extent that one member is the leader
(generally the oldest); all other adult members appear to be equal in rank. The
role of the leader is very important in the elephant group. If the leader is killed
or dies suddenly the organization of the group breaks down and the elephants
mill around in disorder until another individual takes command as the new
leader. To the extent that there is one leader and numerous followers there is
some division of labour in the elephant group, but it is minimal, hardly
comparable to the division of labour described in section 4 above.

Nevertheless, the elephant group is highly social. The members assist one
another in foraging, the young are cared for by all adults without
discrimination as to biological parentage, conflict among members of the
groups is unknown or, at least, too rare or too mild to be observed. If a
member of the group is injured the others rush to her aid. When danger
threatens all adults participate equally in an organized defence strategy,
except for the leader, who directs the group’s tactics and regularly assumes
the most exposed position or engages in the most dangerous action. The
basis of this highly effective social organization seems to be the propensity of
the female African elephant to engage in altruistic behaviour toward other
members of her group. The biologist defines ‘altruism’ as behaviour that
benefits others at some cost, or risk of cost, to oneself. This opens a subject
that has been of major importance in the history of social science and also
looms large in other disciplines such as theology, ethics, and biology.

That man is an altruistic animal is obvious from even the most casual
observation. Americans contribute funds for the relief of earthquake victims
in Armenia; French doctors devote themselves to combating disease in Chad;
firemen risk their lives, at low pay, trying to get the occupants out of a
burning building. All human societies (with rare exceptions like the Ik of
Uganda) look after the elderly, the maimed, and the needy. All modern
societies have systems of organized altruism, taxing some members in order
to support others who cannot pay for food, housing, education, or medical
services. Altruism is an important feature of sociality in human societies, but
it is far from general. An old adage says that ‘charity begins at home’ and, in
some societies, it extends little further than the family group. One of the
notable features of modern societies is the extension of the scope of altruistic
activity, particularly that which is organized through government.
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12 History and philosophy of social science

The role of altruism in human sociality, what it is and what it should be, is
a major theme in the literature of social thought. Social scientists find altruism
a very difficult phenomenon to analyse, however, and so far they have not had
much success in attempting to incorporate altruism in a general analytical
model of social behaviour. In the following pages we will from time to time
take note of the consideration of altruism as a form of sociality by social
scientists, as, for example, in Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments
(1759), discussed in Chapter 7, section C. In Chapter 16 C we will examine the
recent attempts by biologists to give an explanation of altruistic behaviour as
part of a general theory of social organization based upon the operation of the
genetic code as a system of behaviour co-ordination.

Classification is very useful in scientific investigation but it may be
seriously misleading if one overemphasizes the degree to which the classes
correspond to distinct differences in the real world. The classification of five
types of sociality outlined above is a case in point. Obviously, we cannot use
these categories to differentiate animal species in a rigid way, saying such-
and-such species are ‘gregarious’, others form ‘hierarchies’, others are
‘biologically differentiated’, and so on. Most animals fit into more than one
category, which means that they do not ‘fit’ if the categories are regarded as
exclusive compartments.

This is an important point to keep in mind in our examination of the social
sciences. When people say things like ‘Man is a gregarious animal,” or ‘Man is
an altruistic animal,” such statements are perfectly acceptable, unless they imply
that man has 7o desire for individual solitude and is never egoistic. No sensible
person would say that, but one often encounters the contention that man is
‘inherently’ gregarious, or altruistic, and that the evident desire for solitude, or
egoistic behaviour, represents an abberation from, or corruption of, his
‘essential’ nature. One can argue for a long time about the ‘essential nature of
man’ without getting anywhere. Such fruitless efforts can be avoided if we
regard classifications like the ‘types of sociality’ noted as analytical constructs
that are devised by the social scientist to assist him in his studies. They are not
purely imaginary, though; they have some reference to the empirical world.

The types of sociality were illustrated above by reference to the behaviour of
non-human animals wherever this was possible, but the main object of the
classification is to throw some light on sociality in Homo sapiens. One of the
insights this provides is recognition of the fact that not only is man a highly
social species but his sociality is exceedingly varied since his behaviour displays
all five types: man is gregarious, forms hierarchies, is biologically differentiated,
practises functional specialization, and is altruistic towards his fellows. Before
going further we should observe that our typological classification fails to take
note of the most important way in which human sociality is unique. All
individual social animals, except humans, are members of only one social
organization. The individual ant is a member of one particular ant colony;
individual hens belong to the flock in one particular barnyard, and so on. In
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Sociality and social science 13

some species the individual may move from membership of one collectivity to
another, but at any particular time he is a member of only one, which has a
definite spatial location. The individual human, however, is a member of many
collectivities. He may simultaneously belong to a nation, a church, a firm, a
labour union, a book club, an alumni association, a political party, a
conservation society—the list is almost limitless, and changing. Human
sociality is ‘multisocial” while that of all other species is ‘monosocial’.

Many of the social organizations to which humans belong do not have
any delimited location in space and time. Moreover, some social activities are
carried out in ‘organizations’ only in a rather abstract sense of that term.
When an Indiana corn farmer sells his produce and uses the money to buy
California oranges, Maine codfish, Japanese electronic goods, Italian shoes,
and so on, he is engaged in a co-operative activity with these other producers
but his interaction with them is not personal. The ‘markets’ through which
trading in goods and services takes place are social organizations according
to the definition put forward at the beginning of this chapter: markets enable
people to achieve ends that they could not attain as isolated individuals. But
people are associated in markets through their buying and selling activities,
which is quite different from the form of association that one finds, say, in a
church, or a political party, or a nation. Human society in general is a
complex network or ensemble of different modes of organization, some of
which are local while others are virtually worldwide in their scope. The
central task of the social sciences is to investigate how these various modes of
social organization work and to identify the problems that result from the
fact that they do not work perfectly.

C. ALTRICIALITY AND ENCULTURATION

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce our examination of the history
and philosophy of social science by describing the basic subject matter of
social science and indicating the kinds of problems with which it is
concerned. In the preceding sections I discussed the concept of ‘society’ and
surveyed the various types of socialness or ‘sociality’ that exist in the animal
kingdom. This takes us some considerable distance towards explaining, in a
general way, what it is that social scientists try to do, but there is a feature of
human sociality, not noted as yet, that is vital to any understanding of the
social sciences: man is an ‘altricial” animal, and a great deal of his behaviour
is the consequence of a process of ‘enculturation’, or ‘socialization’.

The term ‘altriciality’ is borrowed from ornithology (the study of birds),
where it is used by biologists to refer to the fact that in many species of birds
the newly hatched young are unable to fend for themselves and must be
nurtured by adults for some time, and taught many things before they are
able to function on their own. This is characteristic not only of birds but of
many other animals, including man.
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14 History and philosophy of social science

The length of the dependent period in humans is very long. Biological
maturity in the sense of ability to reproduce is not reached until the age of
twelve or thirteen; full physical maturity requires another five years or more.
The young human may begin contributing to the activities of the social
group by performing tasks within the family, or outside it, before maturity is
attained, but he remains dependent upon his parental family until he reaches
physical maturity, marries and forms a family of his own, and/or begins to
earn his own living. Economic dependence may last to the age of thirty, or
longer, if the individual aims at a professional career that requires many
years of schooling and training. During the long period of dependence the
main task of the individual is to acquire knowledge and habits that will fit
him for independent functioning and will integrate him into the society to
which he belongs. The institutions that function in this process (families,
churches, schools, etc.) are major objects of study by social scientists. Special
note must be taken of the fact that the period of dependence is employed not
only to train the young in economic skills but also to inculcate mores,
customs, world-views, and values. This is what is meant by ‘enculturation’:
the process by which the individual young are moulded into participating
members of a continuing ‘culture’, following the established customs of that
culture and preserving its beliefs. Two important points must be noted about
this process, ‘multiculturality’ and ‘imperfect enculturation’.

By ‘multiculturality’ I mean to refer to the fact that there are many human
cultures. The young of the species are not enculturated into the general
‘family of man’ but into much more restricted groups. A surgeon in Dublin
may have the same technical skills and perform the same practical tasks as a
surgeon in Tokyo, but their beliefs, values, and social behaviour are very
different, owing to the different processes of enculturation that have
functioned during their periods of dependence. The cultural plasticity of the
human species is notable. If a German family moves to the United States,
within a generation or two the members become much more American than
German in their cultural characteristics, even if there is no intermarriage.
There may be a long-run tendency for culture to become homogeneous
within a geographic area, but at the present time, multiculturality is
characteristic of most modern societies, especially those which, like the
United States, continue to receive a steady flow of immigrants from the rest
of the world. Multiculturality creates great artistic and intellectual richness,
but it also is a potent source of conflict and animosity. Both these aspects of
multiculturality are of great importance to social scientists.

By ‘imperfect enculturation’ I mean to refer to the fact that most societies
are not able to mould the young into complete adoption of traditional
values, beliefs, and codes of conduct. Some individuals are ‘deviants’ and
there are more in some societies than in others. Deviation, such as criminal
behaviour, may be dysfunctional for the society, but other forms of deviation
are constructive sources of cultural change. If Copernicus and Galileo had
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Sociality and social science 15

not been deviants we might still believe that the earth is the centre of the
universe. If Leonardo, Descartes, Bentham, Beethoven, Darwin, Einstein,
and others had been moulded in youth by an enculturating process that was
completely effective, the history of the Western world over the past few
centuries would have been very different. Great social changes are produced
by wars, natural calamities, and the migrations of people, but they are also
produced by the artistic and intellectual innovators, great and small, who are
able to deviate from the standard path of enculturated beliefs and pursue
novel lines of perception and thought.

A very important issue that arises from the imperfection of enculturation
in humans and the nature of complex societies is the matter of loyalty. An ant
is a member of only one social group, its colony, but a human is a member of
many, and the claims they make upon his loyalty may conflict. All social
institutions depend upon the loyal support of their members, but an
individual’s nation may demand one thing, his religion another, and his code
of professional ethics something else. Since humans are imperfectly
enculturated, their loyalties are not fixed and immutable, so institutions vie
with one another to attract new members and sustain the loyalty of those
they have. In a multisocial society the individual may be pulled in different
directions by conflicting interests and moral claims. In addition, some
institutions may be able to impose sanctions for disloyalty, such as
expulsion, ostracism, imprisonment, or even death. The hierarchical
structure of social institutions means that loyalty is defined and interpreted
by those who occupy high positions in the hierarchy and sanctions are
imposed upon lower members, so the phenomenon of social power is closely
connected with the matter of loyalty. The question of loyalty covers many
issues, both ethical and scientific, that have been of great interest to students
of human behaviour.

At the beginning of this chapter I noted that the study of human sociality
is divided into a number of disciplines: sociology, political science, and so on.
The division of the field among them is not very definite, partly because they
overlap to a considerable extent. Moreover, the research interests of the
various social sciences are constantly changing, so any description of them is
likely to become out of date before much time has passed. In the following
chapters I shall discuss the historical development of the various social
sciences as distinct disciplines, such as one finds in the social science
‘departments’ of a university, but one should keep in mind that the central
object of all of them is the same—the investigation of the processes through
which individuals are able to form social organizations and reap the benefits
of co-operation. In order to place the history of the social sciences within the
general context of Western intellectual history we must begin, not with the
social sciences themselves, but with the development during the Renaissance
of the natural sciences, which profoundly changed not only man’s view of
the physical world, but also his view of himself and his society.
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Chapter 2

The rise of the Age of Science

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in Europe a profound change
began to take place in man’s conception of the world and his place in it. This
change had many aspects—artistic, cultural, economic, political, literary,
and intellectual—which historians have vainly tried to capture by the single
term ‘Renaissance’. In this chapter we will study the changes in intellectual
or philosophic outlook of this period that laid the foundations for the
development of modern science. This aspect of the Renaissance was
undoubtedly its most important contribution to the shaping of modern
Western civilization. It led to the age of science and high technology in which
we now live. For the history of our own subject, the social sciences, the rise of
natural science was of crucial importance. When social sciences began to
develop, they were inspired by the achievements of the natural sciences; they
attempted to apply to human sociality the new conceptions that the natural
sciences had been successfully using in the investigation of natural
phenomena. In order to study the history of social science, and appreciate its
philosophic problems, we have to devote some attention to the conceptual
revolution that was begun, and progressively continued, by natural science.

Ideas and theories are mental phenomena, so they are necessarily associated
with individual persons. But they are also social phenomena: when a set of
ideas or theories are widely shared, they form part of the culture of the
community. In this chapter I will be concerned with the social aspect of the rise
of science, but in order to be reasonably concrete in explaining what this
involved, Twill first discuss as examples three specific persons whose work was
important in initiating and developing the scientific approach to knowledge. In
section BT will go on to consider the implications of this in a more general way.

A. LEONARDO, VESALIUS, AND GALILEO

1. Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519)

It may seem strange to begin a discussion of the rise of the Age of Science
with consideration of the work of an artist. Leonardo, in fact, was not only a
painter; he was also a mechanical engineer and inventor, a mathematician,

16
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The rise of the Age of Science 17

and a scientist. But it was not his scientific ideas as such that are significant
so much as the application of a scientific outlook to his artistic work. As an
artist Leonardo continued and developed a new approach to the pictorial
arts that had been begun more than a century earlier by Giotto (c. 1267—c.
1337). Prior to Giotto, painting was ornamental and formal, designed to
decorate a space or to depict one of the biblical stories in a conventional or
symbolic way. Faces were expressionless, bodies were wooden. Giotto began
to paint figures that were human: faces showing emotion, bodies shaped and
proportioned like real people—even when they were supposed to be saints or
angels. In Leonardo’s painting this conception of pictorial art was developed
to a high point by works which, whether they were religious or secular,
depicted the figures as living individuals that the viewer could understand
because they were like the people he knew in everyday life.

In itself this represents an outlook that was to become an essential feature of
science. Leonardo carefully observed his subjects and painted his
understanding of what he had observed in a straightforward, yet interpretive,
way. His object was to depict what his eyes showed him rather than what the
ancient authorities told him he ought to see. But Leonardo went further. He
made anatomical studies of the human body by dissection. In his notebooks
we find many sketches of the human skeleton, the structure of muscles,
tendons, and so on. This is the main reason why Leonardo deserves a
prominent place in the history of science. He realized that effective observation
requires investigation of what is beneath the surface so that one can
understand why things appear as they do and how they function. In order to
paint a face showing fear, or anger, or even serenity, one must know the facial
musculature that is at work beneath the skin. Leonardo pursued anatomical
studies in order to assist his art, but what he was doing is essentially what
science has been doing: studying the hidden mechanics of nature.

2. Andreas Vesalius (1514-64)

Vesalius was born in what is now Belgium, but he spent his most productive
years in Italy, where he taught at the University of Padua, one of the
outstanding centres (if not the outstanding centre) of scientific research in
the sixteenth century. Like Leonardo, Vesalius was a student of anatomy, but
his investigations of the human body aimed at improving the practice of
medicine rather than the work of the artist. The significance of Vesalius’s
work in the history of science is that his discoveries were made by laying
aside the traditional anatomical conceptions of his time, which were
contained in ‘authoritative’ texts, and making careful and objective direct
observations of his own. Before Vesalius, the established authority on the
science of medicine was Galen, a Greek physician of the second century
A.D., who wrote an enormous amount on virtually all aspects of the subject.
His works were copied and recopied over the succeeding centuries and


user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight


18 History and philosophy of social science

studied by physicians as the authoritative source of all medical knowledge.
Little new work was done, since there did not seem to be any need for
physicians to do more than learn from Galen. The study of anatomy by
dissection of the human body was not generally considered to be a necessary
part of a physician’s training. The professors of medicine who did offer their
students a direct view of the interior of the human body usually had the
messy work of dissection done by assistants, and their main object was to
illustrate the Galenic texts in an uncritical way.

Vesalius was originally a follower of Galen, but he did dissection with his
own hands and observed with care and objectivity. He became increasingly
convinced that Galen was wrong on many points. In fact Galen had
probably never dissected a human body; a great deal of his anatomical
description was a synthesis of the structures found in a variety of animals,
mainly the Barbary Ape. In 1543 Vesalius published his pathbreaking book
on human anatomy, De Humani Corporis Fabrica, written in Latin, as were
all scholarly and scientific works at the time.

As a professor of medicine at the University of Padua Vesalius taught his
students that human anatomy can be learned only by direct observation, not
from books. In the Fabrica he warned against accepting even his own work as
definitive and urged the student to dissect and observe in a critical and
objective fashion. In this he showed the true outlook of the scientist, for whom
nature, not authoritative texts, is the source of knowledge. Moreover, he urged
the student of anatomy to stick to scientific matters and not get involved in
such subjects as the location of the soul in the human body, a question much
discussed in his day. He thereby contributed to the demarcation of science from
theology, a matter that was vital to the later development of modern science.

Vesalius’s criticisms of Galen were objectively undeniable, but that does not
mean that his work on human anatomy was immediately accepted. The
Fabrica was fiercely attacked by the Galenists, who regarded ancient authority
as necessarily superior to new conceptions, no matter how strongly the latter
were supported by empirical evidence. For example, John Caius, president of
the English College of Physicians from 1555 to 1571, insisted that any
physician who disagreed with Galen should be disciplined. Even a half-century
or more after the publication of the Fabrica, some medical schools (such as that
of the University of Paris) were still teaching anatomy from the Galenic texts.
This illustrates an important point about intellectual history: new knowledge,
especially when it requires a basic change in one’s conception of the world,
takes a long time to win acceptance and, moreover, its victory is never
complete. Even today there are still those who believe that the earth is flat, or
that St. Augustine (354-430) was right in ascribing all diseases (of Christians)
to demons, or that the universe was literally constructed in six days about five
thousand years ago. We live in the Age of Science, but it did not begin suddenly
in the sixteenth century, or the fifteenth, and it is not (or not yet) an age in
which more than a small proportion of mankind has adopted the scientific
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approach to knowledge. This is more notable in respect to the study of social
phenomena than in the study of natural phenomena. Even sophisticated
modern scientists, when confronted with social questions, are prone to think
about them in ways that recall St. Augustine more than Vesalius.

3. Galileo Galilei (1564-1642)

Galileo was one of the most important figures in the early history of modern
science. He made highly significant contributions in physics and astronomy;
he was the first person to make use of the telescope for astronomical
observation; he was firmly convinced of the value of experimentation in
physics; he recognized the power of mathematics in the formulation of
physical laws. His work conspicuously represented the combination of
objective observation and rational theoretical analysis that is now
characteristic of the scientific approach to knowledge. It opened the way to
the systematic formulation of the basic laws of physical mechanics which
was later achieved by Isaac Newton (1642-1727).

In this section T want to discuss Galileo’s conflict with the Catholic
Church authorities, who condemned his views as heretical and placed his
writings on the list of prohibited books. Long before, the Church had
asserted its authority in matters of natural science. In the thirteenth century,
when Aristotle’s scientific writings began to attract the interest of European
scholars, theologians perceived that many of the propositions they contained
were inconsistent with Christian doctrine, and urged the Church authorities
to condemn them as heretical. The most celebrated of these condemnations
was that of the Bishop of Paris, who, in 1277, issued a list of 219 Aristotelian
propositions that Christians were forbidden to believe, on pain of
excommunication. By Galileo’s time the authority of the Church in such
matters was generally accepted, but he held a different view. Galileo was not
an atheist or even a Protestant; his struggle with the Church was over the
question of the proper scope of religious authority. Like Vesalius, who did
not concern himself with the location of the soul in the human body, Galileo
acknowledged that there are questions that do not lie within the province of
science but, he insisted, there are other questions that are matters of science
and do not lie within the province of theology.

The issue that led to Galileo’s conflict with the Church was the
Copernican theory that the sun, not the earth, is the centre of our planetary
system; the sun stands still while the earth revolves around it and rotates
upon its axis. When Nicolas Copernicus published his De Revolutionibus
Orbium Coelestium in 1543 it was accepted by the Church authorities. In
fact the book was dedicated to Pope Paul III. For many years it was read
freely by Catholics, but towards the end of the sixteenth century, perhaps as
part of their reaction to the Protestant Reformation, Catholic theologians
began to question whether Copernican theory was heresy, inconsistent with
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20 History and philosophy of social science

sacred scripture. In some places in the Old Testament the stationary nature
of the earth and the mobility of the sun are stated or implied. In the Book of
Joshua, for example, it is told how Joshua prayed to God, asking that the sun
be stopped in its normal daily movement from east to west in order to
provide light for the continuation of a battle in which his forces were
engaged. Galileo was convinced that Copernicus was correct but, given the
hostility of the Church authorities, he found it prudent not to say so.
However, his own discoveries seemed to him to offer definite proof that the
sun is stationary, and when he published his Letters on Sunspots (1613), he
openly adopted the Copernican view of the planetary system. The Church
declared this to be heretical in 1616 and Galileo was summoned to defend
himself before the court of the Holy Inquisition. He escaped with no more
than a warning, but later, when he published his Dialogue on the Two Chief
Systems of the World (1632), he was tried once again, forced to ‘abjure’
Copernican theory, and sentenced to live in seclusion.

When, after the publication of his Letters on Sunspots, it became known to
Galileo that a movement was afoot in Rome to charge him with heresy, he
wrote a defence of his views in the form of a long letter addressed formally to
the Grand Duchess Christina. It was not published until 1636 but it circulated
widely in manuscript copies during the previous twenty years. In this famous
letter, which the Church attempted to suppress, Galileo stated with great
clarity and elegance his view of the proper relation between science and
religion. It is impossible, he argued, that two truths should contradict one
another. Holy scripture is unquestionably true, and Copernican theory cannot
be in contradiction with it if it also is true. Those who view the theory as
heretical are therefore obligated to demonstrate that it is false. By this
reasoning Galileo attempted to persuade theologians that even the religious
acceptability of a scientific theory must depend upon the empirical
investigation of nature, not scripture. ‘The Bible,” he wrote, ‘was not written to
teach us astronomy’ but to instruct us in matters which ‘surpassing all human
reasoning, could not be made credible by science, or by any means than
through the very mouth of the Holy Spirit.” No one, he said, doubts the
authority of the Pope ‘but it is not in the power of any created being to make
things true or false, for this belongs to their own natures and to the fact’.

There is a legend that when Galileo was forced to abjure the Copernican
theory that the earth is in motion he tapped the ground and muttered, out of
hearing of his inquisitors, ‘E pur si muove’ (And, yet, it moves). Galileo was
attempting to claim not that science is superior to religion but that it is
independent, resting upon the powers of reason and observation that God
himself has given man to use in the study of nature. In effect, he argued
forcefully for the secularization of science and a demarcation of the sphere of
science from that of religious faith. The attempt of theologians to retain
authority in matters of science, Galileo claimed, could only bring discredit
upon the Church. In this he was more clearheaded about religion than the
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theologians, but his Dialogue and other works remained on the Catholic
Church’s list of prohibited books until 1832.

The relation between science and religion in the modern history of the
West is a complex one, not merely a matter of conflict and confrontation. We
shall have to refer to it from time to time in the course of this book but the
subject, as such, is beyond our scope. For a good survey the reader is referred
to David C.Lindberg and Ronald L.Numbers, eds., God and Nature (1986).

Note: Some qualifications

The period we have been discussing in this section is usually referred to by
historians of Western civilization as the ‘Renaissance’. The classic study of
this era is Jacob C.Burckhardt’s The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy
(1860), which is mainly an examination of the political and cultural aspects
of the period, with little attention to developments in the field of science.
Burckhardt noted that the Renaissance, as the name implies, witnessed a
‘rebirth’ of interest in the writings and art of ancient Greece and Rome, but
he emphasized the extent to which the Renaissance also represented
something new and different, especially in contrast to the era of the ‘Middle
Ages’ that preceded it. Modern scholars have shown that it is rather
misleading to draw a hard distinction between the Renaissance and the
Middle Ages. The Renaissance was not so enlightened, and the Middle Ages
were not so backward, as has been represented in popular histories. In other
words, the impression the reader may receive from section A above requires
a bit of qualification.

Stressing the significance of people like Leonardo, Vesalius, and Galileo is
useful in tracing the history of the attitude towards knowledge that is the
foundation of modern science, but the Renaissance was not an era that can
be characterized as intellectually homogeneous. In fact, in addition to
developments in science, the period witnessed a rebirth of interest in
mysticism, magic, astrology, and the occult. The ‘Hermetic’ writings of the
early Christian era, which embodied such views of the nature of the world,
were translated from the original Greek in the sixteenth century, numerous
editions were published, and they were eagerly and widely read. The Holy
Inquisition was originally established to deal with religious heresy in the
thirteenth century, and during the sixteenth century and after it played an
important role in the Church’s struggle against Protestantism. These
activities, and its opposition to Copernican theory, were the Church’s effort
to combat ideas that were viewed as dangerous. But much attention was also
devoted to combating the influence of the devil, interpreted literally as a
being who could influence worldly events. Many persons were tortured and
burnt by Church order, not because they espoused heresy, but because it was
believed that they were witches or had made a pact with the devil to further
his aim of controlling the world. As we know from the celebrated witch trials
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at Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692, this view of reality was not confined to
Catholics. Witchcraft remained on the statute books of England as a capital
offence until 1736 and there were many protests when it was removed.
Moreover, it would be a mistake to regard belief in such things as absent in
our enlightened time, with science more powerful than ever. Interest in the
occult still flourishes and mysticism enjoys wide currency in popular, and
even in academic, attitudes to social phenomena.

The era of the Middle Ages, similarly, was mixed in its intellectual
attitudes, far from the uniform backwardness that the term ‘medieval’ is
often used to denote. There was, most notably, an efflorescence of science,
both pure and applied, from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries. In this
period the great Gothic cathedrals were built, representing a high
development of architectural science and engineering; the clock, a
remarkable mechanical achievement, was invented and developed into a
very sophisticated instrument; astronomical knowledge was effectively
applied to the needs of navigation; metallurgy was significantly improved
and better understood; water power and heat were more scientifically
utilized as sources of energy for industrial processes; there were important
advances in agriculture; and so on. Along with these practical arts came
philosophical views foreshadowing the scientific attitudes of the
Renaissance. Roger Bacon (c. 1215-c. 1292), for example, emphasized in his
writings the importance of empirical data derived by observation and
experimentation, and the use of mathematics, in the search for knowledge
about the world, just as Galileo did four centuries later.

This flowering of science and technology in the eleventh, twelfth and
thirteenth centuries was seriously stunted by the multiple disasters that
struck Western Europe in the fourteenth century: almost continuous
warfare; a change in climate that led to repeated crop failures; and major
epidemics such as the Black Death, which, during the twenty years after its
appearance in 1334, killed off more than half the population of Europe.
These events, as great disasters invariably do, stimulated the growth of
mysticism, occultism, and the more credulous forms of religious faith, to the
detriment of rationalism and science.

Long before the Renaissance, or the high Middle Ages, there were
thinkers who exemplified the scientific attitude to a striking degree. For
example, Titus Lucretius Carus (c. 99—c. 55 B.C.), a Roman of the time of
Julius Caesar, wrote a long poem, De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of
Things), which a modern student of intellectual history can only read with
astonishment. In it one will find such specific things as the atomic conception
of matter; the proposition that the speed of fall of a body in a vacuum is
independent of its mass (which Galileo later rediscovered); the theory that
the sensation of colour is due to reflected light hitting the eye; the assertion
that light travels faster than sound; and the suggestion that the biological
inheritance of physical characteristics is governed by a genetic system in
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which the characteristics are particulate (the view of modern genetics). But
more important was Lucretius’ general attitude towards nature and how to
obtain knowledge of it. He rejected all explanations that relied on gods or
spiritual forces; he insisted that all natural phenomena consist of matter and
motion; he argued that all true knowledge is derived by sense experience and
rational analysis of the implications of empirical observations; he advocated
the reduction of complex phenomena to their simpler constituents as the
method of scientific investigation. All of these are characteristics of the
modern philosophy of science. Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura was read
widely initially but apparently more for its poetic qualities than for its
philosophical views. It was considered as rank paganism by early Christian
theologians and fell out of view entirely until the sixteenth century, when
new editions of it began to be printed.

Another example is Ptolemy (A.D. 90-168) a Greek-Egyptian astronomer
and mathematician who constructed the first model of the universe. He is
often treated with disrespect in the history of science because he made the
error of placing the earth at the centre of the system and assumed that the
planets moved in circular orbits, and because he took astrology seriously and
wrote the most famous book on it. But the astronomical system delineated in
his Almagest lasted for fifteen centuries and was of great practical use. He
also made important contributions to geography, optics, and other branches
of science. His scientific work was based upon the combination of empirical
observation and theoretical modelling that we now recognize as the central
characteristic of the scientific method.

Nevertheless, modern science ‘began’ with the Renaissance in the
important sense that it started then to have a continuous development. A few
great men do not create a science; they must be followed by others who carry
the work forward, and the followers must be critical of the achievements of
the masters, otherwise knowledge degenerates into dogma and progress
ends. The test of a true science is not whether men of genius have revealed
some of nature’s mysteries but whether men of lesser talent can learn to use
their methods and reveal more.

B. THE SCIENTIFIC ATTITUDE

In section A we considered the scientific attitude as exemplified in the works
and thought of three outstanding figures of the Renaissance. Now I want to
discuss the main characteristics and implications of that attitude in a more
general way and make some reference to its impact on the social sciences.
The discussion will be organized under five headings: (1) the source of
scientific knowledge; (2) the demarcation of science; (3) Platonic idealism
and Aristotelian essentialism; (4) the Homeric view of events; and (5) the
idea of progress.
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1. The sources of scientific knowledge

The discussion of Galileo’s Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina above
noted the extent to which he defended himself against the charge of heresy
by contending that the only source of knowledge about natural phenomena
is the direct examination of the phenomena themselves. This ran counter to
the view, widely held at the time, that established religious authority has a
great deal to say about what is true and what is false, in respect of natural
phenomena as well as in matters of theology, morals, and politics.

An important implication of the view expressed by Galileo is that it
rejected the necessity of hierarchical order in the social organization of
science. If scientific truth is determinable by authority it is necessary to
establish hierarchical order so that differences of view can be resolved by
superior authoritative judgement. Differences among laymen are resolved by
appeal to priests, differences among priests by bishops, up the ladder of
hierarchy, with the Pope at the top. Once a proposition is declared to be true
or false by authority at one level in the hierarchy, the judgement is binding on
those at lower levels and dispute on the matter ceases. Galileo’s view was
that differences of view about natural phenomena are resolvable by
observation and experiment, not by appeal to authority. Such a process
requires no hierarchical social organization. Nature is not influenced by the
status of the investigator. Bodies will fall from a height in the same way
regardless of who drops them, or who observes their fall. Before the evidence
of nature the lowliest person is equal to the highest. Hierarchical order is an
effective way of creating intellectual peace, but it is too easy and too perfect.
People often complain that scientists (especially social scientists) disagree
among themselves. One must, however, expect disagreement, since it is not
easy to settle differences by empirical investigation. Authority can settle
differences very neatly, but it is a questionable way of assuring that what all
persons are required to believe is in fact true. Doubt is more valuable than
certainty when one may be quite wrong in what one is certain about.

Neither Galileo nor any other sophisticated scientist would contend that
empirical data derived from the observation of nature speak for themselves.
Data must always be interpreted. The role of authority in science would not
be displaced by empiricism as such if one took the view that the persons who
occupy high positions in the hierarchical order possess superior intellectual
powers. The central issue here is whether the ability to reason is widely
found among human beings or is confined to the few who have high social
status. The idea that all persons have rational capacity and that differences in
their ability to use it are more a matter of education and training than innate
qualities is a view that did not become common until the eighteenth century,
but its roots are to be found in the views of earlier scientists who, like
Galileo, claimed that the secrets of nature are open to investigation by every
man who goes about it properly. It is a question of method, not of status. The
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successes of the early scientists did not demonstrate that men are equally
endowed with the capacity to reason, but they did show that when men are
free to use what reason they possess, without subservience to authority,
knowledge will increase progressively.

This view of science has been of profound importance in the modern
history of Western civilization. It helped to establish the principle of
intellectual freedom, which was extended to areas of human thought and
experience well beyond the domain of natural phenomena—to politics,
economics, ethics, and even to religion. Once the power of authority had been
broken in the field of science, it became possible to release its grip in other
areas of human life and thought. So far as the social sciences are concerned, it
is doubtful whether they could have come into existence in their modern form
without the achievements of the natural sciences that preceded them.

2. The demarcation of science

The scientists of the Renaissance did not contend that the scientific method
was applicable to all areas of thought and experience. On the contrary, their
view was that the method was limited to the investigation of natural
phenomena. This notion that scientific matters are demarcated from others
is still held by modern science. I want now to illustrate the non-
demarcational view by discussing briefly the Thomistic concept of ‘natural
law’; and then try to clarify what is meant by ‘science’ by examining the
principles upon which it is demarcated from other areas of study.

Christian theology experienced diverse lines of development through the
writings of many different theologians, especially during the first few centuries
of the Christian era. A systematic statement of Christian theology was not
achieved until the thirteenth century by the work of St. Thomas Aquinas
(1225-74). His writings, especially the Summa Theologica, have exerted
enormous influence on theology, and philosophy more generally, down to the
present day. In 1879 Pope Leo XIII declared his work to embody the
authoritative doctrine of the Catholic Church. It was through Aquinas that the
ideas of Aristotle became an important component of Catholic philosophy.

In Aquinas’s view there is no fundamental distinction between matters of
fact and matters of morals. God has ordained ‘natural laws’ which govern
both. An immoral act is immoral because it is ‘unnatural’. The actions of the
civil authorities are illegitimate, and do not merit the support of the citizen, if
they are contrary to natural law. Moral laws have the same status as the laws
of physics: they are absolute, and unalterable by man. However, since it is
not obvious what the natural law is, it is the responsibility of the properly
constituted religious authorities to determine it. Thus the authority of the
Church in the field of morals and politics is derived from its role as the
established interpreter of natural law, and since natural law also governs the
material world, the Church’s authority also extends to views concerning


user
Highlight

user
Highlight

user
Highlight


26 History and philosophy of social science

natural phenomena. It is easy to see why the Church could not abandon its
authority in matters of science. To have done so would have been to break
the monistic conception of natural law and open the door to questioning of
clerical authority in matters of politics and ethics. Indeed, this is what in fact
occurred. When the Renaissance scientists helped to demarcate the field of
science as independent of religion they added weight to a wider movement
that led to the separation of Church and state and to the development of
ethical philosophies not based upon religious beliefs.

In practice it is fairly easy to distinguish scientific matters from non-
scientific ones but it is not easy to state precisely what the principle of
demarcation is. In fact there is still much dispute among philosophers of
science about this. Obviously, it would be a mistake to identify science with
‘truth’ and non-science with ‘falsehood’. Scientists are continually showing
that what was previously thought to be true in their own fields is false.
Statements about ethical and religious matters may be non-scientific, but this
does not imply that they are necessarily false, or meaningless. The principle
of demarcation most widely accepted by scientists themselves is empirical
testability. A statement is ‘scientific’ if it is of such a nature that it can be
tested by observation or experiment. The statement ‘Bodies fall at a constant
speed in a vacuum’ is scientific (even though it is false) because one can test
it. The statement ‘A person will be punished for immoral acts in the after-life’
may be true, but there is no conceivable procedure by which one can test it
empirically. The reason why we call physics and chemistry ‘sciences’ is that
they contain a large number of testable propositions and theories. Theology
and ethics contain very few, if any.

In the study of social phenomena it is very difficult to apply clear empirical
tests, for a variety of reasons. Some would say that sociology, economics, and
the other social disciplines are not sciences at all. Some social scientists
themselves are strongly opposed to the view that the social disciplines should
be judged by the same criteria that are applied to the scientific study of
material phenomena. Later in this book we will examine this issue more fully.
At the present point, since we are considering the history of social science
rather than its philosophy, it is sufficient to note that, whether or not the
social disciplines may be called ‘sciences’, their historical development took
place in an era that was profoundly influenced by the specific achievements of
the natural sciences and by their success in demarcating the field of science
from that of theology. The modern social sciences developed as secular
disciplines, whether or not they met the criteria of ‘science’.

One more point remains to be made in this connection. I am not arguing
here that there is an inherent conflict between science and religion. There
will indeed be conflict if officials of a Church regard their religious position
as giving them authority in scientific matters. But churchmen are not
necessarily bound to take this view. One can, for example, argue that any
work that reveals truths of nature gives testament to the glory of God, and
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scientists therefore serve him in their way just as surely as priests do in theirs.
Reasoning of this sort was not adopted by Catholic churchmen but, in
England in the seventeenth century, many Puritans viewed science in this
way, and religion served as an important source of encouragement to science
in a society that witnessed the work of William Harvey, Robert Boyle, Isaac
Newton, and other outstanding figures in the history of science. More
generally, one can say that Protestantism, by denying the necessity of a priest
mediating between the ordinary man and Holy Writ, encouraged the idea
that ordinary men could also study God’s work as manifested in nature. The
theology of ‘deism’ which was prominent, especially in England from the late
seventeenth century until the mid-nineteenth, promoted scientific
investigation of natural phenomena as a more secure means of proving the
existence of God than relying on ‘revelation’ (see below, Chapter 16 B).

3. Platonic idealism and Aristotelian essentialism

The most important of the thinkers of ancient Greece were Plato (c. 427—c.
347 B.C.) and his pupil, Aristotle (384-322 B.C.). Their ideas have
continued to exercise profound influence upon Western thought down to the
present day. There are significant respects, however, in which the modern
scientific attitude is contrary to the Platonic and Aristotelian outlooks and,
to an important extent, the rise of modern science represents a breaking
away from these ancient thinkers.

Plato advanced the view that sense experience is, to a considerable degree,
misleading or even illusory. The true world is abstract, consisting of the
universal ‘ideas’ of things rather than concrete specific items. Knowledge
consists of understanding the ‘pure form” of things, which is perfect, not the
worldly examples, which are not. Obviously, such a view does not encourage
one to search for knowledge of nature by empirical methods, since these
serve only to provide sense data, which are regarded as inherently unreliable.
The proper route to knowledge is by using the powers of rational thought in
a purely abstract way, such as in mathematics, dissociated from the world of
sense experience, to grasp the pure form or idea.

It is evident from our discussion so far in this chapter that the basic
outlook of modern science is not Platonic idealism. The emphasis of
Vesalius, for example, upon the examination of specific anatomical
structures in great detail, and his dissatisfaction with Galen’s more general
and synthetic descriptions, are antagonistic to Platonic philosophy. Galileo
was a mathematician and was convinced that mathematics was very useful
in physics, but not because he believed that ideal reality is abstract, like
mathematics. Mathematics was, for Galileo, simply an instrument that is
useful in the empirical investigation of nature. While Platonic idealism has
not been without influence on the natural sciences, I think it is fair to say that
the main tradition of modern science has been opposed to it.
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The same general statement can be made about Aristotle’s view that
phenomena are explicable in terms of the ‘essential nature’ of things: stones
fall from a height, for example, because it is in their nature to fall, or to move
until they rest in their proper place, the surface of the earth. Aristotelian
essentialism is obviously not the philosophy of modern science, which
focuses upon the structure of matter and the forces operating upon masses,
rather than their essential natures. Scientists spend very little time talking
about essential properties and, when they do, they are usually making
definitions, not offering explanations. Aristotelian essentialism considers
that explanations in terms of essential properties are final, since one can
carry investigation no further than the discovery of such properties. By
contrast, modern scientists regard currently accepted explanations and
theories as tentative, open to improvement or displacement by further work.

The modern social sciences are not devoid of Platonic and Aristotelian
influences. Some branches of mathematical economics, for example, seem to
be sufficiently motivated by the quest for the abstract pure form of an
economy to qualify as Platonic idealism. Searching for the ‘essential nature
of capitalism’, an academic activity popular among both conservative and
radical social scientists, frequently appears to be an exercise in Aristotelian
essentialism. But the main body of modern social science is empirical and,
like the natural sciences, seems to have escaped from the influence of the
ancient Greek philosophers.

4. The Homeric view

Homer was a Greek poet (or group of poets) who lived in the eighth century
B.C., four centuries before Plato and Aristotle. The great epic poems the Iliad
and the Odyssey are still read and form part of the culture of Western
civilization. The feature of Homer that I want to note here is the view
projected in these poems of the determinants of human and social events:
whatever happens is due to the will of the gods. In the field of natural
phenomena the counterpart of this is the belief in witcheraft, occult powers,
and the like.

It is obvious that no science could be constructed if the Homeric view of
the world were correct. We could not discover any laws of nature because
there would be none that could not be broken or altered by the desires, or
whims, of the gods. The best we could do would be to psychoanalyse the
gods in order to understand how they behaved; which is in fact what the
Homeric poems concern themselves with when the narrative seeks to provide
some explanation of events. The natural sciences have extracted themselves
altogether from the Homeric view. The modern physicist, or chemist, or
biologist, regards phenomena as explicable in terms of laws of nature, which
are not subject to alteration by either human or ‘supernatural’ powers. The
laws of nature furnish the explanation of why a cannonball will fall if
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dropped from a height, and why a bird will not. The flight of the bird is not
contrary to the laws of nature, but in accordance with them.

In the field of social phenomena the Homeric view, or an analogue of it, is
considerably more tenacious. Few people regard economic and political events
as governed by supernatural powers but many consider that they are under the
control of powerful real persons who manipulate the world for their own
purposes and according to their own wishes. This is known as the ‘conspiracy
theory’ of social phenomena: events are due to the secret machinations of the
powerful. Common observation tells us that social phenomena are indeed
frequently due to the actions of powerful persons or groups. If this were all
that were involved in the Homeric view there could be no quarrel with it, but
it implies that this is a sufficient explanation of social events; that, in effect,
there are no general social laws. If this were so there could be no social science.
Instead of using sociology, economics, etc., to explain social phenomena, we
would instead rely upon detectives to pull aside the curtain that hides the
manipulating conspirators from view. This is an untenable position. Even if
events are determined by individual actions we have to explain why the actions
have the results they do. If a powerful financier wishes to raise the price of
silver, he does not accomplish this end simply by willing it, but by doing certain
things that cause the price to rise. The connection between action and
consequence is discoverable only because the phenomena are governed by
general laws. To explain how the financier was able to raise the price of silver,
or why he failed to do so despite his intention, requires something more than
the Homeric view of social phenomena. We have to employ a scientific theory
to achieve such explanation. One could not regard the statement ‘The castle
wall fell down because the general willed its destruction’ as a complete
explanation of an event. Why should one regard a statement like “The price
went up because the financier wanted it to’ as a complete explanation?

One of the reasons why it is more difficult to get away from the Homeric
view with regard to social than with regard to natural phenomena is that the
issue of moral judgement is much more involved in the former than in the
latter. If a stone breaks loose from the cornice of a tall building and falls,
killing a pedestrian, we do not make moral judgements about the behaviour
of the stone. But if someone throws the stone from the top of the building we
make moral judgements about the behaviour of the person. There is a strong
strain in the literature of social thought that regards the main object of social
science as the making of moral judgements. This frequently focuses attention
upon the persons or groups who may be construed as victims and victimizers
more than upon a detached study of the mechanics of social phenomena.

5. The idea of progress

The idea of progress is so prominent in the culture of modern Western
civilization that it is difficult to believe intellectual historians when they tell
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us that its appearance in Western thought can be dated back no further than
the seventeenth century. But the burden of historical evidence seems, broadly
speaking, to support the view that the modern era differs from the earlier
ones in this very important aspect.

The view of history held by most of the thinkers of the classical age of
Greece was that it is characterized by cyclical movements, endlessly
repeated, without any long-run change. Plato, who lived during a period of
political disturbance, held the ultra-conservative view that all change
constitutes decline from, or deterioration of, a former state that was ideal.
The same view, in a different context, was embodied in the Old Testament
story of man’s fall; life outside the gates of Eden could never approach the
idyllic perfection that had been irrevocably lost. The New Testament held
out the prospect of redemption, but it was a spiritual redemption of the soul,
not material progress for the body in worldly existence. St. Augustine’s
(354-430) City of God, written to combat the idea of worldly progress as an
objective of Christian effort, exerted a great deal of influence on Western
thinking up to and during the Middle Ages. The fall of Rome and the
barbarian invasions, with their resulting decline in social stability and loss of
technical skills, undoubtedly did much also to keep the idea of progress from
arising in Western culture. The cultural and economic developments of the
eleventh to the thirteenth centuries gave some stimulus to it, but whatever
nascent development of the concept that was present in this era was killed in
embryo by the disasters of the fourteenth century.

The idea of progress is, basically, the conception of the present as superior
to the past and the belief that the future will be, or can be, better still. This
contention was the subject of a long debate during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, sometimes called ‘the ancients versus moderns
controversy’ or ‘the battle of the books’. It ended in victory for the
‘moderns’, though, of course, victories in such matters are never complete.
There are many people today who view what we call ‘progress’ as illusory,
regarding past ages as superior to the present and others who are convinced
that we are in an era of irremediable decline.

The concept of progress is an evaluative one, involving judgements as to
what is good and bad, or better and worse. The issue of judgement does not
arise if the world is static, or history is cyclical as the Greeks thought. So far
as the natural world is concerned, until the nineteenth century it was
regarded as static, preserving intact the features that God had decreed during
the six days of creation as told in the Book of Genesis. This view was
profoundly shaken by Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1830-3) which
demonstrated that a different view of the origin, and evolution, of the planet
was necessary. Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) contended that
modern organic species had evolved from earlier forms, and suggested that
even man himself was the result of a process of progressive development
rather than fixed and final creation.
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It is difficult to say whether the nineteenth-century belief in social
progress was derived from discoveries in science or the other way round. But,
in one respect, science has to be regarded as antecedent in that, during the
Renaissance period, scientists were demonstrating that there could be, and
had in fact been, progress in at least one area: human knowledge. Many
Renaissance thinkers were passionate admirers of the Greek and Roman
literatures, but the Renaissance scientists spoke for the possibility of
improving upon them. If this was possible in the domain of knowledge, why
not in other areas too, especially since knowledge gives man power to bend
nature to his service?

The social sciences developed concurrently with the growth of the idea of
progress in Western culture. Undoubtedly they were both a cause and a
consequence of that idea. Given the orientation of social science to the
pragmatic analysis of social problems, it is unlikely that it could flourish in a
static society or one in which people believe that knowledge has no influence
upon events. In these respects the way for the development of the social
sciences was prepared by the earlier successes of the natural sciences in
demonstrating the possibility of secure progress in knowledge. The question
of the development of the idea of human progress and its relation to the early
beginnings of the social sciences will be discussed further in Chapter 8.

APPENDIX: THE SOCIOLOGY OF SCIENCE

In this chapter I have emphasized the empirical nature of modern science and
the objectivity of the knowledge that it furnishes. This is a defensible view of
the main characteristics of science, but it would be foolish to claim that
scientists are totally detached from their particular cultural environments.
Galileo was, no doubt, a cultural deviant in some ways but, in most, he was
a Renaissance Italian and shared a common culture even with the officers of
the Holy Inquisition. Some historians of science have laid great stress upon
the cultural conditioning of the scientist and the connection of his theories
with the socioeconomic environment. Numerous scholars, for example, have
expressed the view that the Darwinian theory of natural selection reflects the
competitive capitalism of the nineteenth-century English economy. Others
have argued that while the scientist himself may be objective, the acceptance
of his theories depends upon their serviceability to powerful political or
economic interests or ideologies. For example, Margaret C.Jacob (The
Newtonians and the English Revolution, 1689-1720, 1976) contends that
Newtonian physics was embraced by leading Anglican theologians (in
contrast to Galileo’s rejection by Catholic ones) because they regarded it as
supporting their view that a capitalistic economy organized through markets
and based on self-interested individual action was a stable, harmonious
order, ordained by God.
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Concerning such questions it is necessary to make two points. First,
investigating the social background of scientists and the cultural
environment of their times has nothing to do with the validity of their
theories. Newton’s physics and Darwin’s biology are not any less, or more,
true as statements about physical and biological phenomena because their
development and acceptance may have been influenced by social, political,
or economic factors. Second, studies of the cultural environment of science,
historically or currently, are worthy in themselves. They explore a part of our
history and contemporary culture of great importance, and indeed growing
importance as the role of science in Western, and other, cultures widens and
deepens. This area of research is called the ‘sociology of science’. T shall not
be able to say much on this topic in the following survey of the social
sciences, but in the final chapter we shall have to examine a thesis that has,
recently, received considerable attention. This thesis, in its boldest form,
claims that the attempts of philosophers to establish the epistemological
foundations of science are misguided and doomed to failure. Science is a
social phenomenon that should be studied by sociological methods just as
other social phenomena such as religion, customs, and mores are. According
to the so-called ‘strong programme in the sociology of science’ what we
describe as ‘scientific’ beliefs are no different from any other beliefs, and
what we call scientific ‘truth’ has no more solid foundation than
conventional acceptance. As the reader will see, I do not accept this view.
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Chapter 3

Social laws

In Chapter 2 we considered the historical importance of the development of
the natural sciences in preparing the way for the later emergence of the social
sciences. The emphasis there was on features of the ‘scientific attitude’ that
are characteristic of the whole field of science, not unique to any one science
or group of sciences. I did not mean to imply, however, that disciplines like
economics and sociology are sciences because they are like physics and
chemistry. The object of Chapter 2 was to examine an important aspect of
the intellectual history of the West, not to evaluate the social disciplines by
comparison with the natural sciences or by reference to general criteria of
scientific philosophy.

The relation of the social to the natural sciences philosophically has been
a matter of continuing controversy. Peter Winch, for example, in his The
Idea of a Social Science (1958) argues that the concepts appropriate to the
analysis of social phenomena are demonstrably incompatible with those
used in natural science, and F.A.Hayek, a Nobel prizewinner in economics,
in his The Counter-revolution of Science (1955) complains of the great harm
that has been done by modelling the study of social phenomena after the
natural sciences. On the other hand, Alexander Rosenberg, a philosopher of
science, in his Microeconomic Laws: a Philosophical Analysis (1976), takes
it for granted that the scientific status of a field of study can be assessed by
comparing it to physics. The American Association for the Advancement of
Science officially endorses a similar view. Since 1952 it has awarded an
annual prize of $1,000 ‘for a meritorious paper that furthers understanding
of human psychological-social-cultural behavior’ in order ‘to encourage in
social inquiry the development and application of the kind of dependable
methodology that has proved so fruitful in the natural sciences’.

In this chapter I do not intend to resolve this methodological controversy
or even to survey it. A comparison of ‘social science’ with ‘natural science’ in
a general way is not likely to be very informative, since the various social
sciences differ greatly among themselves, and so do the natural sciences. In
certain respects, economics resembles physics more than biology does. It
would be easy to draw analogies between some parts of sociology and
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biology, but comparison with chemistry would be very difficult. And so on.
Our main examination of the question will be deferred until the final chapter
but, at this stage, it will be useful to examine some matters of philosophical
importance that are connected with the idea of ‘laws’ of social phenomena.

All disciplines that describe themselves as ‘sciences’ have one thing at least
in common: they aim at discovering general laws that cover a wide range of
specific phenomena. The prototypical example of a general law is Newton’s
law of gravitational attraction, which says that, given certain conditions (all
laws are limited in this way), the force between two bodies is proportional to
the product of their masses and inversely proportional to the square of the
distance between them. This law embraces all masses—apples, stones, planets,
gall bladders, clouds, etc.—and it covers phenomena at all places and times,
including the future that has yet to be. Because of its generality we refer to
Newton’s law as a ‘nomological proposition’ (classical Greek nomos, law).

In the social sciences there are many propositions that are called ‘laws’,
such as, for example, the law of increasing specialization (sociology), the
iron law of oligarchy (political science), the laws of motion of capitalism
(Marxian economics), Pareto’s law of income distribution (economics), the
law of diminishing returns (economics), etc. When we examine such
statements we discover that, while they all represent generalizations, they
involve very different kinds of generalizations. The first thing I want to do in
this chapter is to draw some distinctions between types of nomological
propositions. A great deal of confusion is sometimes created in discussion of
‘laws of social behaviour’ by the supposition that people always mean the
same thing when they use the word ‘law’.

A. NOMOLOGICAL PROPOSITIONS

The main distinctions I want to make here are between laws that are purely
empirical, laws that are analytical, and laws that involve the concept of cause.

1. Empirical laws

In his System of Logic (Book VI, chapter V) John Stuart Mill defines an
‘empirical law’ as ‘an uniformity, whether of succession or of coexistence,
which holds true of all instances within our limits of observation, but is not
of a nature to afford any assurance that it would hold beyond those limits...’.
Let us look at two of the laws in the list above that are clearly empirical in
nature: ‘Pareto’s law of income distribution’ and ‘the iron law of oligarchy’
enunciated by Robert Michels. Vilfredo Pareto, Italian engineer-economist-
sociologist, put forward the striking law of income distribution in his
lectures at the University of Lausanne, published as Cours d’économie
politique (Course in Political Economy, 1896-7). He examined the data on
incomes in all countries for which statistics were then available and became
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convinced that the pattern of income distribution was substantially the same
in all countries and could be represented by the formula:

log N=log A-0. log X

where N is the number of people whose income exceeds X, and A and a are
constants. If we plot the (cumulative) income distribution on double-log graph
paper it will be a straight line with slope equal to a. The coefficient of a is a
measurement of the degree of inequality in the income distribution. Pareto’s
empirical studies showed not only that the above formula fitted the data well
but that, when calculated, a turned out to have substantially the same
magnitude in all countries, indicating that the degree of inequality in the
distribution of income was uniform. This suggests that a in Pareto’s formula is
similar to Newton’s coefficient of gravitational attraction: a ‘natural constant’.

Pareto himself warned against exaggerating the significance of his
empirical findings. Generally speaking, professional economists were even
more cautious than Pareto and subsequent work made little effort to utilize
Pareto’s law as a basic proposition in economics. But some economists have
taken the view that the discovery of empirical constants like Pareto’s a was
what would give economics the proper foundations upon which to build a
true science. The distinguished economist Joseph A.Schumpeter,
commenting on Pareto’s law a half-century after it had been published
(‘Vilfredo Pareto’, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 1949), chided the
profession for failing to appreciate the scientific significance of the discovery
of empirical regularities such as the constancy of Pareto’s a.

Robert Michels was a German political scientist whose Political Parties
(1911) is important as an early empirical study of a very basic question: the
tendency of social organizations to form hierarchical orders. If democracy is
regarded as a political system in which everyone has approximately equal
power, then it is unattainable if there is a natural tendency (that is, a ‘law’) for
organizations to become hierarchic, with most power being in the hands of a
small number of people (the ‘oligarchy’) at the top. Michels was an ardent
democrat and a socialist. He reasoned that there was no point in looking at
conservative institutions to see if they were oligarchic because conservatives do
not value democracy anyway. The crucial test would be whether institutions
strongly committed to democracy as a political creed were able to organize
themselves and operate on a sustained basis of power equality. Accordingly,
Michels studied labour unions, and socialist political parties, which he
believed to be strongly committed to democracy. Finding that these
institutions, however they might have started, invariably became oligarchic in
organization, Michels advanced the ‘iron law of oligarchy’ as an empirical
generalization about the political organization of man’s social institutions.

Propositions like Pareto’s about income distribution and Michels’s about
political organization are impressive as empirical generalizations, but their
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status as ‘laws’ is clearly contingent, since one contrary instance in each case
would be sufficient to destroy their claims to generality. This is not true of
Newton’s law of gravitation. If observations were made which did not agree
with the formula, scientists would not regard them as an indisputable
demonstration that the law was wrong but would try to find out why the
data failed to agree. A striking instance of this was the discovery of the
planet Neptune in 1846. Observation of the orbit of Uranus had shown
certain irregularities, that is, deviations from the orbit that would fit
Newton’s formula. Astronomers did not view them as necessarily
demolishing Newtonian theory, since the irregularities could be due to the
existence of a hitherto unknown planet. Using the Newtonian formula, they
calculated where this planet would be if it existed, pointed their telescopes at
the predicted spot in the sky, and lo! Neptune. Newtonian theory, and its
successors in physics, show that robust nomological propositions are not
merely empirical generalizations about specific things, they are
comprehensive models covering a wide range of phenomena. In fact they are
often as useful in explaining cases where the data deviate from the theory as
cases that fit. The most robust theories are never destroyed by empirical
evidence but only by the development of a better theory that is even more
general in coverage.

Empirical generalizations like Pareto’s and Michels’s laws are rather
unsatisfactory as nomological propositions. They have to be abandoned when
one contrary instance is discovered. They cannot be used to investigate
contrary instances, since they are purely empirical. That is, they do not pretend
to explain why the data are what they are. They are, and that’s that. J.S.Mill
contended that ‘an empirical law is a generalization of which, not content with
finding it true, we are obliged to ask, why is it true?’. But numerous people
have treated Pareto’s and Michels’s laws as if they represent essential
characteristics of the social order, which goes far beyond the recognition of an
empirical regularity. One takes a very large leap in going from the statement
‘So far as we know at present, A is characterized by X’ to the statement
‘Empirical observation proves that an essential feature of A is X’.

A notable case illustrating the hazards of generating a purely empirical
law and projecting it into the future is a famous paper by Raymond Pearl and
Lowell J.Reed on population growth in the United States (Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, 1920). The authors pointed out that they did
not intend to argue that they had discovered the ‘underlying organic laws’ of
population growth, but they demonstrated that a mathematical equation
could be devised to fit the census data remarkably well. Reasoning that no
population in a limited area can grow indefinitely, they chose an equation
having the characteristic that, when projected beyond the data into the
future, would necessarily generate a series of numbers gradually
approaching a ceiling. From this they concluded that the absolute upper limit
of the U.S. population was 197 million. Making some additional
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calculations, they stated that, when that limit was reached, twice as many
persons as in 1920 would be engaged in agriculture and, even so, half the
nation’s food requirements would have to be met by importation.

The Pearl-Reed predictions failed to correspond to events. The population
of the United States is now well over 200 million and still growing; the
proportion of the labour force engaged in agriculture is less than 5 per cent,
and still falling; and the U.S. is a major exporter of food. In order to predict
human population accurately, and to arrive at reliable conclusions
concerning food production, Pearl and Reed would have had to use a much
more comprehensive model, embracing all the social and economic factors
that are important determinants of the birth rate, technological change, the
prices of food and other commodities, etc. Equations like the one
constructed by Pearl and Reed are used effectively by modern population
biologists, but only with respect to much simpler cases of non-human
organisms where such factors are not operative.

We noted above that a difficulty with purely empirical statements
construed as general ‘laws’ is that one counter-instance is sufficient to
destroy the contention. One might respond to the demonstration of such a
counter-instance by claiming that it does not truly belong to the class of
things covered by the law. Take the empirical generalization ‘All swans are
white’. If now a bird is observed that is like swans in all respects except
colour, one can respond by saying that it is not really a swan. This saves the
proposition ‘All swans are white’ but it is no longer an empirical statement.
Since no bird will be called a ‘swan’ unless it is white, whiteness is not, in this
case, an independently observable characteristic of physical objects, but a
definitional criterion for the use of the word ‘swan’. Obviously it is essential,
if one wishes to think clearly, not to confuse empirical propositions with
definitions. This is not always as easy as in the above example. In statistical
studies, for example, one often finds that the data form a neat pattern except
for a few cases, which generates the temptation to eliminate these ‘outlyers’
as not being true instances of the phenomenon under study.

The principal epistemic message conveyed by this brief discussion of
empirical laws is not that empirical evidence is unreliable but that factual
information, by itself, cannot provide us with much knowledge of complex
phenomena. Modern science is empirical, and to appreciate its methodology
it is necessary to understand how empirical evidence articulates with
theoretical reasoning in providing explanations of phenomena. Francis
Bacon, in his Novum Organum (1620), attempted to sustain the proposition
that absolutely certain knowledge of reality can be obtained purely by
collecting and processing factual data. His book played an important role in
establishing the empirical orientation of science, but its central epistemic
thesis was erroneous.
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2. Analytical laws

This term refers to the kinds of laws one finds in the disciplines of logic and
mathematics. For example, the ‘law of contradiction’ states that:

A thing cannot be both X and not-X
and the ‘law of the excluded middle’ states that:
Everything must be classifiable as an X or a not-X.
The ‘law of transitivity” states that quantitative relationships are such that:
If A is greater than B and B is greater than C, then A is greater than C.
A concrete example of the first two of these laws would be the statement:
A thing is either a swan or it is not; it can’t be both
and of the transitivity law:

If Albert is taller than Bertha, and Bertha is taller than Clarence, then
Albert is taller than Clarence.

It is important to note that examples of this sort merely illustrate the relevant
analytic laws; they play no role in proving them. Analytic laws are laws of
reason or laws of rational thought, not laws of nature in any empirical sense.
When we state the transitivity law we are not asserting anything empirical,
such as, for example, that people behave as if they believe that when A > B
and B>C, then A>C; we are saying that any other behaviour would be
irrational. We are not required to assert that people do always behave
rationally; that would be an empirical statement, not an analytic one.

The ‘syllogism’ of formal deductive logic can be regarded as a
prototypical analytical law. Consider the following argument:

1. If all A is B, and
2.1 X is A,
3. Then X is B.

This is a valid argument, which does not depend on any proposition about
something being true or false empirically. That is why I have written it in
terms of purely abstract entities, A, B, and X. If now we substitute the more
familiar example:

1. All men are mortal.
2. Socrates is a man.
3. Therefore, Socrates is mortal.

it is evident that the form of the argument has not changed, but it has acquired
a significantly different orientation, since, in addition to substituting real-
world entities for A, B, and X, the conditional word ‘if’ has been dropped. We
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may construe such a syllogism in three ways: (a) We could say that the word
‘men’ involves the property ‘mortal’ by definition and that the particular
entity ‘Socrates’ is, similarly, defined as belonging to the class ‘men’, (b) We
could say that (1) and (2) are ‘axioms’, that is, propositions that are ‘self-
evidently true’, (c) Or we could regard (1) and (2) as stating empirically true
facts. If (c) is adopted, the syllogism no longer presents a purely analytic
argument, since we are relying upon the empirical truth of the premises to
justify the belief that the conclusion is true, but, to repeat, the form of the
argument is analytic or ‘deductive’. We should also note that the syllogism:

1. All snodluts are made of jikler.
2. Yakmar is a snodlut.
3. Therefore, yakmar is made of jikler.

is perfectly valid even though ‘snodluts’, ‘jikler’, and ‘yakmar’ are words I have
just made up and do not mean anything or refer to anything in the real world.
As they say in computer programming, GIGO: garbage in, garbage out.
Whatever its terms might be, a syllogism is, in itself, a purely formal argument
without empirical content. The concept of an analytic statement or an analytic
law refers to arguments of this sort, as, for example, in pure mathematics.
Analytic statements, in themselves, have nothing to say about the real
world. Mathematics is very useful to physicists, but mathematics is not
physics. The great mathematician G.H.Hardy once said that ‘a
mathematician is someone who does not know what he is talking about, and
does not care’. Practically everyone except unregenerate Platonists and
Pythagoreans recognizes this, but the idea that we can learn about social
phenomena solely by using deductive logic continues to have considerable
appeal, and sometimes it is pushed to extremes. Most economists regard
mathematics, and deductive reasoning generally, as indispensable, but insist
upon empirical investigation and testing as well. However, there are some
who claim that economics is not, or ought not to be, empirical. The proper
way to proceed, in studying economic phenomena, in this view, is to lay
down certain basic propositions as representing the ‘essential properties’ of
an economy and then deduce the logical implications that follow from them.
This view is, for example, strongly advanced by Martin Hollis, a
philosopher, and E.]J.Nell, an economist, in their Rational Economic Man: a
Philosophical Critique of Neo-classical Economics (1975). The same point of
view is contained in Ludwig von Mises” works such as his Human Action
(1949) and in the writings of his disciples who now call themselves the
‘Austrian school” of economists. I mention these two examples not merely as
illustrations of the view that the social sciences should be practised as analytic,
rather than empirical, disciplines, but to demonstrate a difficulty with this
approach. Proceeding on the same epistemic principles, Hollis and Nell arrive
at conclusions that are very different from those of Mises and the Austrians.
Hollis and Nell contend that a market economy is necessarily inefficient and
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unjust, while the Austrians assert that only a market economy can be efficient
and just. If both parties have done their logic properly, this difference must be
due to different assumptions about the ‘essential properties’ of an economy.
But those assumptions are not regarded as testable by the parties, because that
would turn economics into an empirical science. It comes down to a contest in
which each party is claiming that his assumption about ‘essential properties’ is
true by intuition, a dispute which is unresolvable by any known method.
This point deserves a bit of further amplification. Let us take the case of
the death of Socrates. Historians tell us that he committed suicide by
drinking hemlock after he had been condemned by the political authorities of
Athens for his heretical teachings. The syllogism used above to account for
Socrates’ death makes no reference to such things as heresy or hemlock. It
tells us that Socrates shared the property of mortality with all other men and,
therefore, was destined to die some time of some thing. Such a syllogism,
though containing empirically true premises and using impeccable logic, is
cognitively useless. It does not focus upon what we want to know, which is
the particular circumstances that led to Socrates’ death. A syllogism such as

1. Drinking hemlock causes death.
2. Socrates drank hemlock in 399 B.C.
3. Therefore Socrates died in 399 B.C.

is very little better, though, again, it has factually true premises and a validly
deduced conclusion. It might satisfy a physiologist, but not an historian of
Athenian society. The point is, the facts employed in a scientific investigation
must be relevant to the question that is being addressed. That an argument
uses true facts and valid logic does not guarantee that it supplies the
explanation we are seeking.

Analytic laws are very useful in science but no discipline that studies
phenomena can be satisfactory unless contact is made between the theory
and the real world. If we examine the syllogism of deductive logic we can see
that one can apply empirical tests either to the premises of the syllogism or to
its conclusion. There is an important difference between these two test
locations. Let us take as our example the specific syllogism:

1. All insects have five legs.
2. Mosquitoes are insects.
3. Therefore mosquitoes have five legs.

We could make an empirical investigation of (1) and (2), knowing that,
logically, if (1) and (2) are true, (3) must be true. This is known in formal logic
as modus ponens: the truth of the premises is transmitted to the conclusion.
The other way is to make an empirical investigation of (3). If (3) is false, then
logic tells us that (1), or (2), or both, must be false. This procedure is known as
modus tollens. In fact (3) is false, since (normal) mosquitoes have six legs.
Therefore (1) or (2), or both, must be false. In this case (1) is false.
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Note that there is a logical asymmetry between the modus ponens (MP)
and modus tollens (MT) forms of argument. The MP procedure focuses upon
the truth of the premises; the MT procedure upon the falsity of the
conclusion. In MP truth is carried forward from the premises to the
conclusion, but falsity is not; in MT falsity is carried back from the conclusion
to the premises, but truth is not. Let us consider a concrete illustration:

1. All economists are male.
2. Albert Finstein was an economist.
3. Therefore Albert Einstein was male.

In this case the formal logic is impeccable but premises (1) and (2) are both
factually false while the conclusion is factually true. This shows that when
premises are demonstrated to be false the truth or falsity of the conclusion is
still an open question.

Now let us look at the MT procedure. As we have seen, if the conclusion
is empirically false then one or more of the premises must be false. But this
does not mean that if the conclusion is true the premises must necessarily be
true. This is shown by the above syllogism about Einstein. Showing that (3)
is true does nothing to certify that (1) and (2) are true. Falsity carries back
from conclusion to premises, but truth does not.

This is of some importance in the social sciences, since many of the
assumptions that are employed in theoretical models are, at best,
simplifications of reality, if not grossly unrealistic. Some students of the
methodology of social sciences are very critical of the assumptions that social
theories use. Defenders sometimes reply that the real test of a theory is not
whether its assumptions are true but whether its conclusions are. This was
argued very forcefully by the prominent economist Milton Friedman in a paper
on The Methodology of Positive Economics’ (Essays in Positive Economics,
1953) which has been widely, and sometimes hotly, discussed by both
philosophers and social scientists. With the aid of our examination of modus
ponens and modus tollens, we can see our way through to an understanding of
this matter. If Friedman was claiming that a theory is validated when its
conclusions or ‘predictions’ are true he was claiming too much. Testing
conclusions empirically (the MT procedure) cannot carry truth back to the
premises, as our Einstein syllogism makes plain. The MT procedure can carry
only falsity back. If the conclusion or prediction is wrong the theory must be
faulty, but if the prediction is correct the theory is not necessarily true.

Let us now have a look at an important social science law and try to
determine what kind of law it is: the ‘law of diminishing returns’ in the
economic theory of production. This law asserts that if production is carried
out with a combination of different factors of production, and if some of these
factors are constant in amount, then an increase in the other factors will
increase production, but not proportionately. This can be shown in a simple
diagram (Figure 3-1). Suppose we have in mind a farm with a fixed area of
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arable land and, for the purpose of this illustration, we assume that the only
other factor of production is labour, which can be varied in amount. How will
output change in response to a change in labour input? If the relationship were
a straight line, such as C in Figure 3-1, this would mean that, as labour input
increases, total production would increase proportionately. This would be a
case of ‘constant returns’. If production increased less than proportionately,
this would be ‘diminishing returns’, D, and if it increased more than
proportionately it would be ‘increasing returns’, I. The law of diminishing
returns says that D is the proper curve to draw, the others being incorrect or
impermissible for some reason. Why is this so?

The law of diminishing returns could be treated as an empirical
generalization based upon actual data derived from practical or experimental
farming. As pointed out in section 1 above, such a law would be rather weak
and contingent; it could not bear the heavy weight that modern economic
theory loads on it. In standard texts in economic theory the law of diminishing
returns is usually presented not as an empirical but as an analytic law. The
proof of this is a good example of the modus tollens procedure, which focuses
on the truth or falsity of a conclusion rather than on the premises that generate
it. Let us imagine that we have a 100 acre farm, divided into two fifty-acre
fields as shown in Figure 3-2, and that additional input of labour brings
constant incremental returns, as drawn. If we allocated labour equally to both
fields (L, to field A and L; to field B) we would produce a total output of
0,+0;. But if we abandoned field B and put the labour effort formerly used
there on field A, we would obtain the same output from fifty acres as we
formerly did from 100. (If the distance between L, and L, * equals L, simple
geometry tells us that O,* must be equal to O,+0Oy if the C curve is linear.)
But why stop there? Why not put all the labour on twenty-five acres, ten, two,



Social laws 43

Field A Field B

2 g

3 5

3] 5]

= [ :@ C
o °

| O [

OA OB
La La* Lg
Input of labour Input of labour

Figure 3-2

one? There would be no reduction in output as one reduced the area farmed,
without limit. This conclusion is clearly false empirically, so something must
be false in the assumptions. There is only one empirical assumption involved
in this reasoning: that the output curve is linear. This must therefore be
wrong.

We could go through this again, using the assumption that the output
curve is as shown by I in Figure 3-1, that is, increasing returns. We would
arrive at the even less acceptable conclusion that when less land is used more
output is produced, without limit.

We can now see that it is not altogether correct to say that the modus
tollens procedure cannot demonstrate the truth of an assumption. If I, C, and
D are the only possible alternatives, and we can show that C and I must be
false, then D must be true by elimination. We have to be careful, though, to
restrict such a method to cases where all alternatives can be specified.

3. Causal laws

What most people would find unsatisfactory about empirical laws and
analytic laws is that they do not connect events together in a causal fashion. If
a ‘law’ is expected to furnish an explanation of why the phenomena are as they
are and not otherwise, then empirical laws and analytic laws are not laws at
all. Many philosophers, and most scientists, emphasize the importance of
causal laws in science but, unfortunately, there is little agreement as to what is
meant by the concept of ‘cause’. In this section I want to focus on a ‘model’ of
causation which, though unsatisfactory in some ways, helps one to understand
how the concept of cause is typically used in common speech, and by scientists
in their professional work.
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We have to start with the notions of ‘necessity’ and ‘sufficiency’ in
examining the concept of cause. If the event X cannot occur without the
presence of A we say that A is necessary to X. It may be that A alone is
sufficient to cause X. If our theory of causation insisted that in order to say ‘A
is the cause of X> we have to show that A is both necessary and sufficient to
cause X, we would hardly ever be able to make such statements. Is sunlight
the cause of plant growth? No; it is necessary but not sufficient, since other
conditions such as water, nitrogen, etc., must be present also. Is marital
infidelity the cause of divorce? Noj; in some societies it is sufficient but not
necessary, for there are other reasons why people divorce. Nevertheless, the
ideas of necessity and sufficiency seem to have something to do with the
concept of causation. How they function is outlined in the TINUS model’ of
causation suggested originally by Konrad Marc-Wogau in connection with
the problem of explaining historical events such as wars, political changes,
etc. (‘On Historical Explanation’, Theoria, 1962), and developed more
generally by J.L.Mackie (‘Causes and Conditions’, American Philosophical
Quarterly, 1965).

Let us consider what is involved in making a statement like “The forest fire
was caused by lightning’. Obviously lightning (L) was not sufficient to cause
the fire (F), since the forest had to be dry (D) for it to have had the effect it
did. But (L) was not necessary either, since, given D, F could have resulted
from, say, a discarded cigarette (C). To sort this out we have to see how the
elements C, L, D, and F fit together. First, we note that in this case there are
two sets of sufficient conditions:

Sufficient to cause F: (1) L and D.
(2) Cand D.

Inset (1) Land D and in set (2) C and D are ‘conjunctive’ factors; but the sets
(1) and (2) are “disjunctive’. Now, if we examine the status of lightning, it is
clear that this factor is necessary to complete set (1) but it is not sufficient in
itself. So we can say:

L is Insufficient to complete causal set (1).
L is Necessary to complete causal set (1).

Now concerning set (1), to which L belongs, we know that it is unnecessary
to cause F, since set (2) could also do so, but set (1) is sufficient. So:

Set (1) is Unnecessary to E
Set (1) is Sufficient to cause F

Therefore, when we say that ‘lightning caused the forest fire’, we mean that
L was an Insufficient but Necessary member of a set of factors, and this set
was Unnecessary but Sufficient to cause F. The italicized capitals put on the
key words in this sentence form the acronym INUS.
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The status of lightning in this model is that it can be causally linked to some
forest fires but not all. What about dryness? Sets (1) and (2) both contain D
and if we wrote down all sets of conditions that are sufficient to cause F, it may
be that D would appear in every one. This brings us to an important point that
is not embraced by the INUS model in itself: it would not make sense to say
‘dryness causes forest fires’ if we meant to imply that D was sufficient to F, but
it would be perfectly acceptable if we meant by this statement that D increased
the incidence of F or that it created a greater probability of F. This is vitally
important to the understanding of ‘laws’ of social behaviour. For example, the
‘law of demand” in economics says: ‘Other things held constant, when the price
of a commodity goes up, people buy less of it.” It is not necessary that everyone
buy less, however; the law merely says that the aggregate purchase will be less.
We can predict the effect of a rise in price on consumers in the aggregate, but
not on the individual consumer, in the same way that we can predict that
dryness will cause more forest fires to occur but we cannot predict specifically
where and when one will occur. A great deal of the controversy over whether
the social sciences regard human behaviour as ‘determined’ is due to
misunderstanding of how the concept of cause is employed. We will return to
this issue at the end of this chapter.

Another point about causal laws is that they have very broad coverage:
they cover events that have actually occurred; events that will occur (either
certainly or probably); and even events that have not occurred in the past
and will not occur in the future. This last looks rather strange, but it becomes
quite clear if we consider an example. If I say, ‘If conditions of dryness, etc.,
were present, then lightning would cause a forest fire,” this is a legitimate
scientific statement even if no forest fire had ever occurred in the past and
were never to occur in the future. Statements of the form ‘if...then..."” are
very important in science.

Going back now to the ‘law of demand’, we realize that the phrase ‘other
things held constant...” really amounts to saying, more broadly, ‘if certain
conditions are fulfilled...’. So we can restate the law of demand as a
conditional “if...then...” statement. Suppose we observe that when the price
of steak goes up people buy more. This does not necessarily demonstrate that
the law of demand is untrue. If people’s incomes go up faster than steak
prices do they may well buy more steak. One of the ‘if’ conditions of the law
of demand (unchanged income) has not been met. We can now appreciate
that it may be very difficult to test a causal law empirically, especially when
it is not possible to make properly controlled experiments. An experiment
enables us to take a conditional statement like ‘If A, B, and C conditions are
met, X will occur’, then proceed by deliberately arranging things so that A,
B, and C conditions are met in fact and observing whether X occurs. With
respect to social phenomena it is virtually never possible to make a deliberate
arrangement of the conditions prescribed in a ‘law’, so we have to make do
with weaker empirical tests than are available to the natural sciences.
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Because causal laws are conditional “if...then..." statements, which with
respect to social phenomena are very difficult to test, the door is open to
unrestrained speculation about the future and the understanding of the past.
One can say something like ‘If there were a universally understood language
there would be no war’ and then proceed to describe the perfect international
order that would arise if we all learned Esperanto. Or one could say, ‘If
Hitler had invaded England right after Dunkirk...” and then go on to rewrite
the history of the past half-century in hypothetical form, thus ‘proving’ that
Hitler’s decision to delay the invasion was the ‘key factor’ in subsequent
historical events. A serious problem in social science is how to determine
which conditional statements are scientifically interesting and which are
pure speculations that are based on little more than the private intuitions of
the persons making the assertions. Unfortunately there are no firm criteria
available for making this distinction. In the natural sciences, pure
speculation is frankly labelled ‘science fiction’, while in the social sciences it
is often described as ‘the real truth’ that orthodox social scientists are
incapable of appreciating or are suppressing for nefarious reasons.

Untestable speculations about causal factors are sometimes cast in terms
of some predestined end that is construed as governing events. The notion
that there are general ‘historical laws’ is sometimes a ‘teleological’ argument;
that is, an argument in which the result of a process is construed to be, as
Aristotle would say, its ‘final cause’. Let us take the syllogism:

1. The destination of all Eastern 357 flights from Atlanta is St. Louis.
2. This particular flight from Atlanta was an Eastern 357.
3. Therefore it landed at St. Louis.

It does no harm, in common speech, to say that Eastern 357 landed in St. Louis
‘because’ that was its destination, but this can be seriously misleading in
scientific analysis. The destination was not the cause of the aircraft’s
behaviour; it was guided to St. Louis by a pilot who desired to get there. The
doctrine of teleology is a primitive error in reasoning but, unfortunately, it
frequently creeps into social analysis. In the particular illustration used, causal
efficacy was attributed to the pilot of the aircraft rather than the attracting
force of St. Louis. This raises an additional issue of prime importance in the
social sciences: can mental states such as ‘motives’ and ‘beliefs” operate as
causal factors? I will assume, in the following chapters, that they can, deferring
direct discussion of the epistemic status of mental states to Chapter 18.
There is another element in causal laws that we must note. In any statement
such as ‘The forest fire was due to lightning’ or ‘If Hitler had ordered the
invasion of England right after Dunkirk, Germany would have won the second
World War’ it is implied that the cause and effect factors are linked together by
the existence of certain general ‘covering laws’. These laws are empirical
statements of what happens under certain conditions universally, and
therefore serve to explain why an event occurred (or failed to occur) in a
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specific instance. Thus, in the INUS model, all the sufficient sets explaining
forest fires imply unstated propositions of a general sort about the conditions
under which combustion will take place. Some philosophers contend that all
explanations of empirical phenomena rely upon (or should rely upon) such
general covering laws. Some, indeed, argue that the discovery of such laws is
the main object of science. In recent years there has been a continuing
controversy over these contentions, and especially their applicability to history
and the other social sciences. The paper that initiated this controversy is Carl
G.Hempel, “The Function of General Laws in History’, Journal of Philosophy,
1942. Discussion of this is contained below, in Chapter 14.

B. NOMOLOGICAL LEVELS

If we were to jot down every time we encounter a nomological proposition in
our reading and then looked over the list when we had, say, twenty items, we
would be struck by differences in the level of organization that is represented
by them. Suppose you are a student of biology. You read, for example, about
(1) the constancy of the ‘Chargaff ratios’ in the nucleotides that are part of
the DNA molecule inside the cell; (2) the principles that govern cell division
in mitosis; (3) the mechanism of cell differentiation in embryonic
development; (4) the processes of reproduction; (5) the ecological interaction
among the species of plants and animals in an area. These represent very
different levels of organization: (1) is at the chemical level; (2) is at the level
of the cell; (3) is concerned with tissues and organs; (4) deals with the
functions of a whole organism; and (5) focuses upon a community composed
of different species of organisms.

When scientists try to establish the ‘laws of nature’ they are dealing with a
reality that is law-governed but one in which different laws operate at
different levels of organization. The Chargaff ratios and the principles of
predator-prey equilibrium are both biological laws, but the ecologist has
very little interest in the former and the latter is not of much relevance to the
work of a geneticist. So it serves no purpose to refer in general to ‘the laws of
biology’. A list of such laws would be so exceedingly heterogeneous that it
would have little significance. Biologists stick to specialities such as
molecular genetics, cell physiology, embryology, and so on, because the laws
that relate to such restricted domains of phenomena form a coherent set, and
one can see how new research fits into the body of already established
knowledge in the restricted domain of interest.

A philosopher of science who is a strict reductionist would say that this
state of affairs merely shows that biology is not yet a highly developed
science. In time, all biological phenomena will be explainable in terms of
laws that operate at the chemical level. The argument against this view rests
mainly on the notion of ‘emergent properties’, which contends that different
levels of organization have properties that cannot be fully explained in
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terms of knowledge about the constituent elements. For example, take two
gases, hydrogen and oxygen; join them in the proper proportion and the
result is a liquid, water. With the creation of H2O new properties emerge
that are not characteristic of either H or O but apply only to the
combination of the two elements in the ratio of two atoms of H attached to
every O. If we now take water and add some carbon and nitrogen in the
proper way, amino acids are formed, with yet new and different properties.
Joining a number of amino acids makes a protein; combining proteins
makes cells; cells make tissues; tissues make organs; organs make
organisms; and, sometimes, organisms living together make societies. At
each level new properties emerge that scientists study for the purposes of
formulating nomological propositions or laws.

There is a bit of mystery, perhaps even mysticism, about the idea of
emergent properties. Nature is supposed, according to this, to have rather
magical powers, and the true scientist is rather loath to accept this. When we
see a magician at a theatre turn a lady into a pigeon we ‘know’ that there must
be some trick to it even if we do not know how the trick is done. Why not take
the same attitude to nature’s performance in turning gases into liquids,
chemicals into tissues, and so on? The fact is, however, that there would be
little effective biological research done if every biologist felt compelled to
explain the physical chemistry of the phenomena he studies. So biologists take
a pragmatic view and restrict themselves to the search for laws of nature at a
definite level of organization, the cell, the tissue, or whatever. A bit of
mysticism does no harm if it assists empirical work in science. After all, the
concept of ‘gravity’ in physics is rather mystical, since it postulates force or
action between bodies without any contact or intermediary between them.
When Newton first put forward his theory of gravitational attraction it was
roundly criticized by the Cartesians, who felt that it was an essential principle
of science that laws of nature refer to strictly mechanical forces and
connections; no ‘action at a distance’, such as Newton’s law postulates, was
considered by them to be permissible. Despite this defect, Newton’s law
became the foundation of celestial mechanics and the basis for the
accumulation of much knowledge. The bit of mysticism in the concept of
gravitation did no harm because scientists did not rest content with it; they
used it as the basis of empirical work. The same can be said confidently about
the notion of emergent properties, at least in the natural sciences.

In the social sciences, the main interest centres upon what happens when
individual persons form social organizations and these organizations or
institutions play roles in a larger society such as a nation or, indeed, the world
community. New properties emerge at the level of social organization just as
they do in chemical and biological organization. Take twenty hermits, put
them together in a monastery organized as a communal enterprise; social
phenomena will emerge that could not have been predicted from the most
complete psychological studies of the hermits as individuals. This touches
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upon a matter that has been a subject of great controversy among social
scientists: ‘methodological individualism’ versus ‘methodological holism’. The
doctrine of methodological individualism states that the scientific explanation
of social phenomena must be based upon laws that refer to the actions of
individual persons. The doctrine of methodological holism is that the
important entities for most social phenomena are more comprehensive, such
as socioeconomic classes, or the two sex groups, or nations; and the laws of
social phenomena must be stated in terms of such larger entities or ‘wholes’.

To some degree, the various social sciences can be differentiated in terms
of the levels at which they operate. Historical writing of the older
conventional sort is very holistic, focusing upon nations as entities. A.]J.
Toynbee in his multi-volume Study of History (1934-54) contended that
even the nation is too small, that history should be written in terms of the
problems of, and interaction between, ‘civilizations’. Generally speaking,
though, historiography has become considerably less holistic than it was,
say, in the nineteenth century. Economics is the most individualistic of the
social sciences, or at least the branch of orthodox economics called ‘micro-
economics’ is. Keynesian macroeconomics is more holistic and Marxian
economics much more. Sociology is holistic but not so much as history is.
There is a group of sociologists, however, known as ‘exchange theorists’,
who are as individualistic as any economists.

The controversy between methodological individualists and
methodological holists sometimes seem to imply that the laws of social
phenomena are, by nature, located at a certain organizational level and not
at any other. This seems to me to be mistaken. There are different sets of laws
at different levels. The phenomenon of emergent properties is sufficient
(though it may not be necessary) to guarantee that this is the case. The
question as to what level we should be looking at and what laws we should
be using can be answered only in terms of the problem that we are
attempting to study. Suppose, for example, one wishes to predict the effect of
an increase in the price of gasoline on the quantity of gasoline consumed. For
this purpose the microeconomic ‘law of demand’, which is constructed on
individualistic foundations, is very useful, but Karl Marx’s holistic ‘laws of
capitalistic development’ are not. On the other hand, if one is interested in
predicting the long-run future of Western civilization, the ‘law of demand’
will provide no help, while Marx’s ‘laws of capitalist development” are at
least conceivably germane. Unfortunately, the issue of methodological
individualism and methodological holism has become part of an ideological
squabble. Some Marxists feel they must be holists even when it is patently
foolish; some libertarians regard the slightest deviation from individualism
as undermining the foundations of Western civilization. This does not help to
promote the scientific study of social phenomena.

The main difficulty with the doctrine of emergent properties when applied
to human social phenomena results from the fact that the individuals who
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compose a society are, in important respects, the products of a process of
social enculturation. That is, they not only make up the society but are made
by it. At this point the analogy between social and physical phenomena fails.
It is true that new properties emerge when hydrogen and oxygen come
together to form water, but no one would claim that the properties of oxygen
and hydrogen, considered by themselves, depend upon the properties of
water. In a human society the relations between whole and part are
reciprocal, the properties of one being affected by those of the other. If
twenty adult hermits are put together in a monastery, the individuals would
change to some degree; if the same twenty individuals were raised from
childhood in the monastery, their personalities would, in large part, be
created by the monastery’s cultural norms and ambience, a much more
profound influence of the whole on the part.

The existence of different levels of organization invites the possibility that
the laws that operate at one level might be discovered by referring to another
level as a metaphor or analogy. This is especially tempting when one of the
sciences is more developed than another. One might, for example, take the
view that the laws governing social phenomena are analogous to the (better
understood) laws of physiology that operate within an organism. Herbert
Spencer (see below, Chapter 15 A) was the most prominent social scientist to
use such an analogy extensively, but in fact it has been one of the most
common tactics in the history of social science. Other analogies have also
been, from time to time, pressed into service, such as the entropy law of
modern physics.

The methodology of analogical argument is too complex a subject to be
examined here but it is worth noting that analogical reasoning is as dangerous
as it is tempting. A common fallacy in reasoning is called by philosophers
ignoratio elenchi. This refers to the fallacy of setting out to prove one
proposition, proceeding to prove a different one, and then claiming that the
original objective has been achieved. A metaphor or analogy can effectively
illustrate an argument for didactic purposes but it cannot serve as a valid
demonstration unless the analogy is very close. To use an illustrative analogy
of my own here, the argument by analogy must touch four bases, as in
baseball, before a run is scored. Let us symbolize the proposition to be proved
as P and the analogy of it as A. To get on first base, it is necessary to show that
P and A are indeed similar in certain respects, while recognizing also that they
are different in other respects which, for the purpose of the exercise, are
construed to be irrelevant. To move to second, A must of course be explicable.
If it is not, then the process of explaining P by reference to A merely replaces
one mystery by another. In order to be safe on third, the explanation of A must
be true; otherwise P is being explained by a second-hand argument that is itself
false. Finally, to cross home plate, the causal mechanism known to be at work
in A must be explicitly shown to parallel the mechanism at work in P. That is to
say, one must be able to demonstrate how P works, since that is the object of



Social laws 51

the exercise. The history of the social sciences is replete with analogical
argument but these requirements frequently remain unfulfilled.

C. SOCIAL AND NATURAL SCIENCE: SOME PRELIMINARY RE-
MARKS

The comparison of the social and the natural sciences will occupy our
attention frequently in the following pages, as it has done already. At this
point it may be useful to draw upon what has been discussed in sections A
and B of this chapter to make some remarks on the differences between the
social and natural sciences. In previous sections and chapters their
similarities have been stressed; but a recognition of their differences is also
important. Six major points of difference should be noted.

1. Nomological propositions are possible only with respect to phenomena
that have some reasonable degree of uniformity. The number of chromo-
somes in organic cells varies from species to species, but all (normal) members
of the same species are uniform. If one fruitfly had one chromosome number
and another were different, or if the number changed randomly from one day
to the next, it would not be possible to state any kind of general ‘law’ about
the number of chromosomes in the fruitfly. Some social phenomena may be so
diverse that no nomological proposition can be made. A clear case in point
perhaps is war. We have many instances of war in recorded history and they
have been fairly intensively studied, but no one has yet been able to formulate
any general law about war that is even minimally satisfactory. It is likely that
some social phenomena will permanently defy nomological generalization,
no matter how advanced the social sciences become. In addition, even those
social phenomena that can be covered by nomological propositions seldom
have a degree of uniformity and precision comparable to those of the natural
sciences. The ‘law of demand’ in economics embraces phenomena that are
uniform enough to permit a nomological statement to be made, but it does
not have the degree of precision and assurance of permanent uniformity of,
say, the Chargaff nucleotide ratios or the Boyle-Charles law of gases, or the
Mendelian laws of inheritance. In short, it would be a mistake to contend that
no social laws can be formulated but it would be unwise, at least at present, to
treat social laws as if they were as reliable as natural ones.

2. The social sciences are able to make very little use of controlled
experiments. During the past half-century the amount of empirical data
available on social phenomena has enormously increased; the modern
computer permits the processing of large quantities of data; the theory of
statistical methods and their mathematical foundations have been improved
and the applications greatly enlarged. Yet many social scientists would
cheerfully trade the whole of modern data processing for a few good closed-
system experiments. In the search for laws nothing can really compare with
the properly designed experiment.
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3. Perhaps because of the limited ability to experiment, research in social
science cannot be conducted on the basis of pure curiosity to the degree that
is possible in the natural sciences. The physicist can wake up in the morning
wondering what would happen if he did so-and-so and then go to the
laboratory and do it. The economist or anthropologist or historian can
wonder as well as the physicist, but all he can do about it in many cases is
write a speculative paper so that others can wonder along with him. In view
of how much of the nomological content of the natural sciences has resulted
from the pure curiosity of the scientist, it is not surprising that, in this
respect, progress in the social sciences is slower.

4. Closely connected with the practical or applied aspects of the social
sciences is the fact that they are more involved with value judgements than
the natural sciences. All applications of science are based on value
judgements and there can be as much dispute over physics as over sociology
when it comes to public policy concerning the use of knowledge. But a much
larger part of social science deals with practical problems, so a much larger
part is involved with values. When the natural sciences freed themselves
from the grip of theology in the seventeenth century, they also succeeded in
creating a high degree of detachment for their work from moral and other
valuational criteria. Hardly anyone today believes that moral issues are
involved in the geological theory of plate tectonics, or the proposition that
there are ‘black holes’ in outer space, but there are very few subjects in social
science that are disconnected from values. Some people indeed regard the
whole of social science as disguised value judgement or secret ideology. This
is a warped view, to be sure, but it is somewhat easier for a rational person to
hold it than to believe that floods are due to immoral behaviour.

5. The social sciences deal with the behaviour of humans, and many (but
by no means all) social scientists would claim that this makes them
fundamentally different from the natural sciences. In addition to the above
four points, the main ground for this view is the contention that humans do
not behave in the same sense that rocks, or planets, or even lower organisms
can be said to behave. Behind what we observe as human behaviour there are
phenomena of consciousness. So when we say something like ‘If the price of
gasoline goes up some people will decide to buy less of it,” the word ‘decide’
implies the existence of something that is not present in a statement like ‘If
the wind velocity exceeds 50 m.p.h., some of these bridges will fall.” When
we use words such as ‘decide’, ‘choose’, ‘expect’, and so on we are referring
to mental inner states in human individuals for which there is no counterpart
in the material world. This raises some very profound and difficult issues
which have been debated intensively since René Descartes, in his Discourse
on Method (1637), argued that the nature of the world is fundamentally
dualistic in that mental phenomena and material phenomena are
categorically distinct. The ‘mind-body’ problem will have to engage our
attention from time to time in this book as we survey the history of social
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science and the arguments that have been made concerning the methodology
that is appropriate for the investigation of social phenomena.

Some social scientists have taken the view that the study of social
phenomena is greatly assisted by the fact that the scientist, being human
himself, can achieve an empathetic understanding of human behaviour,
which penetrates through to the inner consciousness of the behaving entities,
thus going beyond simply observing what people do, to a comprehension of
why they do it. Social laws, it is claimed, lie at a deeper level than the
nomological propositions advanced by natural scientists, who are,
necessarily, on less intimate terms with entities such as masses, atoms, cells,
etc. Other social scientists, however, regard the attempt to explain social
phenomena with the aid of mental concepts as an impermissible resort to
elements that are unobservable and inexplicable.

The most far-reaching attempt to eliminate such elements in the
methodology of social science is in psychology, where the philosophy of
‘behaviourism’, represented by the work of B.E.Skinner, has been prominent
since the second World War. The contention of behaviourists is not that inner
states of consciousness do not exist, but that reference to them is unnecessary
in any scientific explanation of behaviour. An illustration: consider the
statement ‘Henry drank water because the heat had made him thirsty.” There
are three elements in this statement with causal connections, as indicated by
the arrows:

heat—thirst—drinking behaviour

The behaviourist argues that ‘thirst’ is a mental state, not an objectively
observable phenomenon. It can be eliminated from the scientific account of
the phenomenon and should be. So we have:

heat—drinking behaviour

and our explanation of a human phenomenon is methodologically similar to
our explanation of the connection between wind velocity and bridge failure.

Many social scientists and philosophers, not to speak of students of the
humanities, are more troubled by behaviourism than by the problem it sets
out to solve. Anthropologists report that many primitive cultures have
animistic beliefs; they regard stones, trees, rivers, mountains and what-not as
containing ‘spirit’ similar to human consciousness. Scientific progress, the
discovery of laws of nature, is hardly possible in a culture where animism is
the predominant view of the nature of things. But it seems to be going too far
when consciousness is banished from consideration altogether. One social
scientist (Frank Knight) remarked that, having waged a long struggle to
escape from the idea that stones are like men, we now seem to be intent on
showing that men are like stones.

The crux of the debate on this question has to do with the nature of causal
laws. Is it legitimate to insert references to mental states such as ‘thirst” in
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causal propositions? Is it legitimate to say that human actions resulted from
‘desires’, ‘motives’, ‘beliefs’, and so on; that is, may these be legitimately
construed as causal factors? If we say, “The reason John drank is that he was
thirsty,” does this have no more content than the statement ‘Heat caused
John to drink’? In short, if we give the ‘reason’ for a human act (i.e. a
statement of the motive or intentions of the actor) are we explaining the
‘causes’ of the observed phenomenon? Many social scientists, and at least
some philosophers of science, have no objection to attributing causal status
to ‘reasons’ but there is another problem here: move back a step and ask,
what is the cause of the reasons that led to the action? If all reasons can be
traced to antecedent material causes, then the world is fully deterministic,
whether or not one embraces the specific version of determinism advanced
by B.E.Skinner. This can be escaped only by asserting that the mental states of
human consciousness are not fully determined; that they have some
autonomy or independence of outside factors. This is equivalent to arguing
that mental states generate reasons, which act in a causal fashion, but they
themselves are uncaused. This may appear to be rather mystical, but it is
through this tiny opening in the edifice of modern scientific philosophy that
the issue of human freedom to act (and therefore the moral issue of
responsibility for one’s acts) comes in. Science has laboured hard to eliminate
the idea of autonomous causal factors, but this is obviously much more
difficult to do with social than with natural phenomena.

6. Finally, we should note once again that whole-part relationships in social
phenomena are not like those of the natural world. The characteristics of
chemical elements are not dependent upon the compounds and other higher-
level entities of which they are parts. Oxygen is oxygen, whether it is in a water
molecule or a protein, a tree or a crocodile. But the human individual is
different, in some important ways at least, in different social environments. To
the degree that scientific explanation requires reduction of wholes to
component parts, it poses difficulties in the domain of social phenomena
which are much greater than those confronting the natural sciences.

I note these points here in order to assist the reader in grasping the
philosophical import of the history of social science that will occupy our
main attention in the following pages. These issues will engage our attention
again in Chapter 18, where the main issues in the philosophy of science are
directly addressed.

D. POSITIVE AND NORMATIVE PROPOSITIONS

The terms ‘positive’ and ‘normative’ are frequently used in the literature of
social science to differentiate between propositions about empirical facts and
propositions that are value judgements. Distinguishing between these two
types of propositions is essential if one is to think or speak clearly on any
matter, but especially so in dealing with social questions.
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The adjectives ‘positive’ and ‘normative’ are not particularly satisfactory
as labels for the investigation of objective phenomena on the one hand and
value judgements on the other. The term ‘positive’ is intended to refer to
knowledge derived by detached empirical investigation, not contaminated
by the personal values of the investigator. As an epistemological description,
‘positivism’ originated in the writings of Henri Saint-Simon and Auguste
Comte in the early nineteenth century. But, as we shall see when we come to
examine their views (Chapter 12), though these writers intended to endow
the term with the kind of objectivity characteristic of the natural sciences,
their own work was so infused with value judgements and untestable
speculation that they cannot be seriously named as exemplars of positivist
methodology, as social scientists now understand it.

The origin of the term ‘normative’ is even more peculiar. It derives from
the Latin word norma, which is the name for a carpenter’s tool, a square for
setting right-angles. From this clearly ‘positive’ activity, the term came to be
used to mean a standard of good conduct, or ‘norm’, perhaps derived from
the notion that a carpenter conducts himself properly when he gets his angles
truly ninety degrees when they should be. By the mysterious processes of
language evolution ‘normative’ is now used in English to refer to those
aspects of social science where value judgements enter the picture.

Is it valid to make a distinction of this sort? After all, the proposition that
the earth is round is, in some sense, a ‘belief’ (and the members of the Flat
Earth Society do not believe it). Why call one belief ‘positive’ and another
‘normative’? All beliefs are indeed subjective, but there are objective ways of
testing positive beliefs that cannot be applied to normative beliefs. Let us
consider two statements:

Smith believes that the earth is round.
Jones believes that taking another person’s property is wrong.

Both of these are positive statements in that they record facts about Smith
and Jones. The crucial question is not whether these beliefs are in fact held
but whether they can be supported by empirical evidence.

If Smith were challenged by a member of the Flat Earth Society he might put
forward arguments such as the following, (a) If the earth is round one would
logically expect to observe that a ship sailing away from an observer would
disappear bit by bit (the hull first and the flag mast last), and one does in fact
observe this, (b) If the earth is not round, one would logically expect that by
travelling consistently in one direction, say due west, one would not return to
the starting point, but in fact one does return. The state of the world supports
Smith’s belief by showing that it can account for certain facts (a) and by
showing that certain facts cannot be accounted for without it (b). These are
powerful (though not totally compelling) arguments for Smith’s belief that the
world is round. There may also be powerful arguments for Jones’s belief that
stealing is immoral, but they are not arguments that rest on a comparison
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between the logical consequences of his hypothesis and the state of the world.
So Jones’s belief may be as valid as Smith’s, and each person may be convinced
that he is correct, but they do not have, and cannot have, the same kind of
supporting argument.

The essential difference between positive and normative propositions can
be put this way: when a positive proposition fails to be supported by
empirical evidence, the proposition is called into question; but when a
normative proposition is at odds with the state of the world, the state of the
world is called into question. Put somewhat differently, when a person’s
positive beliefs do not agree with the facts, he is rationally obliged to change
his beliefs; but when the facts do not agree with a person’s normative beliefs
he is morally obliged to change the facts if he can. The member of the Flat
Earth Society should change his geographical theory; the thief should change
his conduct. Positive and normative propositions are both vital to social
science in its efforts to understand and to deal with social problems, but it is
essential to clear thinking that they should not be confused.

In this discussion I have treated normative propositions as propositions
that have moral content. But we should note that this is not characteristic of
all normative propositions. When a mechanic says to a car owner, “The spark
plugs should be changed,’ he is referring to an alteration in the state of the
world that would improve the mechanical efficiency of an automobile. This
is not a moral judgement. But if he were to say, ‘The fender should be
repaired because a pedestrian might be injured by the sharp projection,” he is
implicitly advancing the moral judgement that it is wrong to drive a car that
exposes other persons to unnecessary hazards. On the other hand, if the
mechanic says, ‘The fender should be repaired because it looks ugly,” he is
making an aesthetic, not a moral, evaluation. Unfortunately, the term
‘normative’ is used in a variety of ways, and it is not always easy to tell
whether the reference is to a standard of technical efficiency, or an aesthetic
criterion, an ethical principle, or some other valuational norm.



Chapter 4

Political theory and political philosophy

The primary aim of all the social sciences is the examination of the ways in
which individuals are organized into a collective social system. Political
science, as an academic discipline, focuses upon how this is achieved by the
agency of ‘government’. In the most basic terms, political science is a study
of the exercise of coercion. The ‘state’ is construed to be the ultimate or
‘sovereign’ repository of coercive power within a defined geographic
domain, and political science studies the institutions and practices by which
this power is exercised. Even in small tribal societies, anthropologists tell us,
the structure of authority is sometimes very complex. It is certainly so in
larger and more developed societies where the exercise of state power
involves an elaborate process by which that power is translated into specific
policies and laws which are then applied to even more specific cases. Like the
other social sciences, political science is interested not merely in describing
the structure of particular political systems but also in constructing abstract
models of types of political systems, and in using such models, together with
empirical data, to arrive at evaluative judgements concerning the merits of
different systems by reference to some general normative criteria.

As we shall see, some of the most important literature in the history of
political science has been written in the form of what should perhaps be
called ‘hypothetical anthropology’, which undertakes to describe how
governmental organization might have developed in an imagined ‘state of
nature’, where the degree of sociality is minimal. The main purpose of such
scenarios is not to provide a positive model of the state but to arrive at
normative principles that can be applied to real political systems as general
evaluative criteria. The exercise of coercive power by some persons over
others, which is implicit in all forms of social organization by means of
government, requires philosophical justification, since, in itself, it is not
morally defensible. The hypothetical notion that the origin of governmental
power lies in a ‘social contract’ that was entered into by men in the ‘state of
nature’ became prominent in seventeenth-century English political thought
as a way of developing a normative theory of politics. This still has
considerable appeal, if we judge by the great interest engendered by similar
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arguments recently 58 History and philosophy of social science advanced by,
for example, the American ethical philosophers John Rawls in A Theory of
Justice (1971) and Robert Nozick in Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974).

Most of the political science literature proceeds more directly, simply
assuming that the state exists as a method of social organization and
devoting the main effort to an investigation of how it functions in this
regard, without paying much attention to either its possible origins or its
actual history. The criterion of normative judgement that one finds in much
of this literature is utilitarian: the state is viewed as a social artefact whose
main purpose is to serve the welfare of the members of the community. The
great exception to this is the European literature of the early Christian and
medieval period. St. Augustine (354-430) wrote his City of God in order to
divert the attention of Christians from their worldly condition to the much
more important objective, in his view, of preparing for the after-life. With
only a few exceptions, the political literature of the next thousand years was
theological in its orientation. But before this period, and since the
Renaissance, a secular and utilitarian outlook has characterized the main
writings in political philosophy. An instruction to the Roman consuls, which
dates back as far as the law of the “Twelve Tables’ (c. fifth century B.C.)—
‘The welfare of the people should be the supreme law’ (Salus populi suprema
lex esto)—captures the essence of secular utilitarianism as a political
philosophy. The political science literature we shall be examining in this
chapter is dominated by that outlook.

We should note, though, that a theory of the functions of government as a
set of social institutions is not the same thing as an empirical account of the
historical origins of the state. The social contract theory, in its attempt to
extract normative principles from a hypothetical history of what might have
occurred in a ‘state of nature’, confounds these two distinct matters and, in
effect, construes the state as a utilitarian artefact created to serve man’s
communal needs. As history this will not survive examination. The prepond-
erant evidence is that governments have arisen, much as gangs of robbers do,
to exploit the less well organized rather than to provide services for the
collective good (see Robert L.Carneiro, ‘A Theory of the Origin of the State’,
Science, 1970, pp. 733-8). But no matter; we are addressing here not the
historical question of how governments came originally to be but the
theoretical analysis of their role, once established, in social organization. As
with many other social institutions, their modern functions may differ
greatly from their original ones. Some political theorists adopt the view that
governments not only arose as a means by which the few might exploit the
many, but that they still have this essential character. We will not examine
that view in this chapter, but it will come to our attention from time to time
as we proceed with the history of social science.
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A. PLATO, ARISTOTLE, AND POLYBIUS

Plato’s Republic is not a description or analysis of the government of Athens in
his time, or an account of its historical development. Its purpose is to describe,
in general terms, the main characteristics of a perfect system of government,
one that would serve the welfare of the citizens, create civic unity and suppress
conflict, provide a just social order, and, once established, require no future
alteration. Unlike most other works of the utopian genre, the Republic
continues to be discussed by political scientists and philosophers 2,400
hundred years after it was written, because it raises issues of profound
importance and advances a view of the foundations of good government that
is still reflected, in various ways, in modern political thought and practice.

Plato’s plan for perfect government rests upon a notion that occupied our
attention in Chapter 1, the merits of division of labour. The Republic contains
a discussion of the division of labour that anticipates many of the economic
and sociological arguments that were later made on its behalf by the two
great modern-era writers on the topic, Adam Smith and Emile Durkheim (see
Chapters 7 C and 15 B). But Plato’s main object in discussing this in the
Republic is to argue that governing is, necessarily, a specialized activity which
must be performed by the persons who have both the special natural talents
and the rigorous training it requires. In this respect Plato anticipated Henri
Saint-Simon and August Comte (Chapter 12) and the numerous others since
who have argued that the secret of good government is the selection of good
governors, men who have the personal qualities and skills appropriate for the
performance of this specialized social function. This contrasts with another
view which, as we shall see, stems from Polybius: the contention that good
government is primarily a matter of institutional structure, the constitutional
arrangement of the mechanisms through which the coercive power of the
state is exercised. A great deal of the history of Western political thought
could be written in terms of these two conceptions, both of which remain
prominent in the political science literature of the present day.

In Plato’s ideal society, the rights and responsibilities of political power
belong to a special class of ‘guardians’ consisting of a very small number of
persons who have been selected in youth and subjected to many years of
rigorous training. Their selection and training are not designed to create a
class of persons who are skilled in the arts of public administration. Youths
are selected who display those mental qualities that are necessary if one is to
become a ‘philosopher’ and the long training is necessary to realize this
potentiality. In order to understand Plato’s political theory, therefore, we
must note what he had in mind when he argued that, in the ideal society, the
guardians must be philosophers.

The knowledge that the ordinary person possesses, says Plato, is limited to
what he can infer from the empirical information he obtains by sense
perception. This is a severe limitation since the senses of vision, hearing, etc.,
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only reflect the specific properties of particular things; they do not capture the
universal or fundamental properties that lie at a deeper level, beyond the reach
of the senses. In a famous illustration, Plato compares the ordinary person to a
man who lives imprisoned in a cave, chained facing a wall on which appear the
flickering shadows cast by the light of a fire behind him. The philosopher is the
rare person who is capable of transcending the limitations imposed by sense
perception, like a man who has escaped from his imprisonment in the cave
and, having emerged into the light of day, perceives the true nature of reality.
Plato was not arguing that the deficiencies of sense perceptions are to be
overcome by refining and extending their capacities (as the modern scientist
does); they must be replaced by the exercise of reason, which, alone, can reveal
the transcendental ‘pure form’ of reality. The few persons who have the
requisite mental powers, and have been rigorously trained to use them to
arrive at metaphysical truth, must be the guardians of the state, for only they
can apprehend the ‘pure form of the good’, the understanding of which is
essential in the governance of a perfect social order.

In Plato’s ideal state, the guardians are to have unlimited power. Plato
specifies that they must share their property, wives, and children in common
in order to eliminate personal ambitions and conflicts among themselves but,
beyond this, no restraints are necessary. Since they are philosophers, their
understanding of the needs of the society is flawless, and the decrees they
issue will, necessarily, serve the general welfare. ‘It is absurd,’ says Plato,
‘that the guardians should need to be guarded,’ if they are properly selected
and trained. Since Plato’s day an immense literature on political theory and
political philosophy has been generated, but the Republic still remains a
classic statement of the view that the key to good government is the selection
of the right persons to act as governors. The alternative view, that the key to
good government rests upon a constitutional structure that subjects those
who wield the authority of the state to supervision and control, rests upon
the idea that even ‘philosophers’ should not be allowed to exercise unlimited
power.

Plato’s ideal polity is not a one-man dictatorship, but he makes it quite
plain that the number of guardians will be very small. The welfare of the
people is best served by such an arrangement, but Plato recognizes that the
other citizens, not being philosophers, cannot be expected to welcome
exclusion from the governance of the state. An ideal state, if it were
established, would not be maintained unless the mass of the people were
persuaded to allow themselves to be ruled by the few. The stability and
permanence of the political order therefore require something more than the
selection of those who understand the ‘pure form of the good’. It requires, as
Plato frankly puts it, the creation of a myth or ‘falsehood’ to justify the
power of the guardians. Though the guardians are in fact ordinary humans,
the people must view them as belonging to a categorically different species of
beings, who have been fashioned and trained ‘under the earth’ which is their
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‘mother’ by a special process of creation that has given them ‘souls of gold’.
This myth, says Plato, must be promoted so assiduously that the citizens will
believe it without question, and perhaps the guardians themselves will
believe it as well.

The Republic deserves the attention that it still receives today because it
raises many of the important issues of political theory: the organization of
power, the qualities of those who should wield it, the justification of
authority, the role of ideology, the political use of falsehood and propaganda.
Moreover, ideas similar to Plato’s are to be found not only in abstract
treatises on library shelves but in the politics of the real world. There are few
philosophers among the guardians of present-day states, but the other
elements of Plato’s prescription are facts of common political experience.

Plato’s most famous student, Aristotle, disagreed with his teacher on
many points. In his Politics (the second part of a general treatise on ethics)
Aristotle severely criticizes both the method and the substance of Plato’s
political theory. The method, complains Aristotle, is too abstract; and the
conception of the ideal state reduces to a political system in which the
authority of the rulers is really sustained by their ability to command ‘heavily
armed soldiers’. The study of politics can be scientific, says Aristotle, but it
must be based on the empirical examination of real systems of government.
No detailed description of actual states is presented in the Politics, but
Aristotle’s argument is guided by what he conceives to be the lessons that
have been supplied by political experience. The chief of these, in his view, is
that no system of government is perfect. All systems have essential properties
which include defects as well as virtues, and even the best system of
government is only comparatively better than others. Moreover, even in
comparative terms, one cannot say that one particular system of government
is best, for, though it may be argued to be so in the abstract, another system
might be better in the particular circumstances of a specific society. ‘It is
evident,’ says Aristotle, ‘that the form of government is best in which every
man, whoever he is, can act for the best and live happily,” but, unlike Plato,
he does not undertake to present a design for a government that will, always
and perfectly, serve these objectives.

On one point Aristotle agreed with Plato: the great importance of the
division of labour, and the application of this to political organization.
Nature, says Aristotle, ‘makes each thing for a single use, and every
instrument is best made when intended for one and not for many uses’. This
principle applies also to the members of a community. Like an organism
(Aristotle was greatly interested in biology), a state is composed of
functionally differentiated elements—farmers, mechanics, warriors, traders,
etc.—who must keep to their task if the whole is to be healthy. Magistrates,
law-makers, and other state officials are similarly specialized, and the welfare
of the whole requires that they, like the others, should continue in their roles
and not move from one occupation to another. Moreover, he says, this
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differentiation of the governing class is ordained by nature: ‘that some should
rule and others be ruled is a thing, not only necessary, but expedient; from the
hour of their birth, some are marked out for subjection, and others for rule’. A
state is not merely an aggregation of individual persons; ‘man is by nature a
political animal...[and] thus the state is...prior to the family and to the
individual, since the whole is necessarily prior to the part’, as it is in
organisms. Aristotle was one of the great originators of the holistic view of
society and its application to political theory. A good polity, in his view, is one
in which everyone participates, in various ways, in the formation of public
policy, but this does not mean that farmers may become magistrates and
traders become legislators. Everyone should keep his place in an established
constitutional order. Those who wield the power of the state should be the
guardians and administrators of the laws, not ruling the citizens arbitrarily as
a master does his slaves or a parent does his children. Some commentators on
the Politics view it as advancing the notion of ‘the rule of law’ and the concept
of a government that is bound by a constitutional order, but Aristotle does not
say enough about these matters to warrant crediting him with more than
suggesting these important ideas in passing remarks.

Aristotle was an ardent, not to say compulsive, classifier. His favoured
mode of analysis was to arrange empirical phenomena into what he took to
be homogeneous categories and describe the ‘essential properties’ of each
category. A great deal of the Politics is devoted to the essential properties of
three types of states: monarchies, aristocracies, and democracies, or states in
which political power resides in the hands of the ‘one’, the ‘few’, or the
‘many’. This mode of analysis, and Aristotle’s specific categories, were the
most influential feature of the Politics. From the time it began to be studied
intensively in the thirteenth century, down almost to the present day, the
notion that there are three basic ‘forms’ of government dominated a great
deal of the literature of political science, many writers devoting their efforts
to arguing that one form is superior to the others, others contending that the
best government is a ‘mixture’ of the three, and more empirically oriented
ones trying to classify real states as belonging to one or other of the classes in
the triad. The eighteenth-century English poet, Alexander Pope, expressed
his impatience with this mode of analysis in a famous couplet:

For forms of government let fools contest;
Whate’er is best administered is best.

but the Aristotelian forms did not disappear from political theory until well
into the twentieth century.

The notion that the best kind of government is a mixture of the three pure
forms deserves special attention because it was commonly, but mistakenly,
associated with two other ideas that will occupy our attention: ‘separation of
powers’ and ‘checks and balances’. In the interest of historical accuracy we
should also note that though the concept of ‘mixed government’ is frequently
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described as ‘Aristotelian’, it did not originate with Aristotle, nor did he
necessarily advocate it as the best form of political organization. The idea that
monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy are the three basic forms of
government and the argument that the best government is a mixture of them
was a commonplace in Aristotle’s day, as he himself notes. He does accept the
triadic classification, and uses it, but he does not argue that a mixed
government is best. ‘Some...say,” he observes, ‘that the best constitution is a
combination of all existing forms and they praise the Lacedaemonian [Sparta]
because it is made up of oligarchy, monarchy, and democracy,” but he does not
indicate that he agrees with this view. Nevertheless, it is common even today to
find historians referring to the ‘Aristotelian theory of mixed government’.
That theory was prominent for a long time, but it was not ‘Aristotelian’. For
the student of the history of ideas this misnomer is of more than casual interest,
because it is indicative of a practice that can sometimes be grossly misleading.
One might assume that, when an idea is labelled as ‘Aristotelian’ or ‘Marxian’
or ‘Keynesian’ or some other eponymous term, it originated with or, at least,
was prominent in the writings of the person whose name is used in the label.
Unfortunately this is frequently incorrect and, in some cases, examination of
the original texts reveals that the eponym of the label held very different, even
diametrically opposed, views. Karl Marx, after reading an account of his
theories by a French ‘Marxist’ writer, is reported to have said, T am not a
“Marxist”.” The same disclaimer might well be made by many of the
prominent figures in the history of social thought.

In another of his books, the Laws, Plato puts forward an interesting
proposition concerning international relations. He argues that a treaty
arrangement between sovereign states is more stable if three states are involved
rather than a bilateral agreement between any two of them. A bilateral
agreement is likely to be broken whenever one of the parties considers itself to
be more powerful than the other; but when there are three states involved, any
one of them would be faced by the combined power of the other two if it
should break the treaty. The ‘balance of power’ doctrine in international
relations, which was widely held by modern political scientists until quite
recently, and adopted in practice by many states as the way to prevent war, can
be traced back to this Platonic argument. But there is no evidence that he held
the view that a similar arrangement could be used in the internal government
of a state. As we have seen, the guardians of Plato’s ideal state are to possess
unlimited power and, in his view, it would be ‘absurd’ to constrain them.

The idea that the best form of government is one in which there is a
constitutional system that constrains the powers of the various organs of the
state by setting them in opposition to one another finds no expression in
Plato’s Republic or Aristotle’s Politics. The first clear statement of this notion,
which we now call the theory of ‘checks and balances’, was made by the
Greek-Roman historian, Polybius, who lived in the second century B.C. Not
all of Polybius’ writings have survived, but apparently he did not undertake to
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write extensively on political theory as Plato and Aristotle had. He dismisses
the Republic rather contemptuously as an imaginary state that had never been
tested in practice. However, in the course of giving an account of three
centuries of Roman history, he offers a theoretical explanation of why Rome,
like Sparta earlier, had succeeded in achieving internal political stability and
civic liberty, as well as the military capacity for which they were much
celebrated. (The relevant passages from Polybius are contained in Appendix 1
of Kurt von Fritz, The Theory of the Mixed Constitution in Antiquity, 1975.)
Polybius talks about the ‘Aristotelian’ three forms of government and he
appears to say that the success of Sparta and Rome was due to the fact that they
had developed a governmental system which was a mixture of the three forms.
He believes that each of the forms has characteristic virtues, as Aristotle
contended, and that a mixed government is superior because it need not sacrifice
any of these virtues, as an unmixed monarchy, aristocracy, or democracy must.
But, if we attend carefully to his language in describing how a mixed govern-
ment functions, we find a different argument. Speaking of Sparta, he says:

Lycurgus...tried to unite all the characteristics and features of the best
governments so that none of the elements can grow unduly powerful...
since the power of each would be counteracted by that of the others. In
this way, he thought, no element could outbalance the others and the
political system would for a long time remain in a state of equilibrium.

The idea that Polybius attributes to Lycurgus and which, in his account of
Roman history, he describes as having evolved through practice is clearly the
concept of a system of checks and balances. He approves of such a system
and especially so because it preserves the liberty of the citizens. As he puts it,
because of their constitution, ‘the Lacedaemonians retained their liberty for
a much longer time than any other people that we know of. He is speaking
here not only of the independence that Sparta enjoyed as a state, but the
personal freedom of the Spartan citizen from the exercise of arbitrary power
by his own government.

As an historian Polybius is not completely reliable, but he introduces in his
appraisal of Sparta and Rome the important notion of a governmental
system that is organized, not as a hierarchy of command, but as an
equilibrium of counterpoised elements. This idea does not prominently
appear again in the political literature until the sixteenth century, when
commentators, particularly Gasparo Contarini, used it as a frame of analysis
for the study of the constitution of the republic of Venice. From the sixteenth
century onward, the notion of a checks and balances constitution received
more or less continuous attention, most prominently by Italian Renaissance
period writers, by English writers during the political disturbances of the
seventeenth century, and then, in the eighteenth century, by the Baron de
Montesquieu in his famous interpretation of the English constitution, and by
the framers of the American constitution.
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B. THE VENETIAN CONSTITUTION

Venice lies at the northern end of the Adriatic Sea, on the east side of the Italian
peninsula. According to legend, it was founded by people who, endeavoring to
escape from the Lombard invaders of Italy in the sixth century, took refuge on
the low-lying islands of a lagoon, where they were safe from marauders who
were not skilled in water navigation, and commenced to build there the city
that we can still see today. The magnificent brick and stone palaces, churches,
and other large buildings standing on wooden piles driven into the mudflats of
the lagoon bespeak a past era of great opulence and, indeed, in her prime,
Venice was probably the wealthiest city in the world. Her population was
never much larger than a hundred thousand but, by taking advantage of her
strategic geographic position, Venice dominated the lucrative trade between
Europe and the East, which she supported by a strong navy and an extensive
network of naval and trading stations in the eastern Mediterranean. The
important role of Venice in the economic development of Europe during the
late Middle Ages and the Renaissance has been amply described by economic
historians, but we are concerned here with another topic that has,
unfortunately, been little recognized: the city’s system of government and the
influence of this upon European political thought.

In the Renaissance era, the republic of Venice was greatly admired, and
envied, for its wealth and military power, but also on account of its
extraordinary political stability, administrative efficiency, and the high
degree of personal freedom enjoyed by those who lived under the jurisdiction
of the Venetian state. While other Italian cities of the Renaissance oscillated
violently from one tyrannous regime to another, Venice was perceived as a
model of ideal government. This came to be called the ‘myth of Venice’ in the
later political literature, but it was not a utopian myth, since it was founded
upon a functioning political system. Gaetano Cozzi, the leading modern
historian of Venice, who has done much to rediscover the reality of Venetian
politics, speaks of the foreigners who flocked to Venice during the
Reformation period as finding there:

a unique ambience; a wide circulation of ideas and books which, though
often clandestine, was not on that account less stimulating and fruitful; an
open style of life, free and easy, with a sense of toleration that was truly
exceptional in a Europe still convulsed with religious disputes and
enclosed within the defenses of rigid doctrinal beliefs.

Cozzi quotes the great sixteenth-century political writer Jean Bodin, not an
admirer of the Venetian government, as nevertheless observing that the city
attracted ‘those who aspired to live in the greatest freedom and tranquillity;
people who wished to engage in trade or industry, or to pursue studies
worthy of free men’ (Cozzi’s introductory commentaries to Paolo Sarpi,
Opere, 1969).
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The Venetian constitution was not a written document but a set of
institutional arrangements that were created in the early fourteenth century.
During the next 500 years, until Napoleon invaded the city in 1797, this
constitutional order survived without a break. Not only did no foreign
power succeed in attacking the city successfully, but no attempts to subvert
the government from within seriously interrupted its political stability.
Venice called itself La Serenissima (the Most Serene) in proud, but largely
deserved, self-congratulation as an exceptional polity in a Europe that was
racked almost everywhere by incessant political upheavals and the
suppression of personal freedoms.

Political power in the Venetian republic resided in the hands of an aristocracy
that comprised about 5 per cent of the population. All adult males of noble
families (some 2,000 persons) had the right to attend the weekly meetings of the
Great Council and to stand for election to the various smaller councils through
which the policies of state were executed. The most significant feature of the
system was that its structure was designed to prevent concentration of power.
The Doge, who was elected for life, was so hedged about by restrictions that he
could do practically nothing without the knowledge, and approval, of various
other officials. Membership of the other official bodies (elected by the Great
Council) was very short-term, usually less than a year, and in most cases not
renewable. The powers of the various councils overlapped in complex ways. In
essence, the Venetian constitution was a system of checks and balances. Unlike
Plato, who felt that men of superior virtue, the guardians, should have absolute
power, the Venetians distrusted political authority and feared its concentration
in any hands. The system was structured to select able men to fill the offices of
state but even more so was it designed to control their power. The essential
theory underlying the Venetian constitution is that power can be controlled only
by power, a proposition that can be translated into practice by means of a
political system composed of separated official bodies arranged in a system of
mutual counterpoise. The founding fathers of the American constitution held
the same views of power and arrived at a similar solution.

The Venetians, apparently, did not derive this idea from Polybius’
discussion of the Spartan and Roman republics. The constitutional system
that was constructed in the early fourteenth century was built piecemeal by
practical politicians who did not consult the classical Greek or Latin political
literature or, for that matter, the political literature that was inspired by
Christian theology. Later, the government of Venice was commented upon by
many writers, including even the authors of English travel books, who
apparently felt that their readers would be interested in this unusual, and
highly successful, governmental system.

The most important of the Italian political writers of the Renaissance period
was Gasparo Contarini. His De Magistratibus et Republica Venetorum,
published in 1543 (the same year as Copernicus’ Revolutionibus and Vesalius’
Fabrica) was one of the most widely read books on politics of the age. It went
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through at least eight editions in the original Latin, seven Italian, and two
French editions. Only one translation of it was made into English (by Lewes
Lewkinor in 1599, entitled The Commonwealth and Government of Venice)
but it was widely read and discussed in England during the period of political
upheaval of the seventeenth century. John Milton, the great poet and political
essayist, portrayed the republic of Venice described by Contarini as an ideal
system that England, in her time of trouble, should seek to emulate. James
Harrington modelled his highly popular utopian account of the mythical
Commonwealth of Oceana (1656) directly upon Contarini’s Magistratibus.
Many less well known political writers of the period used the ‘myth of Venice’
to argue the case for a ‘republican’ form of government in England. (See Zera
S.Fink, The Classical Republicans, 1945, for a discussion of the role of the
Venetian example in the English political literature of the seventeenth century.)

Contarini’s Magistratibus deserves more recognition than it has received
from historians, and not only because of its great influence at a crucial time
in the early development of constitutionalism in European politics. It was the
first substantial treatise in political science, if we hold to the notion that
science consists of the examination of empirical phenomena and the attempt
to explain them by coherent theoretical argument. Although he was a
churchman (later becoming a cardinal) Contarini makes no more than
perfunctory references to the deity in the Magistratibus. He takes the view
that the Venetian constitution had no transcendental origin or purpose but
was constructed by practical politicians for secular and utilitarian objectives.
He examines the details of the system, and he explains why it functions as it
does. In the opening pages of the Magistratibus Contarini states his
utilitarian orientation to politics without disguise. Men form civil societies
and accept the restraints of government he says, ‘so that they may live
happily and commodiously’. He rejects the notion that the main object of the
state is to glorify itself by increased power and victorious warfare.

There have been many commonwealths [he says] which have far exceeded
Venice as well in empire and in greatness of estate, as in military discipline
and glory of the wars: yet have there not been any, that may be paragoned
with this of ours, for institutions and laws prudently decreed to establish
unto the inhabitants a happy and prosperous felicity.

These objectives, he observes, cannot be achieved without political stability,
and Venice has succeeded because it has a system of government that provides
stability without tyranny. In describing this system, Contarini makes no use at
all of the concept of hierarchy. The Venetian political system is depicted not as
a power pyramid, but as a complex of intersecting councils that have
overlapping responsibilities and act to oversee and control one another. He
sometimes speaks of ‘mixed government’ but he does not use it as an
analytical model. In everything except the explicit use of the term, Contarini’s
conception of the Venetian state is the checks and balances model.
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The Venetian republic was not a democracy in the modern sense.
Contarini regards the reservation of power to the noble class as wise, though
he includes the other citizens as beneficiaries of it. The last chapter of the
Magistratibus undertakes to explain the fact, which he considered
remarkable, that the general body of Venetians had been willing to accept
the government of a small aristocracy with such equanimity. Plato, the
reader will recall, argued that the citizenry can be persuaded to accept the
rule of the guardians only by means of propaganda that promotes a ‘noble
lie’. Contarini makes no such argument. He gives detailed practical reasons
for the willingness of the citizenry to be ruled by the nobles, stressing that not
only had the ‘seditions and tumults’ that plagued other states been avoided,
and the government had performed its duties efficiently, but that the
ordinary citizen was free from arbitrary and unnecessary interference, that
his property was secure, that the same laws applied to all without
discrimination, that the ordinary citizens retained control of their own
institutions such as occupational guilds, and that their voices were heard, in
various ways, by their governors. A just and temperate manner of ruling’,
Contarini declares, not ‘violent force, armed garrisons, or fortified towers’,
is what justifies Venice’s description of herself as the Most Serene Republic.

Contarini’s empirical account and theoretical analysis of the Venetian
political system are somewhat idealized but, in the estimate of historians, they
are substantially accurate. Clearly, the Magistratibus was an important
contribution to political science; because of its empirical orientation, coupled
with the use of the checks and balances model, it stands well above all
previous political literature in significance. Unfortunately, it did not generate a
continuous tradition of political analysis. The decline of Venice as a naval and
commercial power, due to the development of maritime technology and the
discovery of America and the Cape route to the Orient, suppressed interest in
her political system. By the eighteenth century the ‘myth of Venice’ as the ideal
state had been replaced by the image of her as decadent, corrupt, and sinister.
The travel books referred to such things as the ‘bridge of sighs’ over which
prisoners were said to be taken from secret tribunals to torture chambers and
dungeons, rather than to her remarkable system of government. Contarini’s
book was no longer read and the checks and balances theory survived only in
a vague and disguised form in English political thought until it was revived by
the American ‘federalist’ writers of the constitution era.

C. SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLAND

The seventeenth century deserves some special attention from the student of
the history of Western civilization. Many of the elements that we are now able
to recognize clearly as factors contributing to the modern development of that
civilization originated in or were firmly established during the seventeenth
century. In the field of science, it was during the seventeenth century that the
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modern approach to knowledge was established by solid achievements. Galileo
made his major discoveries in physics, and compiled empirical evidence in
support of the Copernican theory. Johannes Kepler announced his discovery of
the laws of planetary motion. Isaac Newton’s Mathematical Principles of
Natural Philosophy appeared in 1687, probably the most important book on
science ever published, which established the basic laws of motion and
constructed a system of celestial mechanics that moulded the discoveries of
Copernicus and Kepler into a model that replaced the Ptolemaic system which
had dominated astronomical thinking since the second century of the Christian
era. Robert Boyle, by his extensive experimental and theoretical work,
established the modern science of chemistry, detaching it from the long
influence of alchemists and magic-mongers. William Harvey’s On the
Movement of the Heart and Blood in Animals (1628) not only announced the
discovery of the circulation of the blood in the animal body but, by viewing the
body as a mechanism, laid the foundations of the modern sciences of
physiology and medicine. René Descartes, in his Discourse on Method (1637),
established the mechanistic conception of the world as a fundamental
philosophical principle of science. In the same book, he announced the
invention of analytical geometry, important in itself, but especially so since it
led to the creation of the powerful analytical tool, the calculus, by Isaac
Newton and G.W.Leibniz later in the century. Francis Bacon’s Novum
Organum (1620) aimed at constructing principles of inductive reasoning that
would serve the needs of empirical science and permit it to escape from the
shackles of Aristotelianism. Official recognition of the importance of science in
England was given by the creation of the Royal Society in 1662.

In any discussion of seventeenth-century intellectual development,
however brief, it is notable that English names begin to appear with much
greater frequency than before. The foundations of England’s greatness as a
military and economic power were laid in the sixteenth century during the
long reigns of Henry VIII and Elizabeth 1. The island was strategically
located to take advantage of the shift of the centre of maritime commerce
from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic with the discovery of the Americas
and the sea route to the Far East around the Cape of Good Hope. Henry VIII
detached England from the religious authority of Rome; Elizabeth
successfully prevented European dynastic entanglements. When the Spanish
Armada was defeated in 1588, England’s national security was assured for a
long time to come. The flourishing of science in England during the
seventeenth century was probably connected with the nation’s emergence as
a world power but not in ways that are easy to explain. In fact this period
was so disturbed politically that it is hard to believe that it furnished an
environment conducive to scientific research and scholarly pursuits. James I
succeeded Elizabeth as monarch in 1603 and his reign was, from the first,
marked by political conflict. Things got worse when his son, Charles I,
ascended the throne in 1625. Full-scale civil war broke out in 1642; Charles
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was beheaded in 1649; Oliver Cromwell ruled as dictator until 1660; the
monarchy was then restored but Charles II and James II were unpopular,
despotic kings and another revolution, in 1688, finally brought an end to the
most bitter period of internal conflict in England’s history. It was not a happy
time; nevertheless, English science flourished.

While it is rather surprising that the natural sciences developed during this
disturbed period, the fact that it was an era of intense and fundamental
thinking about politics is not surprising at all. One does not depose
monarchs (either by execution as in 1649 or by exile as in 1688) without
generating controversy concerning political principles. England was not so
accustomed to revolutionary change in political authority as to accept it
without profound questioning. So it is not to be wondered at that
seventeenth-century England, with its revolutionary and dramatic events,
provided fertile ground for the growth of political thought. This period
generated a vast political literature, which it would not be an exaggeration to
describe as the foundation material of modern political philosophy.

I use the term ‘political philosophy’ in describing this literature because it
deals mainly with issues in political science that belong to the domain of ethics.
Gasparo Contarini, writing in the calm and opulent world of a sixteenth-
century Venetian patrician, could take a great deal for granted in examining
his republic’s system of government. The English writers of the stormy
seventeenth century had to address more fundamental, or ‘philosophical’,
questions, such as ‘What makes political power legitimate?” “What is the
nature of law?’ “Why are citizens obligated to obey the law?’ ‘Is this obligation
unlimited, or do people have the right (or the duty) to disobey certain laws?’
‘What does it mean to be “free” when one is constrained by law?’ ‘Do
individuals have rights that no law can legitimately take away?’ Fundamental
questions of this sort captured the attention of seventeenth-century English
political writers. We cannot survey this literature iz toto. The standard
practice in the history of political philosophy is to focus mainly upon the
thought of the two greatest figures of this period, Thomas Hobbes and John
Locke, and I will, likewise, restrict the following discussion to them.

1. Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679)

The keynote of Hobbes’s political philosophy is the supreme importance of
social order and the justifiable fear that all rational persons have of anything
that threatens order. Hobbes referred to himself as having been born with
fear of disorder as his ‘twin’, since his birth was brought on prematurely by
his mother’s fright at the news of the impending invasion of the Spanish
Armada. But, fortunately for Hobbes, not all disturbances of orderly
existence are misfortunes. Not long after Thomas’s birth his father, a country
vicar ill-suited to his profession, was involved in an altercation at the door of
his church during which he assaulted a man who had provoked him.
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Thinking it prudent to place himself beyond the reach of the local
magistrates, the vicar abandoned his wife and three young children and
departed. That was the last heard of the paterfamilias. Fortunately, he also
left behind a brother, Francis Hobbes, who undertook to care for the family
and saw to it that young Thomas received an excellent education,
culminating in graduation from Oxford at the age of twenty. Hobbes then
became tutor to the son of the Duke of Devonshire, which brought him into
the circle of the most wealthy and powerful members of English society.
Hobbes turned his attention to political matters when the conflict between
the King and Parliament was beginning to tear apart the political structure of
English society. His most important book, Leviathan, was published in 1651,
at one of the crucial points in the political history of the period: after the
execution of Charles T and the declaration of Britain as a ‘Commonwealth’ but
before Oliver Cromwell assumed despotic power as ‘Lord Protector’. Hobbes
subtitled the book ‘The Matter, Forme, and Power of a Common-wealth
Ecclesiasticali and Civill’. There is no doubt that he wrote it to influence the
course of contemporary political events. Whether it did so is debatable, even
though Cromwell’s behaviour as Protector and the role of the monarchy later,
after the Stuart restoration in 1660, can be regarded as in line with Hobbes’s
analysis and advice. But Leviathan most certainly influenced the history and
philosophy of social science, being one of the major works that form the
transition of thought on social questions from medieval scholasticism to
modern science. The author of the article on Hobbes for the International
Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences concludes his assessment thus:

By virtue both of his positive doctrines and of the scope and rigor of his
philosophical inquiries, Hobbes was one of the foremost agents in the
dissemination of the rationalism that altered the moral and mental
climate of Europe in the course of the seventeenth century.

The term ‘rationalism’, when it is used to refer to the intellectual
characteristics of the modern era, does not merely mean the use of rigorous
reasoning. Medieval philosophy was based upon such reasoning and
scholastic theologians were masters of Aristotelian logic. What distinguishes
the modern era is the linkage of rational thought to empirical data on
concrete phenomena. Hobbes clearly grasped this point and saw its
significance. Science, he says in Leviathan, is not merely a collection of
empirical facts but the knowledge of how they are causally connected.
Knowledge of facts is knowledge of ‘things past’ but science is knowledge of
‘the dependence of one fact upon another’ and enables us to predict the
future. Hobbes believed that this kind of rationalism, which was becoming
the philosophy of natural science in his day, was universally applicable. He
made a special trip to Italy in 1636 to talk with Galileo and returned to
England resolved to do for politics what Galileo had been doing for physics.
Government would then cease to be merely a craft, depending upon skill
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acquired through personal practice and experience; it would become an
applied science based upon propositions as certain as the theorems of
geometry.

The metaphysical foundation of Hobbes’s political theory is that which
was given its classic formulation by René Descartes: the conception of reality
as consisting of mechanistically linked phenomena. Galileo and the other
founders of modern science had at least implicitly adopted the mechanistic
view of reality as their fundamental world-view. Hobbes undoubtedly held
this view himself before his visit to Galileo. Galileo reinforced his
mechanistic belief but, more important for Hobbes’s subsequent work in
politics, Galileo introduced him to the specific methodology of scientific
investigation he had employed in the study of physical phenomena: the
‘resolutive-compositive method.’

This method is easily understood by considering Galileo’s famous
application of it to the study of ballistics. A projectile, when fired from a gun,
describes a curve. This curve, argued Galileo, can be decomposed or ‘resolved’
into two linear motions: the motion in the direction in which the gun barrel
points, caused by the force of the explosive charge, and the vertical downward
motion towards the earth. Galileo was able to unite or ‘compose’ these two
forces by means of a specific equation which accurately describes the
trajectory of a projectile. So the ‘resolutive-compositive method’ consists of
analysing a phenomenon by resolving it into its simple components and then
reassembling them by some kind of aggregation. In Leviathan Hobbes argues
that all proper reasoning consists of applying arithmetic (sometimes in
complex forms such as geometry and algebra) to basic entities: ‘In what matter
soever there is place for addition or subtraction, there also is place for Reason;
and where these have no place, there Reason has nothing at all to do...for
Reason is nothing but Reckoning....’

How does this apply to social phenomena? In Hobbes’s view, social
phenomena can be resolved into the behaviour of individual persons. The
composite phenomenon is nothing more than the sum of the individual
behaviours. Thus Hobbes is one of the originators of the principle of
‘methodological individualism” in social science. The ‘resolutive-
compositive’ method of scientific investigation can be traced back to
Aristotle and is especially prominent in the commentaries on Aristotle by the
thirteenth-century English philosopher Robert Grosseteste. By way of
Galileo it gave rise to Hobbes’s view that social phenomena must be
analysed in terms of the motives that govern the actions of individual
persons. The principle of methodological individualism has played an
important role in the modern social sciences, not so much in the branch of it
that Hobbes investigated, but in economics, on which he had little to say.
Ironically, also, the doctrine of individualism became, after Hobbes, the
foundation of the political theory of pluralist democracy, which, as we shall
see, was contrary to his own view of the necessities of social order.
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Since the resolutive-compositive method requires one to begin the study
of a social phenomenon by reducing it to its components, Hobbes begins his
analysis of politics by studying individual psychology. Part I of Leviathan is
an examination of the nature of man, the necessary ‘resolutive’ preliminary
to the ‘compositive’ Part II, which deals with the origin, foundations, and
characteristics of civil society or ‘common-wealth’. In considering Part I of
Leviathan we have to note, to begin with, that while Hobbes regards human
beings as very different from other animals, they are not very different from
one another. Because of this it is possible for a social scientist to obtain
knowledge of human nature by means of introspection. By examining one’s
own nature one can know human nature in general. Introspection, in
Hobbes’s view, reveals that man is endowed with the capacity to reason and
a thirst for knowledge that is driven by one paramount motive, the desire to
be secure in one’s person and property. The similarity of humans to one
another means that all men have the same objective and adopt the same
means of obtaining it. In Hobbes’s view, each man’s reason tells him that
security can be achieved only by means of an all-powerful state, which is
what Hobbes refers to by the term Leviathan. Hobbes’s political theory
consists essentially of an argument in support of this contention.

Men have never lived without government but, says Hobbes, reason tells
us what life would be like under such conditions even though direct
experience is lacking. Each person, in order to increase his security, would
strive to improve his capacity to control the future. This can be achieved to
some small degree by amassing wealth, but since the greatest dangers to
which one is exposed come not from nature but from other men, security
cannot be attained except by having power over others. Thus each man’s
main effort will be devoted to acquiring and holding such power.

Whatever one may think of Hobbes’s political theory, he must be given
credit for one thing at least: the first sustained analysis of what modern social
scientists call the problem of the ‘zero-sum game’. In a zero-sum game,
whatever one party wins another party loses; it is impossible for all parties to
gain. If everyone’s objective is to increase his power relative to others, not
everyone can gain, since in order that there be some whose power is increased,
there must be others whose power is correspondingly diminished. Later in this
book, when we come to discussing economics, we will see that this branch of
social science focuses mainly upon situations that are ‘positive-sum games’; that
is, situations in which it is possible for everyone to gain or, at least, for some to
gain without others losing. This is clearly possible if people want material goods
and services, since we can increase the aggregate production of such things. But
if what people want is social power, or social status, or social distinction, there
is no way for all to have more. One of the differences among the social sciences
is that some branches, like economics, focus mainly upon social phenomena
that are positive-sum, or potentially so, while others, like political science, have
to deal with various phenomena that are inherently zero-sum.
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Actually, it is not quite true to say that Hobbes analysed a zero-sum social
situation. His picture of what life would be like without government can more
accurately be called a ‘negative-sum game’, since it would be even worse than
a situation in which people lived as solitary individuals or families with no
contact among them at all. In the ‘state of nature’, as Hobbes’s hypothetical
condition of no-government is called, people would not only be unable to co-
operate for any collective purpose but contact among them would actually
produce harm to everyone individually through incessant violent conflict.

Human societies, says Hobbes, cannot be organized into co-operative
‘commonwealths’ in a natural way as is the case with bees and ants because
humans strive constantly for relative superiority over one another. To create
an orderly social system among humans, it is necessary to create an artificial
means of attaining and preserving co-operative order. This is achieved by the
establishment of government. All rational persons know this, says Hobbes.
They know what life would be like in a state of nature. Every man would
have whatever he could obtain by whatever means. Property would be one’s
own only as long as one could keep it. There would be no sense of justice or
of right and wrong. These concepts would be as meaningless as they are
among the beasts. Unrestrained by morals or law (the former depend on the
latter, in Hobbes’s view), men in a state of nature are engaged in an
unremitting war ‘of every man against every man’. No man’s possessions, or
even his person, are secure. There can be no commerce or industry, building,
or the arts, or progress in knowledge, ‘and which is worst of all, continual
fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty,
brutish, and short’.

Since man’s reason tells him what the state of nature is like, it is sufficient
to enable him to realize that it is the greatest of all possible evils and must be
avoided at all cost. The means that have enabled humans to transcend the
state of nature and form an orderly society must never be jeopardized. Men
need not live in constant fear of one another, but they should fear the
breakdown of civil order above all else. So, in order to achieve security and
promote the various aspects of ‘commodious living’, the essential function of
government must be recognized. Hobbes’s main object, in writing
Leviathan, was to bring this fundamental truth (as he believed it to be) to the
attention of his fellow citizens in an era of great political disorder.

If men were ever in a state of nature, says Hobbes, their reason would tell
them what they must do to establish a government. They must enter into a
‘covenant’ or contract with one another to give up their freedom to engage in
violence and other features of the war ‘of every man against every man’ in
order to create a general authority that will have the exclusive right and
power to apply coercive force. Fear provides the motive, but reason provides
the means, suggesting ‘articles of peace, upon which men may be drawn to
agreement’. Hobbes is the first important modern writer to argue that the
basis of social order is a contract. As we shall see, this idea of social contract
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has had a large and continuing influence on Western social thought,
particularly in the fields of political philosophy and social ethics.

The origins of the idea of contract go back at least to the Old Testament
account of God making a covenant with Abraham, but Hobbes’s conception
of the covenant is thoroughly secular. The covenant is an agreement made
among men. It is not an agreement between men and God or, indeed, between
men and the state; it does not have any prior existence from creation by God;
itis like any other contract in which individuals bind themselves in their future
actions. But it is absolute; once made it cannot be legitimately broken and the
government it establishes has an authority as great as one that has been
granted power by God. The notion that the foundation of government is an
agreement arrived at by the people justifies Hobbes in claiming that the idea of
an unjust government is logically nonsensical. Because of the covenant, the
people themselves are the true authors of everything done by government, and
to say that the government can act unjustly is equivalent to saying that a man
can be unjust to himself. There are some difficulties with this idea. Even if the
contract were arrived at by democratic methods, there is the question of the
minority who do not agree. And what about future generations: are they
bound by a covenant made by their ancestors in which they themselves had no
say? What about governments established by military conquest? Hobbes
recognizes these difficulties but sweeps them aside, claiming that, despite such
problems, governments always act in the name of the people.

Hobbes’s political theory is an attempt to destroy the idea that the state and
the people can be disjunct entities. Throughout the history of modern political
thought we find two ideas contending: one arguing that the state is a
comprehensive and transcendent embodiment of the people’s will; the other
that it is a specific social institution with a specialized function and may even
represent the interests of no more than a small minority of the population.
Hobbes’s concept of the covenant is an effort to legitimize state power on a sort
of legalistic ground, similar to that which justifies the enforcement of contracts
in commercial relations. He argues that unlimited state power is necessary to
the maintenance of social order; this is his utilitarian argument. But he also
contends that such power is legitimate because it is founded upon covenant.

What rights does the individual citizen possess in Hobbes’s theory? With
respect to other citizens the individual has many rights, all those that are
embodied in law; but with respect to the state, the individual has no rights
whatever. In the state of nature a man’s property or his life can legitimately be
taken from him by another man because there is no law. In civil society, life and
property are protected by law from other men, but not from the state. It would
be utterly illogical, says Hobbes, for the state to be bound by law, for the state
itself is the law-maker. Hobbes would not have approved of the establishment
of constitutional restrictions on the state such as were embodied in the
American Bill of Rights a century and a half later. In his own day Hobbes may
have been directing his argument against those who contended that the British
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citizen had rights embodied in custom and precedent that could not be
arbitrarily taken away by the state. The notion of such rights, in Hobbes’s
view, is logically invalid because of the covenant that established the state; and
insistence on them is very dangerous because it weakens the state, leading to
civil disorder and threatening a return of the state of nature.

In making a general evaluation of Hobbes, emphasis should be placed on
his approach to the study of political matters and the penetrating questions
he raised rather than the conclusions he arrived at. Presenting a secular
theory of politics was significant in itself and Hobbes’s efforts to apply
scientific method, despite the unconvincing results, were important in the
development of modern social science. However, the specific content of his
political theory does not warrant great notice either for its historical
influence or for its philosophical merits. His contention that absolute
government is both necessary and legitimate may have been influential for a
brief period during the seventeenth century, but it did not become the main
theme of Western political thought. Totalitarian political theory, in its
Western forms such as Mussolini’s Italy or Hitler’s Germany, owes very little
to Hobbes’s Leviathan, and similar concepts of government elsewhere in the
world, such as Stalin’s Russia or Pol Pot’s Cambodia, are even less traceable
to Hobbes as an intellectual influence. The Western political tradition of
democracy, limited government, and pluralism is due mainly to eighteenth-
century thinkers, but it had its modern beginnings a century earlier in the
writings of John Locke, whose political theory we go on now to examine.

2. John Locke (1632-1704)

John Locke was born into a middle-class Somerset family whose standard of
living was made comfortable by the inheritance of some property from
John’s grandfather, who had been in the clothing trade. John’s father was an
attorney whose earnings were insufficient to enable him to add to the
property, but he did not dissipate it, so John inherited sufficient wealth when
his father died in 1661 to assure him a modest financial independence.

He was educated at good schools and went on to Oxford University. He
found the curriculum rather boring, with its emphasis on scholastic
philosophy, but he was attracted to the academic environment and in order
to stay on at Oxford without becoming an ordained cleric (as was then
required of all faculty members in the philosophic disciplines) he enrolled in
the Faculty of Medicine. He was much interested in science and became well
acquainted with many of the leading scientific figures of the period,
including Robert Boyle and Isaac Newton. Locke made no specific
contributions to science but he was elected to the Royal Society in 1688,
testifying to the esteem in which he was held by scientists.

Locke never practised medicine as a profession but it was his medical
training that brought him into contact with Lord Shaftesbury, head of one of
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the most powerful and influential families of the English aristocracy. Lord
Shaftesbury suffered from a liver disease that Locke was able to cure, but
more important than Shaftesbury’s gratitude for this was that he was very
impressed with Locke’s intellectual capacity and retained him as an assistant
in his various political and diplomatic activities. Practically all Locke’s
writings, even his purely philosophical works, are traceable to materials that
he prepared at various times for Shaftesbury’s use.

Locke’s association with Shaftesbury meant that he was unquestionably
identified as a member of the political faction opposing the Stuarts, since
Shaftesbury was one of the leaders of this group. Shaftesbury was tried for
treason in 1681 and, though acquitted, he thought it best to take up
residence outside England. Locke followed him to Holland in 1683, where
both remained until the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688. Shaftesbury and
Locke were much involved in the plot to replace James II with William of
Orange (as they had probably also been involved in the unsuccessful
Monmouth rebellion of 1685 and other anti-Stuart movements and intrigues
of the period), so they returned to England as part of the victorious party and
the new political establishment in 1688.

A feature of these events that should be noted is that the revolution of 1688
definitely assured that England would remain a Protestant country, which
had been uncertain under the Stuarts. So John Locke played a role in
determining the religious future of England, a matter not dissociated from its
intellectual and political future, over which his influence, by his writings, was
enormous. However, it would be incorrect to interpret those religious
developments as representing the establishment of a dogmatic, repressive
Puritan Protestantism in place of an equally dogmatic and repressive
Catholicism. The significant intellectual trend in England during the
seventeenth century was the growth of secular thinking, which, after 1688,
greatly accelerated and became a prominent feature of the eighteenth-century
‘enlightenment’. Locke was one of the powerful intellects contributing to this
trend. Though he was a sincere Christian, he did far more than any sceptic or
atheist to detach philosophy and political theory from theology and religious
authority. Locke’s opposition to the Stuarts was fundamentally due to the fear
not that they would return England to Catholicism, but that they were
political despots. His own strong opposition to Catholicism was not
theological, but political; he viewed Catholicism as intractably opposed to
intellectual freedom and political liberty, which he placed above all other
things as properties of a good social order.

Locke was widely known and highly regarded in intellectual circles before
the Revolution of 1688 but he had published very little. Then, in 1689, he
sent to press three manuscripts: A Letter Concerning Toleration, Two
Treatises of Government, and Essay Concerning Human Understanding.
The Two Treatises, published anonymously but widely believed to have been
written by Locke, became the foundation book of modern Western political
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philosophy; the Human Understanding became the foundation book of the
modern philosophy of science. Peter Laslett, the editor of the definitive
edition of the Two Treatises, says of Locke’s Human Understanding that it
turned him from a minor intellectual figure ‘into a national institution and
international influence’. John Maynard Keynes, the great economist, called
Locke’s Human Understanding, ‘the first modern English book’.

Our concern is with the history of social science, so we cannot give Locke’s
Human Understanding the attention it would require in a more general study
of Western intellectual history. Suffice it to say that it was a book on the
fundamental issue of how we acquire knowledge which argued for the
dominant role of empirical experience, and emphasized common sense and the
ordinary ability of every man to perceive, reason, and understand. Locke
detached the study of philosophy from religion by downgrading the reliability
of revelation and authority as sources of knowledge and by contending that, as
a psychological act, man learns about the real world by means of the
perceptions obtained through his five senses. To this Locke added the power of
the mind to reason about the information provided by the senses, along lines
marked out by René Descartes, whose Discourse on Method (1637) he greatly
admired. This is what is meant, fundamentally, by the philosophy of
‘empiricism.” Modern philosophers are far from satisfied with Locke’s theory
of knowledge but empiricism continues to be the dominant tradition of
Western philosophy and Western science.

It is difficult to trace a direct connection between Locke’s epistemological
theory in the Human Understanding and his political theory in the Two
Treatises of Government. In fact there are some considerable inconsistencies
between them. In a general way they are similar in emphasizing that all men
have the capacity to reason and that we learn from experience, but Locke’s
view that he had discovered a specific method of knowing that could be
applied to all subjects is not supported by any convincing demonstration that
the Two Treatises represents an application of the epistemology of the
Human Understanding. The Two Treatises was more influential because it
was known that the work came from the pen of the famous author of the
Human Understanding, but its long-run impact on Western thinking was
really due to its own merits as a book that examined and offered answers to
many of the most fundamental and most contentious questions in political
science and practical politics.

We shall focus here on the second of Locke’s Two Treatises, this being by
far the more important for the history of social theory, but a brief word on
the first is in order. It was a critique of a book by Sir Robert Filmer called
Patriarcha; or the Natural Power of Kings. Filmer’s argument was that the
relation between a king and his subjects is like that of a father towards his
young children. Monarch and parent have unquestionable authority for the
good of those over whom they rule because it is ‘natural’ that they have such
power. Thus the Patriarcha was an attempt to support the Tory political
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doctrine of the absolute power of kings, by appealing not to revelation or
scripture but, by analogy, to the biological nature of man as an altricial
animal. Filmer died in 1653 but the Patriarcha was not published until 1680,
obviously as part of the propaganda war of the period. Locke’s Two
Treatises of Government was written probably very shortly thereafter. The
fact that it was published in 1690 led historians for many years to think that
it had been composed after the Revolution of 1688 as a justification of that
change in political authority, but recent scholarship has revealed that it was
written much earlier and that its immediate purpose was to refute Filmer and
oppose the Tory doctrine of absolute monarchy. In the process Locke
advanced a political theory of his own which has had enormous influence on
the political thought of the West and must be regarded as one of the
intellectual pillars of the modern theory of political democracy.

Like Hobbes, Locke thought of political society as based upon a compact
that people make with one another for the purpose of avoiding the
difficulties that inevitably attend a ‘state of nature’. Hobbes, as we saw
above, argued for absolute political power on the ground that nothing can be
as bad as the constant warfare of the state of nature; but Locke contended
that political despotism is worse than the state of nature and that men act
rationally, and within their legitimate rights, if they overthrow a despot.
Locke’s view of man was that he differs from the beasts in possessing the
power of reason. The state of nature is not totally lawless, because each
man’s reason ‘is able to instruct him in the law he is to govern himself by’. He
is not free to do anything he pleases because, though there is no government,
there is a ‘law of nature’ governing human conduct:

The state of nature has a law of nature to govern it, which obliges every
one: and reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind, who will but
consult it, that being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm
another in his life, health, liberty, or possessions.

Any man, says Locke, who behaves violently towards another has
abandoned reason, discarding the gift of God that makes him human, so he
may be treated by other men as a wild and dangerous animal. A monarch
who seeks to establish a despotism and place other men under his absolute
power has abandoned reason and rejects the law of nature (which does not
cease to rule in political society); he may be legitimately destroyed, and
should be, in the interests of the people’s welfare.

But if natural law exists in the state of nature, why is there any need for
government in the first place? Locke’s argument is that there are certain
inconveniences in the state of nature. The law of nature exists but every man
has authority to execute it. This is not an effective mode of administration.
Even if all men wished to obey the law of nature there would be differences
of interpretation, with no institutional instruments to arbitrate or resolve
them. In addition, some people may abandon their human reason and do
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violence to others. It is legitimate for any rational man to prevent them or to
punish them, but this is not an efficient way of policing the natural law. The
result is that a person’s actual ability to enjoy his right to ‘life, health, liberty,
and possessions’ is uncertain. For this reason, free and rational men will
agree with one another to form a political society for the purpose of securing
the rights that each one morally has, but cannot practically count upon, in
the state of nature. Thus Locke’s fundamental conception of political society
is that it is an association which rational men form for utilitarian purposes.
The state does not have a divine origin, nor is it the product of metaphysical
forces of a secular sort. It is simply a human artefact, invented by intelligent
individuals, as a wheelbarrow or a weaving loom is invented, to serve a
certain purpose; it has no religious, mystical, metaphysical, or
transcendental meaning or significance. This view of the nature of political
society was developed further by the philosophy of utilitarianism during the
nineteenth century, at a time when the metaphysical theory of the state
(nationalism and romanticism) was undergoing its own most important
revival and development (see below, Chapter 11).

Like Hobbes’s then, Locke’s conception of government is that,
theoretically speaking, it originates from a social contract made by men with
one another in order to eliminate the evils of the state of nature. But whereas
Hobbes considered that it was necessary for the state to have absolute power
and that the exercise of such power is legitimized by the social contract,
Locke maintained that absolute power in the hands of government could
never result from a contract among men in a state of nature. No rational
man would agree to place himself under the rule of an absolute authority, for
that would expose his welfare to even greater hazards than exist in the state
of nature. Moreover, even if everyone wished to establish an absolute
government, Locke argued, they could not legitimately contract with one
another to do so: the freedom that every man has in the state of nature does
not include freedom to establish a permanent despotism. Locke perceived
that the doctrine of political freedom cannot be extended to the point where
it includes freedom to establish a despotism, any more than personal liberty
includes the freedom to enslave oneself henceforth to another.

So we see that Locke’s conception of government is that its existence
derives from the people, who decide to give up their individual right to act as
executors of the law of nature and vest this power in a collective institution.
But no absolute government can be traced to such a contract. From this an
important conclusion follows. If a government attempts to establish absolute
power over the people, or if it acts in other ways against the people’s
interests, then it forfeits its legitimacy, since no social contract would, or
could, establish such an authority. If the citizens of a society find themselves
faced with such a government they have the right to do away with it and
establish a new one. The relevance of Locke’s reasoning to the controversy
over the legitimacy of the Stuart monarchy was plain enough to the late
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seventeenth-century reader of the Two Treatises; it was equally plain to
American readers a century later when the legitimacy of British policy
towards the American colonies came into question. (The first American
edition of the Two Treatises was published in Boston in 1773.) It would not
be going too far to say that the philosophical principles underlying the
American Revolution were those laid down by John Locke.

Before leaving our sketch of Locke we should pay some attention to an
aspect of his political theory that we have not yet specifically discussed: his
theory of the right of property ownership. The importance of this in Locke’s
theory has been greatly exaggerated by some commentators, but it is of
considerable interest for the history of social science none the less. The source
of the misinterpretation of Locke is that he often says in the Tiwo Treatises that
the main function of government is the protection of private property. This
would appear to be a very conservative political theory; indeed, the
propertyless man who lives by selling his labour would seem to have very little
reason to believe that the state should be concerned for his welfare. Many
writers prior to the end of the eighteenth century seem to use the term ‘the
people’ in such a way as to exclude the lowest class of unpropertied labour, but
there is no passage in Locke’s Tiwo Treatises that suggests such a restriction
and, indeed, he specifically points out that when he uses the term ‘property’ he
means ‘that property which men have in their persons as well as their goods’
and that when he says that men unite to form a society for the preservation of
their ‘property’ this term must be taken to include ‘their lives, liberties, and
estates’. So Locke’s emphasis upon property in the Two Treatises is nothing
other than an emphasis on the things that all men hold dear.

So far as ‘property’ in the restricted sense is concerned, Locke makes two
arguments in justification of private ownership, one moral and the other
pragmatic. The moral argument is that a person has a right to consider
something his own if he has invested his labour in it. All land, for example, is
originally utilized in common but when a person works upon the land, and
cultivates and improves it, he makes it his private property because he has
mixed part of his own person (which he unquestionably owns) with the land.
This is a rather mystical theory with many difficulties, some of which Locke
recognized. Locke goes on to argue, however, that the main reason for
private property in productive resources such as land is that they cannot be
efficiently used when held in common. This issue has been debated since
Plato (who favoured communal ownership) and Aristotle (who favoured
private property for pragmatic reasons) and it continues to be a main point
of contention today between supporters of capitalism and supporters of
communism. As we shall see later in this book the pragmatic and the ethical
aspects of property ownership have been major focal points of social science
and social philosophy.

Locke’s moral theory of the right of property was based upon labour. This
was undoubtedly connected in his thinking with another proposition which
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he was one of the earliest writers to expound: the contention that the value of
anything is solely (or almost solely) due to the labour that has been
undertaken to produce it. This is the ‘labour theory of value’ which we will
have to examine quite closely when we come to discussing the writings of
Adam Smith, the classical school of economists, and Karl Marx.

D. MONTESQUIEU’S INTERPRETATION OF THE ENGLISH
CONSTITUTION

After the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688, England entered a period of
development which made her the most powerful and most influential nation
in Europe. Many observers of the shift of the European centre of political
gravity towards a previously negligible island on the western edge of the
continent credited the emergence there of a superior system of government
with playing a leading role in this remarkable turn of history. By the mid-
eighteenth century, England was widely viewed by political commentators,
as Venice had been earlier, as a working exemplification of an ideal system of
government.

Like Venice, too, England did not have a foundational document in which
the structure of the state was specified; one could only discover the
‘constitution’ of England by considering the laws and practices through which
the political mechanism operated, and the traditions that acted as general
guides for and restraints upon changes in law and practice. Many of the most
important features of the English system had historical roots that went back
to medieval times: Magna Carta, the institution of Parliament, the common
law, etc. The revolution of 1688 was viewed not so much as creating a new
political order as restoring one that the Stuarts had attempted to subvert.
After 1688 England remained a monarchy, and virtually all political power
was in the hands of the same small governing class that had held it previously.
Those who sat in the ‘House of Commons’ were ‘commoners’ only in the
sense that they did not have hereditary titles. The officials in charge of the
organs of local government were also members of the untitled upper class, as
were most of the people who were empowered to vote in elections. England
was an aristocracy, as Aristotle had defined it, that is, a society governed by
the ‘few’. Indeed, the proportion of the governing class (including all
enfranchised persons) to the population was smaller in eighteenth-century
England than the proportion of the membership of the Great Council of
sixteenth-century Venice had been to the city’s population. Participation in
the government of England remained a privilege of such a small class for a
long time after 1688, until the Reform Act of 1867 initiated the movement
towards the modern conception of a generally enfranchised citizenry.

In terms of the distribution of power the English political system differed
little from that of other European states. Nevertheless, it was regarded as
significantly different, and was widely admired as superior to others. The
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literature of the eighteenth century indicates that the main reason for this high
regard was that the English people, even those who had no political power at
all, were less exposed to the hazards of arbitrary state action than the citizens
of other nations. The power of the state, though highly concentrated, had been
subjected to ‘constitutional’ control. How this had been achieved was not
obvious to casual observation. The underlying principles that controlled the
exercise of power had to be sought beneath the surface of political practice;
that is to say, a theory of the English constitution was required. Of the various
eighteenth-century attempts to provide such a general appraisal of the English
constitution, by far the most important in terms of its influence on subsequent
political thought was the work of a Frenchman, the Baron de Montesquieu.
This occupies only some ten pages in Montesquieu’s De Uesprit des lois (1748),
a book of more than 600 pages, but it is hardly an exaggeration to say that
those ten pages have had as much influence upon modern Western political
thought as any other document, of any length, so Montesquieu’s
interpretation of the English constitution warrants close examination.

The Spirit of the Laws, as it is entitled in English, was not written as a
treatise on constitutional theory. Montesquieu’s main interest in political
organization was, in a sense, ‘sociological’, since he believed that the
political organization of a society must be examined in the context of the
society’s cultural ambience and values. He did not intend to present the
English constitution as a model that should be copied by all societies, since
he firmly believed that societies differ in their cultural characteristics and
that a system of government that fitted the ‘spirit” of one society might not be
suitable for another. His discussion of the English system of government was
introduced as empirical support of this general thesis. It was an admirable
system because it harmonized with the cultural values that animated the
English people. The government most conformable to nature,” he says, ‘is
that whose particular disposition best agrees with the humour and
disposition of the people in whose favour it is established.” In a later section
of the Laws Montesquieu enlarges on this theme under the heading ‘Of Laws
in Relation to the Principles which form the General Spirit, the Morals, and
Customs of a Nation’. ‘Mankind,’ he says, ‘are influenced by various causes:
by the climate, by the religion, by the laws, by the maxims of government, by
precedents, morals, and customs; whence is formed a general spirit of
nations.” Even in a despotism, where there are no laws (‘that is, none that can
properly be called s0’), there are ‘manners and customs; and if you overturn
these you overturn all’, for people ‘are in general very tenacious of their
customs’ and are unhappy if they are violently altered.

Montesquieu considers the English constitution to be admirable for two
reasons: because it conforms to the fundamental spirit of English society and
(now going beyond his basic criterion) because that spirit is itself admirable.
Some nations, he says, have been animated by religion, or by desire for
conquest, or tranquillity, but ‘one nation there is also in the world that has
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for the direct end of its constitution political liberty’. That nation is England;
there liberty has attained ‘its highest perfection.” Montesquieu notes that the
word ‘liberty’ has various meanings, denoting different conceptions of
freedom, in different cultures. In order to understand the English
constitution, one must recognize that what the English desire is not the
anarchistic ‘natural liberty...of the Savages’, each person being free to do
whatever he pleases, but a system of ‘political liberty’, a regime in which the
citizen is constrained by laws, but the authorities who make and administer
the laws are also constrained. The genius of the English constitution lies in its
having solved the problem of power. The power of the state, necessary to
protect the members of society from one another, and from foreign enemies,
is strong in England; the citizens are protected by the state; but they are also
protected from the state: they have political liberty.

How has this remarkable result been achieved? Montesquieu does not
claim that the culture of England endows its governmental authorities with a
high sense of civic virtue, or that they are constrained in their exercise of power
by their religious beliefs. Plato’s ‘republic’ would be governed by guardians of
such merit that they need not themselves be guarded. The absolute sovereign
of Hobbes’s ‘commonwealth’ would rule justly because he feared God’s wrath
if he did not do so. In Montesquieu’s analysis of the English political system,
arguments of this sort make no appearance. Good government, suitable to the
English spirit of liberty, is provided by a contrivance, a constitutional
mechanism, which functions with governors who are ordinary men, each
motivated by the desire to promote his own interests.

In describing this constitutional machinery and explaining how it
functions, Montesquieu makes no use of the doctrine of ‘mixed government’.
He mentions the combination of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy only
as an early and transitory form of ‘Gothic government’; for general political
analysis he classifies governments as being ‘monarchies’, ‘republics’, or
‘despotisms’, and describes the characteristics and tendencies of each of these
as pure types, but he does not consider a combination of them to be a
realistic practical possibility (see, for example, his discussion of China in
Book VII, chapter 21). England, in his view, ‘may be justly called a republic,
disguised under the form of monarchy’. A modern editor of the Laws,
D.W.Carrithers, speaks of Montesquieu as representing the English political
system as ‘a mechanical model well suited to the Newtonian age,...a
carefully structured equipoise of competing powers’.

Occupying a prominent place in Montesquieu’s general political theory
and in his analysis and interpretation of the English constitution is the notion
that there are three primary activities of the state, and that efficient
government requires that these be made the responsibilities of differentiated
state institutions. This is the doctrine of ‘separation of powers’ with its triadic
classification of government as composed of ‘legislative’, ‘executive’, and
‘judicial’ branches. Montesquieu did not originate this doctrine, but the Laws,
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more than any other document, was responsible for the importance it attained
in the constitutional theory, and practice, of modern democracy. Through the
development of the separation of powers doctrine in later eighteenth and early
nineteenth-century political thought, and the simultaneous construction by
the English classical economists of the economic theory of a competitive
market economy, the long-standing belief that social order requires a
hierarchical form of organization was effectively contested, by the empirical
and analytical demonstration of alternative models. The role of separation of
powers theory in this is not obvious, however, since the idea that the different
functions of the state should be performed by different institutional organs is
not, in itself, inconsistent with the notion that these organs should be related
to one another in a hierarchical fashion. The alternative model of political
organization, the doctrine of an equilibrium of plural powers, requires their
‘separation’ from one another, but only in order to make them mutually
dependent, in a non-hierarchical manner. This is the notion of separation that
one finds in Montesquieu’s interpretation of the English constitution and in
his analysis of what is necessary for any state, republican or monarchical,
whose animating ‘spirit’ is political liberty.

The main focus of Montesquieu’s analysis of the English political system is
upon its legislative and executive institutions. Not having in mind a written
constitution containing an entrenched statement of civic rights, he does not
consider the role of the courts in guarding them. The judiciary is, in
Montesquieu’s view, a part of the executive branch. As for the other two
functions of the state, they must be embodied in different institutions so that
they may constrain one another. Even in a republic, where there is no
monarch, such constraints are necessary. If legislative and executive functions
were performed by the same persons, ‘there would be an end then of liberty’.
The English constitution does even more to protect it by dividing the
legislative branch into two bodies, which ‘check one another by the mutual
privilege of rejecting’ the proposals of each. Anticipating an argument that
was later to be brought against the notion of political equilibrium,
Montesquieu here adds that this arrangement does not result in stalemate; it
requires only that the legislative and executive bodies of the state must move
‘in concert’. Obviously, Montesquieu’s concept of ‘separation’ is not meant to
denote an arrangement of independent powers but, indeed, the opposite; he
explicitly notes that the preservation of liberty requires the executive and
legislative organs of the state to be dependent on each another. It is not
separation that protects political liberty, but the arrangement of the separated
powers in an equilibrium mechanism of mutual dependence.

One need not stretch the text of the Laws, or contrive to stitch together
selected phrases from it, in order to interpret Montesquieu as advancing the
theory of checks and balances. This only requires a recognition that, in
discussing the separation of powers, Montesquieu has firmly in mind that its
purpose is liberty. Nations whose spirit is animated by different objectives
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have no need of separation of powers. Montesquieu himself makes the
matter plain early in Book XI of the Laws in laying down general
foundations for his discussion of the English constitution:

Democratic and aristocratic states are not in their own nature free.
Political liberty is to be found only in moderate governments; and even in
these it is not always found. It is there only when there is no abuse of
power. But constant experience shows us that every man invested with
power is apt to abuse it, and to carry his authority as far as it will go. Is it
not strange, though true, to say that virtue itself has need of limits?

To prevent this abuse, it is necessary from the very nature of things that
power should be a check to power.

Earlier, in Book V of the Laws, noting that most nations are despotisms
despite the fact that the love of liberty is natural to all mankind,
Montesquieu ascribes this to the lack of the necessary political machinery:

To form a moderate government, it is necessary to combine the several
powers; to regulate, temper, and set them in motion; to give as it were
ballast to one, in order to enable it to counterpoise the other. This is a
masterpiece of legislation, rarely produced by hazard, and seldom
attained by prudence.

As noted above, Montesquieu regarded England as essentially a republic,
despite having a monarch. Of the three types of government he
distinguishes—monarchy, republic, and despotism—it goes almost without
saying that he saw little merit in despotism, and it is clear that he favoured
the republic over monarchy. But he did not construe England as a republic
merely in order to rationalize his admiration of the English constitution with
his republican preference. In his view, a monarchy can be a ‘moderate
government’—if the monarch is constrained in the exercise of his prerogative
powers. How can such constraints be exercised, if not by the construction of
constitutional machinery which, as in England, produces ‘a republic under
the form of monarchy’? The necessary constraints can be effected through
non-governmental institutions such as Churches, by the existence of a
powerful nobility, and by long-standing customs that induce the monarch to
respect established practice. Montesquieu’s appreciation of such factors
anticipates the modern theory of pluralist democracy, which extends the
notion of mutual counterpoise beyond the checks and balances that exist
between the various organs of government, to recognition of the role of non-
governmental institutions and established practices in controlling the
exercise of state power.

One of the main reasons why Montesquieu’s analysis of the English
constitution was such an important document in the history of modern
political thought is the influence it had upon American opinion during the
crucial six years between the conclusion of the Revolutionary War and the
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adoption of a constitution to bind the thirteen former colonies into a nation.
In the political literature of the period that led up to the outbreak of the war,
and during it, John Locke was the authority to whom American writers
appealed, to justify the assertion of political independence by the British
colonies in America. But after the war had been won, Montesquieu was the
most frequently quoted writer in the American political literature. The newly
independent Americans, despite the passions that had erupted into
revolution, looked upon the English constitution as the best that existed, or
had ever existed in man’s historical experience. The constitution that was
adopted in 1789 for the United States of America did not reproduce the
details of the English system of government, but it was built upon the
principle of checks and balances which, in Montesquieu’s appraisal, was the
genius of the English constitution.



Chapter 5

Physiocracy: the first economic model

The branch of social science called ‘economics’ is commonly described as the
study of how humans make use of available productive resources (including
their own labour and skills) to produce goods and services for human use.
This is partly a technical question of the relationship between ‘inputs’ and
‘outputs’ but it becomes a matter of social science, rather than physics or
engineering, because humans practise a high degree of functional
specialization. This raises the questions of how the specialized economic
activities of individuals are co-ordinated into an orderly system; how
different systems of co-ordination work; and what defects or deficiencies a
particular system has and how they may be corrected.

The study of such questions is as ancient as any of man’s intellectual
interests but effective systematic investigation of them is quite recent. Most
historians of economics would date it no earlier than the latter half of the
eighteenth century. Adam Smith is sometimes described as the father of
economics, but shortly before his great Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of
the Wealth of Nations (1776) was published in England, there flourished in
France, at the court of Louis XV, a group of writers to whom must be given the
credit for attempting to construct the first systematic and comprehensive
theoretical ‘model’ of economic processes. These were the ‘Physiocrats’.

The term ‘model’ is widely used today in both the natural and the social
sciences. In Chapter 6 we will examine some of the various ways in which
this word is used and try to clarify its meaning. At present it will be sufficient
for our purposes to consider the Physiocrats as attempting to describe, in
highly simplified and abstract terms, how the economic system as a whole
functions. Though they lived in an era in which economic activities were
extensively regulated by governmental laws and administrative orders, they
did not investigate these aspects of economic co-ordination but attempted to
show that there were natural laws of economics (as in, for example, physics
or physiology), not like laws promulgated by kings and legislatures and
administered by bureaucrats. Though their success in this was very limited,
the work of the Physiocrats did bring to notice the idea that a system of
markets, in which voluntary exchanges take place, functions as a mechanism
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of economic co-ordination. Economists have been studying the market
mechanism, its characteristics, conditions, and defects, ever since the
Physiocrats, and more incisively Adam Smith, identified it as the process that
enables a complex economy to function. The Physiocrats were criticized in
their own time for being ‘systematic’ but this is precisely what makes them
significant for the history and philosophy of social science. The fact that
abstract models of social processes may be wrong, misleading, or even
foolish, does not mean that science is better done in a haphazard fashion.

A. EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FRANCE AND THE PHYSIOCRATIC
SCHOOL

The long reign of Louis XIV, which ended in 17135, left France with a
magnificent court and a nearly ruined economy. Louis engaged in a series of
wars and built the lavish palace of Versailles, activities that cost much and
produced little. In addition he expelled the Protestants from France, which
lost some of its most skilled and talented human resources. He proclaimed
himself absolute and tolerated no criticism, thus stifling another source of
productivity. His Finance Minister, Colbert, embarked on a policy of
encouraging industry which emphasized economic activities for which
France was not particularly suited and hampered agriculture, in which the
country had rich natural resources. The result of this reign of folly was that
the economy of France was overburdened by regulations and twisted by
policies that stunted its productivity, and, despite the crushing burden of
taxes, the flow of revenues into the national exchequer was insufficient to
match expenditures. The state sank ever more deeply into debt.

Economic conditions did not improve much under Louis XV, but there was
some liberalization in the intellectual atmosphere, especially after the Peace of
Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748. An efflorescence of political and social writing took
place. Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws appeared in 1748; Diderot and
d’Alembert began their great Encyclopaedia in 1751; Voltaire, one of the
great social commentators of all time, was writing—his immortal satire
Candide was published in 1759; Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Social Contract,
one of the most influential books on political thought of modern times, was
published in 1762. In addition, French intellectuals became greatly interested
in English philosophy, especially the writings of John Locke and David Hume.
In this environment of intellectual liberalization and economic difficulty there
was much diverse writing on economic matters, but this part of the scene
became dominated in the 1760s by Francois Quesnay and a group of disciples
who gathered around him calling themselves ‘the economists’. Later they used
the term ‘Physiocracy’ to describe their doctrine, and it is by this name that
they are now referred to in the historiography of social thought.

During the height of the Physiocrats’ influence, France was only twenty
years away from the great social explosion, the French Revolution. One
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cannot say that if the message of the Physiocrats had been heeded the
Revolution would not have occurred but it is possible that, if their
suggestions had been used as an initial basis on which to build a progressive
policy of economic reform, France would have had its revolution peacefully,
as the English had theirs in 1688, and the modern history of Europe, and of
the world as a whole, would have been different. The final nail in the scaffold
of the feudal system in France was driven by the expense of supporting the
Americans in their revolutionary war against England; the policies of the
Physiocrats, even if they had been greatly successful, could probably not
have enabled the French treasury to undertake such large expenditures
without disastrous consequences. The history of what ‘might have been’ is,
however, only speculation. Whatever role the Physiocrats might have played
in the history of France, they did play an important part in the initial
development of economics as a scientific discipline.

The originator of the Physiocratic doctrine, Frangois Quesnay (1694—
1774), was brought up in peasant surroundings, despite the fact that his
father was a lawyer. He had little formal education and was taught to read by
a friendly gardener at the age of twelve. He acquired some medical training
and commenced to practise when he was twenty-four but then he began to
study medical science seriously and published five books on medical topics
between 1730 and 1753. These earned him an international reputation as an
important medical scientist and a leader of the profession. The British Royal
Society elected him to membership in 1752. Because of his high repute
Madame de Pompadour, mistress of Louis XV, invited him to Versailles as her
personal physician in 1749. From that date onward Quesnay lived within the
inner circle of political power in France. He became interested in economic
questions and in 1756, at the age of sixty-two, began to publish on that
subject, writing some articles for the Encyclopaedia. In 1758 he published the
first version of the celebrated Tableau Oeconomique, in which his model of
the economic system was delineated in a geometrical diagram.

The most important of Quesnay’s disciples was Victor Riqueti, Marquis
de Mirabeau (1715-89), who, before meeting Quesnay, had achieved great
popular fame as the author of a book called The Friend of Mankind, or
Treatise on Population (1756). In this book Mirabeau argued that
population growth was the main factor in economic progress and the main
object of state policy should be to encourage procreation. Two years later
Mirabeau met Quesnay and was persuaded that land, not labour, was the
true source of economic wealth. Thenceforth he became an ardent disciple of
Quesnay’s and a tireless promoter of his ideas. Some historians date the
beginning of the Physiocratic school from the first meeting of Quesnay and
Mirabeau in the summer of 1758.

Another disciple of Quesnay worth passing mention is Pierre Samuel du
Pont de Nemours (1739-1817). He negotiated the treaty with England that
recognized American independence. He corresponded extensively with
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Thomas Jefferson, who was the American minister to France in 1785-9. It is
possible that Jefferson’s agrarian economic philosophy was due to the
Physiocratic writings, which he admired. Disappointed with the course of
the French Revolution, Du Pont moved to the United States in 1793, where
his son, E.LDu Pont (1771-1834), who had studied chemistry under the
great Lavoisier, built a gunpowder factory near Wilmington, Delaware,
which grew into one of the largest American industrial enterprises.

B. THE PHYSIOCRATIC MODEL

The term ‘Physiocracy’ suggests to the English ear something like
‘physiology’, which is an especially tempting interpretation when one knows
that Quesnay was a physician. But in fact the term connotes in French the
more general concept of law of nature. The Physiocratic model was built on
the idea that social phenomena are governed, as are physical phenomena, by
laws of nature that are independent of human will and intention. The title of
one of the major Physiocratic writings, L’Ordre naturel et essentiel des
sociétés politiques (The Natural and Essential Order of Political Societies,
1767) by Mercier de la Riviére, captures the idea succinctly. The task of the
physicist is to discover the natural laws of physical phenomena so that the
engineer may design machines in accordance with them. The task of the
economist, correspondingly, is to discover the natural laws governing
economic phenomena so that governmental policies can be constructed in
accordance with them; otherwise, economic policies cannot be any more
successful than engineering that disregards the laws of matter and motion.
Quesnay’s Tableau, which he and his disciples regarded as the central pillar
of Physiocratic theory, was an attempt to depict how an economy operates so
that the underlying laws are revealed. (There are numerous versions of the
Tableau and, despite the voluminous explanations accompanying them,
historians of economics are still not certain what its fundamental paradigm
was, so the interpretation offered here differs in certain respects from some
that are contained in the literature on Physiocracy.)

The basic idea underlying the Physiocratic model is that goods and services
are produced not for the direct use of their producers but for sale to others. The
economy is viewed from the standpoint of markets, as a system of money
transactions. In these transactions people receive income through the sale of
their products and use this income to buy the products of others. Thus the
economic system consists of production activity and market exchanges and the
market process is modelled as a circular flow of income received and
expenditure made. In order to simplify the market process and to highlight the
features of it that reveal the laws governing production, Quesnay conceived of
the idea of classifying the participants under three broad headings: those
engaged in primary production (which Quesnay usually referred to as
‘agriculture’, though it also includes other primary industries such as mining
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and fishing); those engaged in secondary industries or ‘manufacturing’; and
‘landowners’ who receive rental income because of land ownership or fees
due them as feudal rights (this category also includes government tax
revenue and Church revenue from tithes or contributions).

In Figure 5-1 a simplified diagram of the Physiocratic model is shown, the
three boxes representing the three classes of Quesnay’s Tableau. The light
arrows show the flow of expenditure. Those engaged in manufacturing, for
example, spend their income on food and raw materials produced in
agriculture (the arrow running from manufacturing to agriculture). Of
course they also buy manufactured goods but it is not necessary to show this.
Similarly, landowners spend their income on agricultural goods and
manufactures, and agriculturalists buy manufactures. The circle of income
and expenditure is closed.

In this model, those engaged in agriculture and manufacturing obtain
income by selling their production. But where does the income of the
‘landowners’ come from? They do not produce anything. In the diagram the
heavy arrow indicates that landowner income is derived from agriculture and,
as labelled, represents the ‘net product’ of that sector of the economy. This is
what the Physiocrats regarded as their greatest discovery: that one sector of the
economy, and one sector only, produces a net product. Manufacturing only
produces a value equal to what it consumes by using up raw materials in
production, and food and other things in the maintenance of its work force.
This is why agriculture is labeled as containing the ‘productive class’ and
manufacturing the ‘sterile class’. The Physiocrats did not mean to imply that
manufacturing is a worthless activity but they wanted to point out that, unlike
agriculture, it produces no more than it consumes.

In the language of modern economics, the Physiocrats contended that
there are two factors of production, labour and land. The difference between
them is that labour (including agricultural labour) must be maintained; that
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is, its services cannot be obtained without cost (food, clothing, shelter, etc.).
But land renders its services without cost, and the sunshine and rain that fall
upon it are free also. Thus agriculture yields a net product or surplus which,
as shown in the diagram, becomes the income of landowners. This, the
Physiocrats felt, provides the key to economic development and progress:
agriculture is the main strategic sector of the economy, since it alone
produces a net product which can be used for capital investment.

From this sketch of the Physiocratic model it is easy to see that the policy
prescriptions of Quesnay and his disciples were very different from those that
Colbert had assiduously promoted during the reign of Louis XIV. Instead of
furthering the growth of ‘sterile’ industry, they proposed to encourage
‘productive’ agriculture. Their theory of net product was rather far-fetched,
but in terms of the problems of the French economy in their time their policy
prescriptions were reasonably sound. Despite its having some of the largest
areas of fertile land in Europe, French agriculture was very inefficient, and the
lot of the peasantry was miserable. The aristocracy and clergy were content to
be absentee landlords receiving rents and tithes that were sufficient to enable
them to lead easy and carefree lives; they were not much interested in the
burdensome activity of estate management, and less so in innovation.

The Physiocrats had various ideas for the active promotion of agriculture
and for its reorganization along more efficient lines, but their basic view of
governmental economic regulation was that it usually did more harm than
good and they advocated a general dismantling of the restrictive laws and
regulations governing trade and industry as well as those governing
agriculture. The term laissez-faire (initially laissez-nous faire, or ‘leave us
alone’) originated in the seventeenth century as a criticism of Colbert’s policies
of state intervention, but in the 1760s it became a maxim or slogan associated
with the ideas of the Physiocrats. Later it became identified with the economic
theories of Adam Smith. Neither the Physiocrats nor Adam Smith held the
view that the economy would work perfectly if left alone, but they both
regarded many of the governmental policies of their time as misguided and
advocated that they should be abandoned. (In Chapter 10 below we will
examine the more extreme doctrine that a system of markets, without
government at all, would co-ordinate the economic activities of functionally
specialized individuals into a perfectly harmonious co-operative social order.)

The Physiocrats applied their theory most specifically to the problem of
taxation, then as now one of the most vexatious and sensitive issues of
governmental policy. The tax system of eighteenth-century France was not
only very burdensome; it was also complex, arbitrary, inequitable, and costly
to administer. The Physiocrats proposed that the elaborate multi-tax system
be replaced by a single tax levied on the net product produced by the
agricultural sector. This hardly seems to be in accord with their aim of
promoting agriculture but the Physiocrats reasoned from their theoretical
model that all taxes are ultimately paid out of the net product of the
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agricultural sector anyway, regardless of their immediate incidence or
specific form. All government revenue must necessarily be derived from the
surplus of value produced over cost of production, and agriculture is the only
source of such a surplus. (A century earlier John Locke had asserted that all
taxation ultimately falls on land but he provided no analytical model in
support of his contention.) Thus substantial economies in collection and
administration could be achieved by basing the tax system on correct
economic laws, and this would therefore redound to the benefit of the
agricultural sector. The argument failed to persuade the land-owning
aristocracy. Mirabeau’s Theory of Taxation, published in 1760, was
regarded by them as a clear threat and, despite the liberalization of thought
under Louis XV, he was arrested and imprisoned (only briefly, because of the
intercession of Madame de Pompadour). The Abbé Galiani (1728-87),
noted in French court circles for his short stature and long wit, once defined
eloquence as ‘the art of saying everything without going to the Bastille’.
Mirabeau discovered that the skill of even the most eloquent reformer is
severely tried when it comes to the question of who is to pay the taxes, and
widespread popularity does not serve one in such circumstances nearly as
well as having a friend who is close to the centre of power.

C. THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PHYSIOCRACY IN THE HISTORY OF
SOCIAL SCIENCE

In a certain sense Physiocracy was little more than an intellectual fad, one of
the many of the court of Versailles, and, like all fads, its life was brief. It rose
to prominence in the early 1760s but by the later years of that decade it was
already in decline and its influence was virtually over by 1770. Quesnay
himself ceased to be interested in economics in 1768 and devoted his restless
mind to mathematics for the remainder of his life. The appointment of
A.R.J.Turgot as Comptroller-General of Finance in 1774 revived hopes of
economic reform along Physiocratic lines, but his fall from power two years
later permanently ended the Physiocratic movement in France.

One of the main weaknesses of the Physiocratic school was that they
failed to develop Quesnay’s model. They seem to have had the idea that the
essential laws of economics had been revealed at one stroke and that all that
was needed was to disseminate these truths. Of the voluminous literature
published by the Physiocrats in the 1760s, most was simply promotional.
Thus, in this respect, Physiocracy failed one of the crucial tests of a scientific
theory: the capacity to generate problems for further research. This
weakness alone would have made its life short, since, by the eighteenth
century, scientifically-minded persons were far more interested in
participating in the discovery of new truth than in propagandizing for truths
already known. Adam Smith visited France in the mid-1760’s and met the
Physiocrats. His own economic ideas may have been influenced by them but
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he spoke slightingly of them in the Wealth of Nations. At any rate, it was
Smith’s book, published in 1776, that proved to be the main source of
inspiration for the development of what is now known as ‘classical
economics.” The work of Quesnay and his followers virtually disappeared
from sight until the mid-nineteenth century, when some economists, most
notably Karl Marx, began to retrieve them from the discard box of
intellectual history.

It is questionable whether the specific model of economic processes
diagrammed in Quesnay’s Tableau should be regarded as a significant
contribution to the development of economic theory, but the conception of a
model of the economy as a whole, whatever its specifics, is in itself a notable
step in the evolution of scientific economics. Beyond this general point, there
are certain features of Physiocratic theory, and its application, that are
significant as foreshadowing later developments in economics. These will
now be briefly noted.

1. The concept of spontaneous order

The most important idea of the Physiocrats was that economic processes are
governed by laws of nature in such a way that the economic world, like the
natural world, is, or can be, a system of spontaneous order: not man-made or
man-governed. This ran counter to much of the economic thinking of the
eighteenth century, which viewed the economy as something that required
constant management and extensive regulation by the state. As noted above,
the Physiocrats did not argue that the institution of the state could be
dispensed with; in fact, they favoured despotic government, but they
contended that its economic role could be greatly reduced because of the
existence of a mechanism of spontaneous order operating through market
processes.

This is regarded by historians of economics as the main contribution of
Adam Smith. Why are the Physiocrats not credited with it? The reason is that
they did not follow their broad insight up by an analysis of the market
mechanism. It is one thing to assert that markets co-ordinate the specialized
activities of individuals; it is another thing to show how this process works.
Assertion alone does not make science. Adam Smith began the examination
of how the market mechanism functions by focusing upon how it determines
market values, the prices (of final products and of the services of factors of
production) that regulate production and determine the distribution of
income. No analysis of this sort was carried out by the Physiocrats. Their
model was a schematic representation of the economy in terms of flows of
aggregate expenditures between very broadly defined entities: landowners,
farmers, and the ‘artisans’ engaged in manufacturing. They did not explain
how the production of specific commodities is determined or how the
various participants in their production share their market values. In modern
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jargon, the Physiocrats were very severely macroeconomic in their approach;
microeconomic analysis, which is fundamental to any satisfactory theory of
a market-governed economy, was begun by Adam Smith.

2. Economic classes

The idea that human society is a hierarchical structure and that this structure is
composed of distinct and discrete social classes is so old that it can hardly be
traced. But the Physiocratic model involved an important innovation in how
the class structure of society is conceived by the social scientist. Instead of
using the traditional status categories (such as the ‘nobles’, ‘clergy’, and ‘third
estate’ of French politics) the Tableau contains categories or classes that are
economic in nature. This is undoubtedly one of the main reasons why Karl
Marx admired the Physiocrats: he felt that recognition of the economic basis of
class structure was absolutely necessary to the development of social science.

The orthodox classical economists, Adam Smith, David Ricardo, John
Stuart Mill, and others, employed economic class categories in their analysis
(landowners, labourers, capitalists), so the idea of defining social structure in
terms of economic classes was not exclusive to Marx, but Marxian social
theory is much more dependent upon it, not only in its economic analysis but
in its sociology, ethics, philosophy, political science, and its theory of historical
evolution. Modern orthodox economics, which has developed from the initial
models of the classical school, no longer makes important analytical use of
economic-based social class categories, which is one of the main points of
difference today between Marxist and neoclassical economics.

3. Circular flow

The modelling of the economy as a circular flow of expenditure is familiar
today to any student who has taken an introductory college course in
economics. This cannot, however, be traced directly to the Physiocrats. The
classical economists did not pick up the Physiocratic concept of circular flow
as an analytic tool. Karl Marx used it to some extent in his theory of capitalist
economic development but he did not build his own basic economic model
around it. Its revival as an analytical paradigm was mainly due to the work of
John Maynard Keynes, whose General Theory of Employment, Interest, and
Money (1936) has been the most influential book in economics of the
twentieth century, responsible for establishing macroeconomics as a major
branch of modern economic theory, and for changing the views of economists,
and others, on the economic role of the state. Prior to Keynes the historian of
economics would have had to regard the circular flow idea of the Physiocrats
as a discarded curiosity; now it is a basic analytical concept of scientific
economics. Keynes was very knowledgeable about the history of economics,
but there is no evidence that he got the idea from reading the Physiocrats.
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Where did the Physiocrats themselves get the idea? Numerous historians
trace it to William Harvey, who discovered the circulation of blood in the
animal organism (De Motu Cordis, 1628). This discovery undoubtedly did a
great deal to extend the use of the concept of mechanism in scientific work to
living matter. Quesnay’s Tableau was an effort to extend it further, to the realm
of social phenomena. The fact that Quesnay was a serious student of medicine
as well as a competent practitioner means that he was familiar with Harvey’s
discovery, but this does not prove that it was the specific inspiration of his
Tableau. In fact the idea of circulation as a general paradigmatic concept was
very common in eighteenth-century literature. David Hume, writing in 1752,
complained that ‘circulation’ had become a tedious intellectual cliché which
‘serves as an account of everything’. So Quesnay did not have to be acquainted
with Harvey’s work to encounter the idea of circular flow.

4. Surplus

The idea of a ‘net product’ or surplus plays a large role in Physiocratic theory.
Indeed, the main object of the Tableau was to contend that there is such a
surplus and to locate its origin in land. The concept of surplus occupies an
important place in the history of economic theory, playing a central role (after
the Physiocrats) in classical economics, Marx’s economics, and the model of
efficient resource use developed by the neoclassical school in the late
nineteenth century. This aspect of economics is the main point of contact
between scientific analysis and ethical judgements in economics, as we shall
see later in this book when we examine Ricardo’s theory of rent, Marx’s
theory of exploitation, and Alfred Marshall’s theory of maximum welfare.

There is no doubt as to the importance of the idea of surplus in the history
of economics, but it is not clear how much is due to the Physiocrats. Marx’s
theory of ‘surplus value’ resembles Quesnay’s ‘net product’ in singling out
one factor of production (though a different one) as the source of surplus.
Ricardo’s theory of rent is quite different, however, based not on the
existence of cost-free productive services and the bounty of nature, as in the
Physiocratic model, but on the niggardliness of nature, reflected in the law of
diminishing returns. Marshallian welfare economics is based on the law of
diminishing utility as well as (and more fundamentally than) the law of
diminishing returns. All we can really say is that, in focusing their model on
‘net product’, the Physiocrats foreshadowed, if only vaguely, a great deal of
subsequent economic theory.

5. The single tax

As we shall see later, the idea of land rent as the proper object of taxation and
the concept of a single tax reappeared more than a century after the
Physiocrats in a book by Henry George called Progress and Poverty (1879).
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This became a popular best-seller in both America and England and was
important in developing the line of reformist political thought represented by
non-Marxist, democratic socialist movements. Henry George himself was
not a socialist; he felt that he had discovered the one great defect of a
capitalist system, which could be corrected by a single tax on land values or
rent. In Progress and Poverty the foundation of George’s argument was
Ricardo’s theory of rent, but he dedicated his later Protection or Free Trade
(1891) to the Physiocrats.

From the standpoint of economic analysis, the importance of the
Physiocratic theory of taxation was that it was based on the perception that
taxes are not necessarily paid by those on whom they are levied; they may be
shifted, through the market mechanism, on to the shoulders of others.
Obviously the economic effects of a certain type of tax cannot be ascertained
without analysis of this shifting phenomenon. This has been a major pre-
occupation of taxation economics ever since the Physiocrats. No one believes
that all taxes are ultimately paid by landowners, as the Physiocrats claimed,
but they did demonstrate the need for an economic model in ascertaining the
ultimate incidence of a tax and making an assessment of its economic effects.
More generally, one might say that Physiocratic taxation theory
demonstrated the need for a way of examining the hidden or unintended
consequences of governmental policy, which has occupied a large part of the
attention of economists ever since the beginning of the discipline.

6. ‘Advances’

In classical economics three categories of factors of production are employed
for analytical purposes: land, labour, and capital. The third of these has posed
problems of special difficulty for economic theory, many of which are
associated with the fact that capital-using methods of production involve time.
If, say, instead of gathering fruit as best one can with one’s bare hands, labour
is first devoted to making a fruit-picking tool, the total production of fruit may
be increased, but its availability is postponed. There are many economic
activities that have this essential nature: increasing, but delaying, production.

The Physiocrats considered only land and labour as factors of production,
but they did recognize the central problem of the theory of capital by arguing
that funds must be ‘advanced’ for productive purposes some time before any
yield would be forthcoming. In accordance with their theory, they contended
that these advances could only come out of the net product. As a consequence
of such advances, the total output of the economy would be increased and the
circular flow, instead of remaining constant in magnitude from one year to
the next, would be enlarged. In this way economic growth occurs.

Though they did little to clarify the role of capital in an economy, the
Physiocrats did identify the main problems that this branch of economics
must grapple with: the role of capital investment in economic development,
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the time-consuming nature of capital-using methods of production, and the
source of the wealth that is used to make capital investments. The theory of
capital is one of the least satisfactory areas of modern economic theory, in
large part because economists have not been able to find satisfactory answers
to problems that were initially posed by the Physiocrats.

7. 1deology

The Physiocrats, as noted above, were a group of disciples gathered around a
master, convinced that they possessed the truth on essential issues of
economics. Most of them would have acknowledged that there were still
some unsolved scientific problems, but these were regarded as minor; the
main task was to convey the truth to others, especially those with political
power. Put this way, Physiocracy resembles the ideology of a sect more than
the views of a community of scientists. The line between what is a scientific
theory and what is a sectarian ideology is difficult to draw, and frequently
depends much on who is doing the drawing; one man’s ‘science’ may be
another’s ‘ideology’. Sectarianism and an ideological attitude towards
knowledge is not completely absent in natural science but a notable feature
of that area of human knowledge is its development, in modern times, of
objective criteria by which the validity of empirical propositions may be
tested. The social sciences have not been able to develop the same degree of
objectivity, for reasons outlined in Chapter 3 C, but, in addition, there has
emerged, in the social sciences, the sociological phenomenon of the
formation of ‘schools’. Economists and other social scientists often identify
themselves, and are more frequently identified by others, as ‘Marxists’ or
‘Keynesians’ or ‘Parsonians’ or ‘Jungians’ or ‘monetarists’ and so on. Given
the strong emotional feelings that are attached to social phenomena and the
intense partisanship of social policy, it may well be that social science would
have inevitably developed strong sectarian characteristics, but whether that
is so or not, the Physiocrats must be credited (or debited) with the historical
priority of not only constructing the first analytical model in social science
but also wrapping it in a thick blanket of ideology.



Chapter 6

The methodology of modelling

In the previous chapter we examined the economic ideas of the Physiocrats,
stressing the fact that in carrying out their investigation of the French
economy they constructed and employed an explicit ‘model’ of economic
processes. Since then the practice of constructing analytical models has
steadily developed and, although models are more common in economics
than in the other social sciences, no branch of the subject is today without its
models, and the attempt to construct new models of social processes is one of
the most flourishing branches of social science. The term ‘model’ is, however,
rather vague. It is used in a variety of different ways by social scientists and,
in addition, it is a common-speech term with a variety of different meanings.
The object of this chapter is to clarify the concept of ‘model’ by noting some
of the main common features and differences in the types of models used by
social scientists.

This discussion, I should say at once, will serve only to introduce the
topic. A full examination of the methodology of modelling in the social
sciences would amount to a complete study of the methodological
foundations of social science and, indeed, of natural science as well. Needless
to say, such a study is beyond the scope of this chapter and of this book as a
whole. It will serve our purposes best, I think, if we first examine some
specific examples of models before attempting to discuss the methodology of
modelling in general.

A. EXAMPLES OF MODELS
1. The circular flow of expenditure

Having had a look in the previous chapter at the “Tableau Economique’ of the
Physiocrats it would seem appropriate to use as our first example the modern
counterpart of it. This is the model of the economy as a circular flow of
expenditure, which is the foundation of the branch of economics called
‘macroeconomics’. Modern macroeconomic theory stems historically so much
from a single book, J.M.Keynes’s A General Tlieory of Employment, Interest,
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and Money (1936), that one often finds it referred to by the eponymous term
‘Keynesian economics’. The theories of modern macroeconomics are too
complex to be stated without using mathematics, but their central concept of a
circular flow of expenditure can be modelled in a simple diagram: Figure 6-1.

In this diagram the economy is depicted as a flow of expenditures between
two entities called ‘individuals’ and ‘firms’. All production is presumed to
take place inside firms. The firms buy “factors of production’ (labour, the use
of capital equipment, raw materials) in order to carry on their production
processes, and the expenditures they make for these factors are received by
individuals who (as workers and property owners) are pictured as selling
these services to firms. Individuals, in turn, make expenditures, buying
finished commodities from firms. So money is flowing from individuals to
firms for consumer goods and from firms to individuals in payment for the
services of production factors needed to produce consumer goods.

This is depicted in the diagram by lines with arrows showing the direction
of the money flow. (Consumer goods and factors could be shown as flowing in
the opposite direction, but this would only complicate the diagram without
adding anything that is not obvious.) The line ‘Spending on consumption (C)’
shows the movement of money payments from individuals to firms, reflecting
the purchase by the former and sale by the latter of consumption goods (food,
housing, transport, etc.). The line called ‘Payments to C factors’ shows the
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money payments from firms to individuals, reflecting the purchase and sale of
factors used in producing consumer goods.

So far only part of Figure 6-1 has been explained: the flow of consumption
spending from individuals to firms, and of payments for factors used in
producing consumption goods from firms to individuals. If this were a
complete model of the economy, its circular flow would be closed and there
would be absolutely no change in the pace of economic activity from week to
week, month to month, and year to year. Such a model would fail to provide
for any changes in the level of economic activity. ].M.Keynes’s main objective
in writing his book was to explain the fall in the level of economic activity now
known as the ‘Great Depression’. The model can be extended to throw light on
this by recognizing (a) that individuals save part of their income, and (b) that
firms make payments to factors for investment (building plant, buying
machinery, etc.) as well as consumption goods production. So, as the diagram
shows, saving is equivalent to a leakage out of the circular flow, while
investment is equivalent to an injection into the flow.

Now we are in position to arrive at something important and non-
obvious: a change in the pace of economic activity will take place if the
amount individuals try to save differs from the amount of investment
expenditure undertaken by firms. If savings exceed investment the volume of
the flow will decline—there will be an economic recession; if investment
exceeds saving, the flow will increase—there will be an economic boom.
Even with this simple model we can carry the analysis a step further: if saving
tends to exceed investment the level of economic activity will fall and it will
keep on falling until saving equals investment. Similarly, if investment tends
to exceed saving, economic activity will keep on increasing until they become
equal. Thus we can say that an economy will be in ‘equilibrium’ (i.e. no
tendency to change) when saving equals investment. The concept of
equilibrium is a very important feature of many models used in the social
sciences. This model thus enables us to recognize that the magnitudes of
saving and investment are crucial to any analysis of booms and depressions.
We can then proceed to focus attention on the factors that govern these
magnitudes. In this way, the circular flow model of the economy focuses the
work of empirical research in a systematic fashion.

The role of government in all this can be analysed by considering it as a
third entity in addition to our individuals and firms. (It is not shown in
Figure 6-1 because it would complicate the diagram and it is not really
necessary, since we now understand how the model works.) Part of the
incomes of individuals goes to government as taxes, which act, like savings,
as a leakage from the circular flow. The expenditures made by government,
on the other hand, act like investment, as an injection into the circular flow.
Consequently, when government taxes more than it spends, this tends to
slow down the pace of economic activity, and vice versa. This is the logic of
what is called “Keynesian fiscal policy’. The role of the model in generating
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the prescription that government should have a fiscal deficit when there is
recession and a surplus when the economy is too active (inflation) is quite
clear. This illustrates how a model of a social process can be used to direct
attention to the instruments that may be used to deal with a social problem.

We could extend the model still further by adding the international sector
as a fourth entity. When American individuals spend part of their income on
imported goods this acts as a leakage from the U.S. circular flow. When
foreigners buy from the U.S., on the other hand, this acts as an injection. So
the impact of the international sector on the level of American economic
activity depends on the difference between imports and exports.

This model of the economy could be elaborated much further, and it is in
the modern literature of economics. What we have done here, however, is
sufficient to demonstrate the main characteristics of such a model and to
indicate how it is used as an analytical tool and a social policy instrument.

2. The market model

In Chapter 1 B 4 above we noted that the high degree of ‘functional
specialization’ characteristic of economically developed human societies
requires some mechanism that will integrate the separate activities of many
individuals into an orderly system. The study of how this is accomplished by
‘markets’ is the main focus of the branch of economics called
‘microeconomic theory’. Its principal objective is to analyse how market
processes determine the quantities of specific goods that will be produced
(and used) and the prices at which they will be sold.

The basic idea of microeconomic theory is that markets are two-sided: the
purchasers (or users) of commodities on one side of the counter, so to speak,
and the producers (or sellers) on the other. What ensues—the quantities of
goods produced and used, and their prices—is the result of the interaction of
‘the forces of supply and demand’. In a general way this conception of
market processes goes back to the eighteenth century and earlier; but it is
doing little more than stating the obvious to say that price is ‘determined’ by
‘supply and demand’. A specific model of market processes that goes further
than such rather vague and platitudinous statements was not constructed
until the nineteenth century, and it did not become an established instrument
of economic analysis until the early twentieth century, mainly owing to the
geometrical modelling of supply and demand used by Alfred Marshall in his
Principles of Economics (1890), which became the foundation book of
modern microeconomics.

The market model is pictured diagrammatically in Figure 6-2. Here,
instead of drawing a metaphorical picture of the economy as we did in section
1 to describe the circular flow model, we make use of a very powerful general
analytical instrument that was invented by René Descartes in the early
seventeenth century. The axes labelled ‘Price’ and ‘Quantity’ in Figure 6-2
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compose a system of ‘Cartesian co-ordinates’ which enable one to plot the
relationship between these two variable magnitudes. The curve labelled D is
the relationship between the quantity of a specific commodity that buyers will
wish to buy and the price of that commodity. The fact that the D curve slopes
down to the right represents the plausible assumption that, other factors beld
constant, people will want to buy more of this commodity at a lower price
than they would at a higher price. This is the demand curve. The curve
labelled S depicts the quantities the producers are willing to produce at
different prices. Its upward slope to the right embodies the plausible
assumption that producers are willing to supply more of a particular
commodity at a high price than at a low price (again subject to the ceteris
paribus condition: that other factors are held constant). The S curve is the
supply curve for the commodity in question.

Now that we have demand and supply graphed on the same set of price-
quantity co-ordinates we can state that, in this particular case, the price of the
commodity will be R (measured, say, in cents per pound) and the quantity of
the commodity produced and consumed will be X (say pounds per week). The
reasoning behind this contention is as follows: if the price were above R at, for
the sake of illustration, T, the S curve says that producers will want to produce
Z but, according to the D curve, consumers are only willing to buy Y. This
excess of supply over demand will make a price like T unsustainable; it will
tend to fall. By similar reasoning we would conclude that any price below R
(not drawn in the figure) would create an excess of demand over supply and
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the price would tend to rise. If any price above R tends to fall and any price
below R tends to rise, then R is the ‘equilibrium price’ of this commodity. For
the same reason, X is called the ‘equilibrium quantity’.

Every student of elementary economics knows that this is only the beginning
of the market model. We can proceed next to relax some of the ceteris paribus
conditions in order to find out what will happen to price and quantity if wage
rates change, prices of competing commodities change, and so on. The model
can, in this way, be applied to a large number of specific cases. Of course, as we
make the model more complicated we tax the capacity of geometry to depict
the situation and eventually we have to resort to algebra, which does not suffer
from the restrictions imposed by the limited dimensions of real space.

3. The prisoners’ dilemma model

For a third illustration of model construction let us look at one that focuses
on the important fact that when a person engages in an action the outcome
may depend in part on what other people do. This is obviously the case when
one is engaged in a game like, say, bridge or chess, which has to be played
with a strategy that takes into account the potential actions of the other
players. Realization that many social situations are similar has led to the
construction of social models built upon the theory of games. John von
Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern, The Theory of Games and Economic
Behaviour (1944), was the pathbreaking work in this. (Note again how
recent this is.) The particular game model known as the ‘prisoners’ dilemma’
has been widely used in virtually all the disciplines of social science.

Suppose that two men, Albert and Benjamin, have committed a burglary
and have been arrested. The evidence against them, however, is only
circumstantial, and there is no possibility of a conviction unless at least one
of them confesses. Obviously the interests of Al and Ben are best served if
both keep quiet. The police have separated them, however, so they cannot
engage in a co-ordinated strategy. The police tell Al that if he confesses and
helps to convict Ben he will get special consideration. They give the same
promise to Ben. What is the smart thing for Al and Ben to do individually!
The data recorded in Figure 6-3 show the alternatives. The numbers in the
cells of the diagram show the prison sentence that is expected and will in fact
result from each strategy. Al’s sentence is recorded in the south-west corner
of each cell and Ben’s in the north-east corner. Looking at this matrix, we
find that if both keep quiet the sentences are zero. But if Al keeps quiet and
Ben confesses, Al gets six years in prison and Ben only one. The reverse
happens if Ben confesses. What will Al do? The strategy that minimizes his
maximum potential sentence is to confess (four compared to six). The same
for Ben. So both confess and go off to prison for four years!

The significance of the prisoners’ dilemma model is that it provides an
explanation of cases where people are unable to obtain what they jointly wish
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unless some form of organized co-operation exists. There are many situations
in which there is a disagreement between the optimum action for private
benefit and the optimum action for collective benefit, and they don’t all have
to do with benefiting criminals. The model also offers an explanation of
behaviour that might otherwise seem peculiar. For example, why do prisoners
beat up new arrivals who are ‘squealers’? One could say that prisoners are
‘morally outraged’ by such behaviour and operate their own system of
‘justice’. Or one could suggest that it is designed to raise the cost of confessing
so that criminals can have more confidence in their accomplices. If the data in
the north-west cell of Figure 6-3 read ‘four years plus a beating’ the six years in
the south-west and north-east cells might seem superior. The policy of ‘honour
among thieves’ may have more to do with strategy than with ‘honour’.

B. SOME FEATURES OF MODELS

The models outlined in section A are examples of analytical procedures that
have come into widespread use in the social sciences. In one respect, however,
they may present a misleading picture of contemporary social science research,
since they were discussed purely as theoretical models. If one looks at the
current literature of the social sciences it is immediately evident that most
research is quantitative and empirical, making use of data from surveys,
reports, censuses, etc., and processing such data by complex statistical
methods that have been developed (by physicists, biologists, and
mathematicians as well as social scientists), especially during the past half-
century or so. Empirical research, however, cannot be conducted without an
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underlying framework of theory, so our focus here upon theoretical models is
not misleading if one keeps in mind that the object of any theory is to enable
one to understand empirical phenomena, and the object of quantitative
empirical procedures such as statistical methods is to make our understanding
more precise by measurement. It is not true that if something cannot be
measured it is not worth talking about but, none the less, it is true that when
we can measure we can talk more precisely. The scope of this book does not
permit much discussion of quantitative empirical methods, but one should
keep this aspect of social science research in mind, remembering that
theoretical questions, while vitally important, are not the whole of modern
social science. Let us now look at some features of theoretical modelling, using
the models described above as illustrations.

In some of the general discussion of models by philosophers of science
much empbhasis is placed upon a quality called ‘isomorphism’. This term is
extensively used in biology and the other natural sciences, as well as
mathematics, to refer to a structural correspondence between two or more
things. Thus, for example, all species of mammals can be described as
isomorphic in having bodies that are bilaterally symmetrical (two limbs on
the left side and two on the right; one ear on one side and one on the other,
and so on). When a model is described as ‘isomorphic’ what is usually meant
is that there is a high degree of correspondence between the model and the
‘real thing’. A clear example is the relationship between a small plastic model
of, say, a Boeing 747 and a real Boeing 747: they are isomorphic in their
external shapes. Such a model could be merely an ornament or a toy, but it
could also be used for research purposes. For example, engineers can learn a
great deal about the aerodynamics of an aircraft by placing an isomorphic
model of it in a wind tunnel.

If isomorphism were a necessary characteristic of models, the social
sciences would not do much modelling, because constructing a model that
corresponds to a real society in any direct way is not possible. Of the three
models outlined in section A only the first, the circular flow model, has some
isomorphic qualities. To some extent the real economy is a circular flow
process and modelling it in ways that are analogous to a hydraulic system
meets the criterion of isomorphism, but the degree of isomorphism here is
rather limited, very much less than that achieved by a model of a Boeing 747,
or Neils Bohr’s model of the atom, or the model of the DNA molecule
constructed by Watson and Crick, or Newton’s model of the planetary system,
or Krebs’s model of the process of organic oxidation, or.... The fact is, in the
natural sciences there are many isomorphic models; in the social sciences, few.
This is perhaps one of the great differences between the natural and social
sciences. The chemist can construct a diagram of an organic compound that
not only shows what atoms it contains but how they are linked together in real
three-dimensional space. Compared to this, the market model could be called
isomorphic only by violently stretching the meaning of that term. Unable to
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construct isomorphic models, the social sciences must rely more heavily on
other types of models and on other analytical techniques.

In studying the aerodynamics of a wing structure it is not absolutely
necessary to build a replica of the wing and test it empirically in a wind
tunnel. In principle one could get equally reliable results by using a purely
mathematical model and simulating the wind tunnel experiment on a
computer. The market model outlined above is more like such a mathematical
model than a wind tunnel model. It works as an effective tool for examining a
range of economic phenomena, but not because it is isomorphic to the real
economy in any literal sense. Similarly, the prisoners’ dilemma model is not
isomorphic to the actual procedures of a police investigation. It simply
consists of systematically recording all the alternatives that decision-makers
are faced with in a certain type of situation so that it becomes possible to
predict with some confidence the decisions they are likely to make.

The main point I am trying to emphasize here is that the purpose of any
model is to serve as a tool or instrument of scientific investigation. For some
purposes isomorphic models are very useful but they are not always available,
and they are not the only models that are useful. I have laboured this issue
somewhat because it is a common complaint that social science models are
invalid because they are ‘unrealistic’. What underlies this criticism is the
assumption that all good models replicate the ‘real world’ in an isomorphic
way. The real test of a model, however, is whether it works effectively as a
scientific instrument, not the degree to which it replicates the real world.

Before leaving this point one should note that the existence of isomorphism
between a model and the real thing does not guarantee that an analysis of the
model will yield true propositions about the real thing. If we place a plastic
model of a Boeing 747 in a wind tunnel, some of the results obtained may be
valid for the model but not for the real aeroplane. Treating the two things
uncritically as if they were the same would be an example of the logical fallacy
called ignoratio elenchi: assuming that one has demonstrated something to be
true of X when the argument or evidence really applies to Y, which is not the
same as X in some respect. Awareness of the danger of slipping into this fallacy
is necessary if the scientist is to avoid the trap of devoting himself exclusively to
the analysis of his model instead of using the model as an instrument for
studying the real world. This trap does not catch many natural scientists,
because of the established place of experimentation in their disciplines, but it
has been an important snare of social scientists. The social scientist who
immerses himself in a model may begin to perceive the real world so
exclusively in terms of the model that the distinction between them disappears.
This is one of the characteristics of ‘ideology’, not unknown in the natural
sciences but much more common in the social sciences.

From what has already been said about isomorphism it is evident that
models are simpler than the real-world things or processes they represent. If
this were not so, models would be as complex as the real-world phenomena
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themselves, and just as incomprehensible. The whole point in building an
analytical model is to construct a representation that is simpler than the real
thing. It is not a valid criticism of a model to say that it is necessarily wrong
because it is simpler than the reality it purports to represent.

There is no trick at all in constructing a theoretical model; you simply
leave out a lot of the features of the real world. To construct a scientifically
useful model, however, one has to be very careful about what one leaves out.
In general terms one can say that irrelevant features should be left out. So,
for example, in constructing a model of a Boeing 747 for the purpose of
studying wind turbulence on the upper surface of the wing, the electronic
equipment in the real aeroplane’s cockpit is irrelevant. Unfortunately, there
are few cases that are quite so clear and, moreover, science is often showing
that what was previously thought to be irrelevant is relevant after all. The
important thing, though, is to recognize that what is relevant depends on the
purpose of the model. The navigational instruments of an aircraft are not
irrelevant to the general performance of the aircraft in flight; they are
irrelevant to the more limited question of wind turbulence on the wing.

If we look at the three social science models outlined in section A, it is
clear that they are gross simplifications of the real world. Let us consider one
of the factors that they omit: the religion of the people whose activities are
modelled. One’s first reaction is that this would have little or no effect upon
the circular flow of expenditures, or the mechanism of price formation in
markets, or on the behaviour of prisoners under interrogation. But this might
be too hasty a judgement. A number of years ago the Catholic Church
rescinded its rule that the faithful must not eat meat on Fridays. This was
clearly not irrelevant to the process of price formation in the markets for
meat and fish and it may have affected the circular flow of income in a region
like Newfoundland where the export of fish is very important to the
economy. The religion of the two prisoners might also have relevance in the
model of their behaviour: if they were both Mormons, for example, they
might have had more confidence in each other’s resolve to keep quiet than if
one were a Christian Scientist and the other an Episcopalian. There may be
more ‘honour among thieves’ when they have the same Church affiliation.

These considerations show us something important about the
characteristics of a good analytical model: a good model is one that can be used
for some purposes even in its simplest form, but can be expanded to include
additional factors when their relevance to the problem in hand is suspected.
Models differ greatly in their expansion capabilities. One of the main reasons
why economists are so fond of the market model of microeconomic theory is
that it has shown remarkable capacity for elaboration and modification, and
for application to the study of a very wide range of social phenomena.

A feature of models that has not yet been noted is that it is difficult to build
models with components that are not conceptually quantitative. By conceptually
quantitative I do not mean that magnitudes have actually been measured but
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that one can think about the elements of the model in quantitative terms. The
three models outlined in section A are composed of elements that are conceptu-
ally quantitative: savings, investment, taxes, government expenditures, exports
and imports in the circular flow model are all quantitative in nature. In the
market model, the amount of a commodity produced and its price are quantities.
In the prisoners’ dilemma model, simple conceptual quantification is achieved by
supposing the prisoners to be concerned only with number of years in prison.

Some arguments in social science cannot be represented as models (unless
one uses that term very loosely) because the constituents of the theory are
not conceptually quantitative. Where would our prisoners’ dilemma model
take us if imprisonment were described, as Hobbes described the state of
nature, as a life that is ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’? We can turn
‘short’ (or ‘long’) into quantitative terms, but the other elements are not
conceptually quantitative. This is why we could draw a schematic model to
represent the theories of the Physiocrats in Chapter 5 but could not do
likewise for the theories of Hobbes and Locke in Chapter 4.

One of the main differences between economics and the other social
sciences is that economics is able to make use of a much higher degree of
conceptual quantification. Take, for example, two ‘functions’ or statements
of relationship, one from economics and the other from political science:

1. Output of commodity X=f(labour, capital, materials...).
2. Power of the President=f(his election majority, party representation in
Congress...).

In these two illustrations I have deliberately chosen factors in (2) that appear
to be as quantitative as those in (1): votes and party members can be counted.
But let us see whether conceptual quantification can be pushed equally far in
both cases. A well known proposition in economics says that as one factor of
production is increased relative to the others, the incremental output
attributable to that factor (its ‘marginal product’) will decrease. This is the
‘law of diminishing returns’. Expressed in mathematical terms, it asserts that
the second partial derivatives of the function (1) above are negative. Such a
proposition is meaningful only because the factors on both sides of the
equation sign in (1) are capable of a high degree of conceptual quantification.
An equivalent statement about (2) is not possible. What would it mean to say,
for example, that the second partial derivative of presidential power with
respect to the incumbent’s election majority is negative, or positive, or zero?
Propositions of such a sort would not be intelligible.

The import of this is that the reason why economics is more highly
developed as an analytical discipline than the other social sciences is that it
can work to a greater extent with conceptually quantitative elements. It is
not true, as some have contended, that economic relationships are inherently
less complicated than political or sociological relationships; but economic
relationships are more easily modelled than other social phenomena.



Chapter 7

The Scottish Enlightenment of the
eighteenth century

The examination of Physiocracy in Chapter 5 was chiefly aimed at delineating
the economic model that was embodied in Quesnay’s famous ‘Tableau
Economique’. It is not a comprehensive study of the Physiocratic school, and it
serves even less as an indicator of social thought in France during the latter
part of the eighteenth century prior to the Revolution. Physiocracy itself had
only a brief popularity in intellectual circles, but there were numerous other
important French social thinkers of the period, including Montesquieu, whose
influential analysis of the English constitution we examined in Chapter 4.
France before the Revolution was, indeed, a place of exceptional intellectual
vigour: Rousseau, Voltaire, Laplace, Lavoisier, Turgot, Condillac, Condorcet,
Diderot, and d’Alembert being some of the other names still remembered
today. In mathematics, natural science, and the social sciences, France gave
every indication during the later eighteenth century of becoming the
intellectual leader of the Western world. There was only one serious
competitor for France’s supremacy—Scotland.

One can imagine that if an unbiased observer of the period were to consider
these two contestants he would have regarded the outcome as beyond doubt:
France, a country of 25 million (twice the population of the United Kingdom
as a whole), attracting its own talent and that of the rest of Europe to Paris and
the brilliant court of Versailles; Scotland, with 1.5 million, and no comparable
social and political centre. Yet Scotland it was that became the seedbed of
modern social science, which developed there as part of a remarkable
efflorescence that embraced all areas of intellectual activity. From the vantage
point of the early eighteenth century, Scotland would appear to be one of the
most unlikely places in Europe to become a centre of intellectual innovation.
The hold of the Catholic Church had been broken in the sixteenth century but
only to be replaced by one of the most narrow and bigoted forms of
Protestantism. John Knox (1514?-72), the creator of Scottish Presbyterianism,
was a strong believer in formal schooling, but its function was conceived to be
the inculcation of fixed doctrine, not the stimulation of inquiring minds. The
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Scottish Kirk absorbed whatever intellectual talent came to the surface in
society and bent it to the service of stamping out all novelty as heresy. And
then, quite suddenly, in the mid-eighteenth century, the mists of ignorance
cleared and Scotland vaulted from being one of the most backward countries
of Europe to one of its most civilized—indeed, the leader, for a period, in the
developments that have led historians to call the eighteenth century the Age of
Enlightenment. These developments were perhaps due in part to the closer ties
with England that followed the Act of Union in 1707, made final by the failure
of the Jacobite Rebellion of 1745; and, undoubtedly, the economic changes
that invigorated Scottish industry in the latter half of the eighteenth century
had some influence. But historians will not hesitate to admit that it is
impossible, as yet, to give a convincing account of the reasons for Scotland’s
rise to eminence.

Whatever its causes, it was a most remarkable development. A modern
historian of Scotland describes it thus:

Scotland forged ahead in the realms of scholarship and learning, of
imaginative writing and creative art. Her universities were everywhere
admired, her poets, novelists and artists were lauded, her philosophers
and historians gained the respectful attention of civilised peoples, and the
books and magazines that issued from her presses influenced opinion and
judgment throughout the world. (George S.Pryde, Scotland from 1603 to
the Present Day, 1962, p. 162)

David Hume, himself one of the main creators of this development, and its
most outstanding figure of permanent importance, wrote as early as 1757:

Really, it is admirable how many men of genius this country [Scotland]
produces at present. Is it not strange that, at a time when we have lost our
princes, our parliaments, our independent government, even the presence
of our chief nobility, are unhappy in our accent and pronunciation, speak
a very corrupt dialect of the tongue which we make use of; is it not
strange, I say, that, in these circumstances, we should be the people most
distinguished for literature in Europe. (Quoted by E.C.Mossner, Life of
David Hume, 1980, p. 370)

By “literature’ Hume meant intellectual productions of all kinds; Scotland
was distinguished in the sciences as well as in philosophy and the arts. The
University of Edinburgh’s medical school was so renowned that students
flocked to it from all over, including America. Joseph Black, a physician and
chemist at the University of Glasgow and later at Edinburgh, contributed
much to the progress of chemistry by developing his theories of latent heat
and specific heat. His discovery of carbon dioxide led scientists to recognize
that there is more than one kind of gas (‘air’). Two of his students discovered
nitrogen and strontium. Black befriended and encouraged James Watt in his
efforts to develop the steam engine, the practical consequences of which
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were momentous. James Hutton, another Scottish physician, in a paper read
to the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 17835, initiated a revolution in the
science of geology by arguing that the history of the earth can be explained
by extrapolating backward the processes (such as erosion) now observed to
be at work on the planet. In the arts, the outstanding Scottish contribution
was in architecture: the Adam brothers and other Scots dominated
innovative architecture throughout the United Kingdom during the period.
As publishers the Scots deserve special mention for initiating the
Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1771, which remained for more than a century
the most important publication of its kind in English; and for the Edinburgh
Review, founded in 1802, which led the way in establishing the high-quality
periodical as a feature of modern intellectual life. In 1762 Voltaire remarked
that ‘It is from Scotland that we receive rules of taste in all the arts—from the
epic poem to gardening’ (Pryde, p. 176). The remark was undoubtedly
meant as a caustic comment on the presumptuousness of the Scots, but by
the end of the century it could have been made as a matter-of-fact statement.

The Scottish thinkers in whom we are especially interested are those who
contributed to the social sciences. The leading figures were Francis
Hutcheson, Adam Ferguson, Thomas Reid, Dugald Stewart, Lord Kames
(Henry Home), Lord Monboddo (James Burnet), David Hume, and Adam
Smith. The last two are the ones of outstanding permanent significance. We
cannot here examine the ideas of all of these thinkers. I shall proceed by first
discussing the most important general features of the group as a whole in
section A, then giving some special attention to the ideas and influences of
David Hume and Adam Smith in sections B and C respectively.

A. SCOTTISH MORAL PHILOSOPHY

To the modern reader the term ‘moral philosophy’ denotes the branch of
philosophy that deals with ethics: a relatively small part of only one of the
many departmental units in the modern university’s curriculum. In the
eighteenth century the term was very much broader, embracing not only the
whole of what we today classify as ‘philosophy’ but most of the subjects now
included in a modern university’s divisions of social sciences and humanities.
Historians have often drawn attention to the fact that the social sciences
developed from subjects that were previously included in moral philosophy,
and it is sometimes inferred from this that the fountainhead of modern social
science was ethics. This is historically incorrect, an error due to reading the
twentieth-century meaning into an eighteenth-century term. The subject
matter of moral philosophy that later developed into the several social
sciences was not totally divorced from ethics, but it had no particularly
strong connection with it.

In fact the main source of inspiration for the eighteenth-century thinkers
was the accomplishments of the natural sciences. The Newtonian system
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was especially admired as a model of what scholars should aspire to achieve.
Alexander Pope, the eighteenth-century poet, was only moderately
exaggerating the view of the Enlightenment thinkers when he wrote the
famous couplet in his Essay on Man (1733-4):

Nature, and nature’s laws lay hid in night;
God said ‘Let Newton be’ and all was light.

Newton called his great work Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy
(1687), which shows at once that the term ‘philosophy’ should not be
interpreted in its twentieth-century sense. To call a book on physics
‘philosophy’ would today seem an abuse of language, but in Newton’s time
and throughout the ensuing century it was normal terminology. Samuel
Johnson once remarked that a book on cooking should be founded on
‘philosophical principles’, by which he meant a knowledge of the general laws
governing the phenomena rather than a mere set of recipes followed without
understanding. When an eighteenth-century writer describes a proposition as
‘unphilosophica’ he means that it lacks what we today would call ‘scientific’
foundations. The modern usage of the term ‘science’ stems from the early
nineteenth century. When it was used in the eighteenth century, as it was, for
example, by Alexander Pope, it meant knowledge in general. H.L.Mencken in
his book on The American Language noted that, as late as 1890, the word
‘scientist’ was denounced in England as an ‘ignoble Americanism’.

There was much talk during the eighteenth century of extending the
application of ‘philosophical principles’ to the field of human behaviour.
This, roughly speaking, is what the term ‘moral philosophy’ came to denote.
Newton himself had suggested, in concluding his book on Optics (1704),
that if natural philosophy was perfected by the use of scientific method,
benefits could be expected to follow for moral philosophy as well. This is
probably what David Hume had in mind when he wrote the greatest
philosophical work since Aristotle and called it A Treatise of Human Nature:
Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of Reasoning into
Moral Subjects (1739-40). By ‘experimental method’ Hume did not mean
laboratory experiments but, more broadly, the general approach of the
sciences, which contrasted sharply with the arid a priori methods of
scholastic philosophy. In Hume’s view, the counterpart of the laboratory
experiment in social phenomena is history, which furnishes empirical data.
Scientific method, using the evidence of experience applied to moral subjects,
would lead to the creation of moral philosophy, a general body of knowledge
based upon the principles of human nature, just as that method had, in the
hands of men such as Newton, created natural philosophy, knowledge based
upon discovery of the fundamental laws governing natural phenomena.

How did the Scottish moral philosophers regard ‘human nature’? The
first point that should be noted is that they did not view man in religious or
theological terms. Man was not regarded as a child of God, partaking of
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divine qualities, with rights and duties derived from his special status in the
cosmos of divine creation. He was one among the many species of animals
that live upon the planet; different from the others in important ways to be
sure, but not having the kind of categorical distinction emphasized by
religions that separate him from the rest of the natural world. The important
word in the term ‘human nature’ was ‘nature’, construed the way the
‘natural philosophers’ (i.e. the physicists, chemists, biologists, and other
scientists) regarded nature. Moral philosophy was viewed as that branch of
the general study of natural phenomena which deals with man.

This view of man does not surprise anyone familiar with Hume’s
thinking, because Hume was a ‘sceptic’, that is to say, a doubter, about many
things in which others firmly believed, including, in this connection, the
articles of faith of Christianity and, indeed, all religion. But the same view of
human nature was adopted by the other Scottish moral philosophers, most
of whom did not share Hume’s religious scepticism and were inclined to
speak freely of ‘Providence’ or the ‘Deity’ as if they had no doubt of the
existence of a transcendent being who first created and continues to oversee
the universe. How men of religious faith were able to adopt the view that
human existence and behaviour were natural phenomena becomes easier to
understand when one notes the important change that took place during the
eighteenth century in the theology embraced by progressive intellectuals.

The most fundamental philosophical question of theology is the
foundation of one’s belief—in particular points of doctrine or, indeed, in the
very existence of a supreme being. The great controversy over this, starting in
the seventeenth century and extending throughout the eighteenth, was
between those who believed that the evidence for religious belief was provided
by revelation, that is, for example, the work of God directly shown to man
through the holy scriptures, miracles, etc.; and those who believed that the
evidence existed in natural phenomena whose arrangement offered proof of
having been ordered by a transcendent being. Just as the existence of a clock is
evidence that there must have been a clockmaker, so the existence of the
natural world, so intricately designed, is evidence for the existence of a cosmic
designer. Isaac Newton, in the second edition of his great Principia, noted that
This most beautiful system of the Sun, planets, and comets, could only
proceed from the counsel and dominion of an intelligent and powerful Being’.
To study nature was, for Newton, equivalent to the study of God; in the next
century it became a defence of the most basic proposition in theology.

This approach to theology, which was called ‘Natural Religion’ or
‘Deism’, became very popular among intellectuals who prided themselves on
being modern, though conservative religionists regarded it as little different
from outright atheism. Its effect was to shift attention from the sacred texts
and the endless commentaries upon them by generations of theologians and
scholastic philosophers to the empirical study of God’s work in nature. So
the Christian did not have to become a sceptic in order to adopt the view that
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the way to advance ‘moral philosophy’ was to study the characteristics of
man as a natural phenomenon. It was through this means that religion found
its first accommodation to science. That accommodation remains tenuous
even today, wherever the foundations of faith are construed otherwise, as
based upon the unquestionable evidence of the truth as embodied in a literal
fashion in sacred texts.

Regarding man as a natural phenomenon is, however, not sufficient to
provide foundations for social science. If one hopes to construct general
laws, as the other sciences do, there must be sufficient uniformity of human
nature to sustain the validity of general propositions. In certain respects the
most notable feature of the thinking of the Scottish philosophers was their
insistence upon the similarity of human beings. This was a remarkable
departure from contemporary common opinion, even among (or perhaps
especially among) the educated. When, in an eighteenth-century book, one
encounters the term ‘the people’ the probability is very high that the author
means to refer to much less than half the population, excluding the ‘lower
orders’, who were regarded as closer to ‘beasts’ than ‘people’ in their
inherent natures, and in their proper status in the social order. The idea that
men differ greatly was being supported during this time by a steady stream of
accounts by voyagers to hitherto unknown lands that emphasized, and
exaggerated, the strange and sometimes bizarre practices they had observed,
evidencing the existence of beings who, though members of the biological
species Homo sapiens, could not be regarded as sharing a commonality with
Europeans or, at least, those of them who wrote, and read, books.

The Scottish moral philosophers, by contrast, emphasized the uniformity
of human nature. The tales of exotic lands they took as evidence of the
diversity of human culture, not of differences in basic human nature. Francis
Hutcheson warned against the tendency to regard the practices of other
cultures with astonishment, as one might stare with fascination at the
behaviour of strange animals. Kames and Monboddo, the members of the
group with the greatest interest in what we today call anthropology, took
this to heart and strove to sift the sensationalized accounts of exotic cultures
for the real gold: the common features of humankind. David Hume, who, as
historian, was one of the creators of modern historiography, took the view
that ‘Mankind are so much the same, in all times and places, that history
informs us of nothing new or strange in this particular. Its chief use is only to
discover the constant and universal principles of human nature.’

Adam Smith’s adoption of this view became the foundation of economic
theory, as we shall see. It is worth noting here that it also became the basis of
normative economics in that when Smith investigated ‘The Nature and
Causes of the Wealth of Nations’, he meant to include all inhabitants within
the term ‘nation’, which led him immediately to the judgement (which some
of his contemporaries found surprising) that a nation cannot be considered
rich if its lower classes (who compose the greatest number) are poor. Prior to
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Adam Smith the common fashion was to regard the working class as
necessary providers of labour in an enterprise whose main purpose was to
increase the power and magnificence of the ‘nation’ as represented by its
‘higher orders of men’. By construing the working class as an integral part of
the nation whose wealth and culture they studied, Smith and the other Scots
laid the groundwork for the development of utilitarianism, which became
the social philosophy most influential in the nineteenth century. It was
Francis Hutcheson who coined the motto ‘the greatest happiness of the
greatest number’, the phrase that Jeremy Bentham and his disciples used as
the utilitarian credo.

The Scottish moral philosophers were primarily interested in the social
behaviour of man. But this was not so much a restriction of the field as a
sharpening of the focus, since, in their view, man is by nature a social animal.
In this respect, as in others, man is not unique. Lord Kames held the view
that some light might be thrown on human sociality by studying the
behaviour of other mammalian species who live in groups and he made some
attempts to compile information on this. What distinguishes man from other
animals is that his social life is carried on through a structure of social
institutions, very elaborate in advanced societies, which performs essential
functions in enculturating the young and organizing the activities of
individuals into a co-ordinated collective enterprise. Thus the great interest
of the Scots in social institutions reflected their view that man is unavoidably
a social being, and his ability to lead a good life and improve on it is
dependent on the quality of his political, social, and economic organization.
The Scottish philosophers gave a respectful hearing to Rousseau’s contention
that social institutions are detrimental, warping man’s character from its
idyllic natural state, but the Frenchman they most agreed with was
Montesquieu, who argued that it was simply nonsensical to view man as
anything but a social creature. ‘Man is born in society, and there he remains,’
was a remark of Montesquieu’s often quoted by the Scottish moralists.

For the Scottish philosophers, and some other writers of the period, the dual
nature of man posed a problem that is close to the heart of social science. As
individuals we are egocentric, but as members of society we entertain
sentiments of benevolence towards others and sometimes act in ways that
reflect altruism rather than self-interest. How are these apparently opposed
characteristics made congruent? As we saw, Hobbes construed the problem of
social order solely in terms of self-interest; egocentric individuals subscribe to a
social contract and submit themselves to a sovereign, not for the good of
others or for something that may be described vaguely as the ‘public good’, but
each for his own benefit. Such pristine individualism did not appeal to the
Scottish philosophers, either as psychology or as social theory. Adam Smith’s
great contribution was to show that the power of an absolute sovereign is not
the only means by which social order may be achieved in a world of self-
interested individuals, but his first book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments
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(1759), was devoted to a study of social psychology in terms of man’s
propensity to desire the welfare of others.

Smith did not offer any resolution of the apparent conflict between
egoism and benevolence, thus generating a debate, which has lasted down to
the present, on whether his Moral Sentiments and his Wealth of Nations are
inconsistent in their conceptions of man’s psychological nature. But some of
Smith’s Scottish contemporaries addressed themselves to the problem. David
Hume, in the Treatise of Human Nature, suggested that everyone considers
the welfare of other persons but does not give it as much weight as his own.
The weight may be very high when the other person is a member of one’s
family, but diminishes with respect to others less close, and may become very
small when one is considering the welfare of persons who belong to very
different cultures. Hume had in mind the notion which modern sociologists
call ‘social distance’. In effect, he argued that while one does not set the
welfare of others at naught, one discounts it increasingly as their social
distance becomes greater. Before Hume, some writers (including Francis
Hutcheson, Smith’s teacher) drew a parallel between social distance
discounting and Newton’s law of gravitational attraction, even suggesting
that this psychological tendency conformed to Newton’s specific formula,
which expresses the force between two masses as inversely proportional to
the square of the distance between them. The problem of how benevolence
and egoism can be made congruent as properties of human nature was
shunted aside in early nineteenth-century social science by the dominance of
utilitarian psychology, which focused exclusively on self-interest, but it
resurfaced in modern sociology and, recently, in economics, following the
line of approach that Hume had suggested two centuries ago.

Concerning the one area of social science that had undergone significant
development prior to the era of the Scottish Enlightenment—political
theory—the Scottish moralists strongly rejected the accepted methodology.
As we saw in Chapter 4, the approach to political analysis established by
Hobbes and Locke was to conceive of the institution of government as an
artefact created by a definite action, a contract or covenant entered into by
individuals in the ‘state of nature’. The Scots were aware, I think, that
Hobbes and Locke did not mean this to be treated literally as an historical
account of actual events, but even as a metaphorical or hypothetical
construct they found it seriously misleading. The concept of society founded
upon a contract was strongly attacked by David Hume, Adam Smith, Adam
Ferguson, and others. The concept of the ‘state of nature’ was regarded as
irrelevant, since man had always lived within a framework of social
institutions and particular ones, such as government, had developed
naturally and gradually. To regard government as having been established by
a discrete contract or even to regard it as representing an implied contract or
a hypothetical contract was, in their view, an unprofitable way of
approaching the study of government.
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This view of the contract theory of society and government became general
during the nineteenth century. Though Locke was still regarded with respect,
because of his empirical philosophy of knowledge and the liberal thrust of his
political theory, the contract approach fell out of favour. As political science
developed, its emphasis was upon the evolution of political institutions and
their functional roles in social organization. In recent years has there been a
revival of contract theory, in the area of ethical philosophy by John Rawls’s A
Theory of Justice (1971), and in the analysis of collective institutions initiated
by J.M.Buchanan and Gordon Tullock’s The Calculus of Consent (1962).

As we noted when the political theory of the seventeenth century was
discussed in Chapter 4, Hobbes took the view that a government of
unrestricted power is necessary to the maintenance of social order, to prevent
the outbreak of the anarchic conflict of every man against every man. The
Scottish moralists rejected not only Hobbes’s conception of society as based
upon a covenant or contract among its members, but also his view of the role
of government in social order. In their view a society functions as a co-
ordinated enterprise in large part because it is self-governing in the same way
as the natural world is self-governing. It is perfectly open to any Newtonian
to argue that God made the laws of nature but, once established, it is those
laws, not God’s intervention, that control the orbit of a planet or the fall of a
stone. In a similar fashion the Scottish philosophers conceived of the realm of
human behaviour as governed by laws akin to laws of nature, not laws made
by sovereigns or legislators and enforced by the police and the courts.

The view of the social system as resting upon a natural mechanism of
spontaneous order is often attributed to Adam Smith because of the
prominent role it plays in the Wealth of Nations, but it was a commonly held
conception of society among the Scottish moralists and there is no real
reason for crediting Smith specifically with its origination, which he himself
never claimed. As we saw in Chapter 5, the Physiocrats in France had the
same idea. This concept of spontaneous order—social order without anyone
giving orders; order without hierarchical structure—was of enormous
importance to the later development of the social sciences, especially
economics. In a sense, all of economics since the eighteenth century
(including Marxian economics) can be regarded as an examination of how
this spontaneous order works, as a necessary foundation for the evaluation
of its functions in terms of proposed ends or objectives, and as a foundation
for proposals to alter its functioning, or to replace it with other methods of
co-ordination in order to attain these objectives, or other ones, more
effectively. The question of how social order is achieved and maintained is
also, of course, a major interest of other social sciences, and an issue of great
importance in political philosophy. The notion of spontaneous order will be
discussed more fully later in this chapter and in Chapter 10, where we will
find that some versions of it are derived from the metaphysical concept of
‘natural harmony’, an idea which is not attributable to Adam Smith or the
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other Scottish philosophers. For now, however, we shall have to suspend our
examination of the matter.

One point must be noted before we close this review of the eighteenth-
century Scottish writers. I have refrained from calling them by a collective
term such as ‘the Scottish school’, much less an eponymous one like
‘Hutchesonians’ or ‘Smithians’ or some such. The reason for this is that,
though this group shared the general views described above, they disagreed
in numerous ways and were content to disagree; none of them felt any need
to accommodate his views to those of another in order to reach a common
doctrine. They did not have a ‘leader’, they did not form a sect, they did not
propagandize for a set of ideas regarded as a doctrinal core. They knew one
another well, met and discussed, but did so without attempting to found an
institution of any kind. This contrasts sharply with the Physiocrats and, as
we shall see, numerous strains of social science in the nineteenth century.
One of the strong themes that runs through the history of social science is the
tendency of social scientists to form factions dedicated to the support of a
doctrine and to engage in propaganda instead of (and sometimes in the guise
of) scientific investigation. From this widespread characteristic of human
nature the Scottish moralists were singularly free.

B. DAVID HUME (1711-76)

David Hume was the youngest of the three children of Joseph Hume, who lived
a comfortable life combining the activities of a lawyer in Edinburgh and a
gentleman-farmer of a modest estate that had come down to him from his
ancestors. Hume’s modern biographer says of the family that ‘though
unremarkable for their wealth, David Hume’s forebears were of moderate
affluence and sufficiently distinguished to warrant some pride of race in their
most distinguished son’ (E.C.Mossner, The Life of David Hume, 1980, p. 7).
Joseph Hume died when David was only two years old, so the influences of
early nurture that played their role in the creation of the great philosopher must
be credited to his mother, who remained a widow and devoted herself to the
management of the estate and the upbringing of her children. Their initial
education was provided by tutors until David and his brother were considered
suitably well prepared to enter Edinburgh University. This was in the year 1722,
when David was just eleven and his brother John thirteen; the young matured
earlier in the eighteenth century than today. David remained at Edinburgh for
three years and it was apparently during this period that he began to develop
the ideas that were to make such an impact on Western philosophy.

Being the younger of two sons, David knew from youth that he would have
to earn his own living, since, according to the established custom of
primogeniture, the family estate would go to his elder brother. He had a small
inheritance of his own, enough to exist on but no more than that. He resolved
to make his fortune, and fame as well, by writing, and he began seriously,
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about the age of eighteen, to work out the arguments of the book that was
published ten years later as the Treatise of Human Nature (Vols I and 11, 1739;
Vol. III, 1740). As it turned out, Hume did win fame and fortune, but not as he
had hoped. Very little attention was paid to the Treatise and it did not sell even
well enough to warrant a second edition during the author’s own lifetime.
Hume tried to repair the unpopularity of the Treatise by publishing a simpler
and amended version of his ideas called Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding (1748) and Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals
(1751). These did not have the desired effect on Hume’s popularity as a writer,
but meanwhile he had begun to publish brief essays on political and social
questions which were very well received and established his reputation as a
thinker, and as a masterful writer of English prose. In the 1750’s he began to
write and publish, in successive volumes, his History of Great Britain (6 vols,
1754-62), which consolidated his reputation in the literary world. As an
important philosopher Hume was not recognized during his lifetime: not really
until Immanuel Kant perceived that Hume had raised the most important
problem in philosophy and devoted his own powerful intellect to devising an
answer to what became known as ‘the problem of induction’. Much of the
important philosophical thinking of the past two centuries has revolved
around this, and other issues raised by Hume. Today, Hume’s importance in
the history of Western philosophy is beyond question.

Hume’s neglect as a philosopher during his lifetime does not mean that his
views went unnoticed. His philosophy was sceptical, inducing one to doubt
many things previously taken for granted. With regard to religion, it was clear
to any reader that Hume was not a Christian, that he doubted the validity of
arguments purporting to demonstrate the existence of God and, indeed,
whether such a proposition was demonstrable by any rational method.
Moreover, he obviously had a low opinion of organized religious institutions.
The Catholic Church put his name on the Index of prohibited books in 1761,
citing simply opera omnia (all works), thus dealing with the great heretic’s
writings, past and future, in a simple and undiscriminating way. The Church of
Scotland tried to excommunicate him in 1755-7. The effort failed, mainly
because it was recognized to rest on the anachronistic assumption that Hume
was subject to the Church’s jurisdiction. In another era, or another country,
Hume would have been burnt and his books with him, but in eighteenth-
century Scotland the General Assembly of the Kirk succeeded only in making
itself look foolish. However, opposition to Hume on account of his general
scepticism and his view of religion was sufficient to prevent him from being
appointed to a university post, which he would have liked. Hume’s strongest
attack on religion was published only after his death, though it was written
twenty-five years earlier (Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, 1779).

Within the scope of this study we must confine ourselves to Hume’s
significance for the history and philosophy of social science. Hume’s general
philosophy, dealing as it does with the nature of knowledge and with the
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status of such crucial concepts as causation, is clearly not detachable from
fundamental issues in the philosophy of social science, but to embark on a
study of his philosophy of knowledge in relation to social science would be
too large an undertaking. So in the main text that follows I will restrict
attention to Hume’s more direct contributions to social science. An
appended ‘Note’ will give a brief outline of Hume’s general philosophy of
science, and try to indicate its relation to issues such as those raised in
Chapter 3 on ‘Social laws’.

In section A above we noted the tension in Scottish Enlightenment
thought between the recognition of man as a social creature and insistence
on his individuality. This tension of ideas is prominent in the thought of
David Hume. Let us look at how he attempted to resolve it.

The problem focuses upon the issue of egoism versus benevolence in man’s
nature. Thomas Hobbes had argued that man is entirely a self-interested
creature, both in ‘the state of nature’ and, after the contract, in civil society.
Hume rejected Hobbes’s view as failing to recognize that society is part of
man’s nature. Does that mean that man is by nature benevolent towards his
fellows? As we noted above, Hume followed other Scottish philosophers in
arguing that man is egoistic in the sense that he values his own welfare above
that of others, but not to the degree that he values the welfare of others at
zero. A self-interested person may sacrifice his own welfare for that of others
if the loss to him is small and the gain to others large. Moreover, a person
would evaluate the welfare of others differently depending on their social
closeness to himself, a line of thinking that touches upon an important
proposition in social psychology: the tendency of most individuals to discount
the welfare of others in proportion to the degree of their ‘social distance’ from
themselves. On the basis of this reasoning it is easy to see what Hume had in
mind in claiming that the problem of justice arises only in a world of
economic scarcity and one in which the inhabitants have a ‘confined
generosity’ towards their fellows. Scarcity means that everyone’s welfare
cannot be increased without limit, so the issue of how scarce goods ought to
be distributed among persons arises; ‘confined generosity’ is simply Hume’s
way of expressing what modern sociologists call ‘social distance discounting’.

Hume sometimes spoke as though moral issues are no more than matters of
custom and convention, which would seem to lead to a degree of moral
relativism that few persons would be prepared to accept. His main objective in
this connection, however, was not to undermine our moral judgements but to
question the arguments made for them; just as in his examination of religion
he did not attack the specific doctrines of Christianity, or any other religion,
but the ‘demonstrations’ that religionists offer in claiming the doctrines to be
true. Hume contended that is not possible to demonstrate the truth (or falsity)
of statements about moral good and evil (or any other value judgements). The
first section of Book III of the Treatise of Human Nature, which contains his
argument on this point, ends by castigating those who slip from making
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statements involving the verb is to ones involving the verb ought without
recognizing that they belong to categorically different realms of discourse.
This argument of Hume’s opened a discussion that has persisted down to the
present day, known in the philosophical literature as the ‘is-ought’ or the ‘fact-
value’ dichotomy. Hope continues to be strong that the worlds of ‘is” and
‘ought’ can be rigorously connected, that morality can be made ‘scientific’,
derived from empirical knowledge about the material world; or ‘logical’,
derived by deductive reasoning from axiomatic premises. So far, no one has
succeeded in showing convincingly how such connections can be made, so it
seems likely that Hume’s contention is correct that, however uncomfortable it
may make us, we cannot consider moral and other value judgements as
derivable from empirical evidence and/or a priori reasoning.

This does not mean that moral issues cannot be rationally discussed or
that empirical knowledge has no bearing upon them, and Hume went on in
the remainder of Book III of the Treatise to write trenchantly about justice
and other such matters. He proceeded by contending that observation of
behaviour excites in us certain feelings of approval or disapproval, just as
other sense data give us ‘impressions’ concerning the physical properties of
objects. Limitations of scope do not allow us to examine Hume’s moral
theory further here but we should note two things about it in anticipation of
future discussion. First, Hume’s connection of moral sense with feelings of
‘pleasure’ and ‘pain’ associated with the observation of good and bad
behaviour respectively was part of a line of thinking leading to the
philosophy of utilitarianism, which became a powerful influence on social
theory and social practice in the nineteenth century. Secondly, Hume’s theory
invites further exploration of how man develops a ‘moral sense’. The
investigation of this was the subject of Adam Smith’s first book, The Theory
of Moral Sentiments (1759).

Let us now give some attention to Hume’s political theory. In Chapter 4 we
saw how Hobbes traced the emergence of governmental power to the
incomparable deficiencies of the state of nature and how Locke saw
government as an institutional invention whose object was to make each man
secure in the possession of his natural rights. Hume had a low opinion of all
versions of the contract theory of the state, preferring to regard the state as a
necessary element of a larger institution—society—which had developed
much more spontaneously and naturally than contract theory implies. To
understand Hume’s views on this we have to go back to the concept of scarcity
again. Here is a passage from the Treatise (Book III, Part II, section II):

Of all the animals with which this globe is peopled, there is none towards
whom nature seems, at first sight, to have exercised more cruelty than
towards man, in the numberless wants and necessities, with which she has
loaded him, and in the slender means, which she affords to the relieving of
these necessities.
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But man, though inferior to other animals as an individual, is able to increase
his power by social association:

"Tis by society alone he is able to supply his defects, and raise himself up to
an equality with his fellow-creatures, and even acquire a superiority over
them. By society all his infirmities are compensated; and tho’ in that
situation his wants multiply every moment upon him, yet his abilities are
still more augmented, and leave him in every respect more satisfied and
happy, than ’tis possible for him, in his savage and solitary condition, ever
to become.

Thus, in Hume’s view, man was not given dominion over the earth by God,
nor was he endowed by nature with the physical capacity to contest it with
other animals, but he had acquired dominion nevertheless, through social
organization. Hume anticipated Adam Smith in recognizing that functional
specialization (‘division of labour’) is the source of man’s great productive
power, in seeing that specialization requires trade, and in appreciating that a
system of markets cannot function without a basic framework of common
rules of conduct established and enforced by the authority of the state. The
real task of political science, then, is to study the various forms of
governmental organization so that generalizations may be arrived at that are
independent of the personal characteristics of those who occupy official
positions (see Hume’s essay “That Politics may be Reduced to a Science’).
From Plato’s day down to ours the study of politics has been a mixed
discipline, some political scientists focusing upon personalities and treating
each political event as more or less unique, while others analyse the structure
of political organizations and attempt to arrive at general principles
applicable to many political events and conditions. Hume obviously had the
latter in mind when he referred to the possibility of making politics a
‘science’. He would probably conclude that this is much more difficult than
he anticipated if he were able to survey the work in political science over the
two centuries since his death.

Hume’s view of economics would perhaps be different, since the study of
economic phenomena has proved to be much more amenable to being
‘reduced to a science’. Hume did not write any comprehensive work on
economics but some of his short essays on economic subjects are highly
interesting from the standpoint of the history and philosophy of social
science. I will discuss here only the most famous one, ‘Of the Balance of
Trade’. This foreshadowed Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776) as an
argument against tariffs and other state interferences with international
commerce but its main interest lies in the way in which Hume pursued the
argument, which anticipated perfectly the methodology of modern
€CcOonomics.

The question of international trade and governmental policy related
thereto was one of the dominant issues of continuous debate over the role of
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government during the eighteenth century. International relations generally
had long been a primary object of political discussion and of scholarly
interest, but prior to the seventeenth century, in countries like England, the
chief focus of this was upon such matters as dynastic succession, alliances by
treaty or marriage, and, of course, war. During the seventeenth century the
expansion of trade brought about a shift of interest from the political to the
economic aspects of international relations, not only because trade was
becoming more important in itself but because of its recognizable relevance
to non-economic matters such as military power, diplomatic influence, etc.

The new interest in international trade as ‘an affair of state” as Hume put
it, was part of a more general trend in economic policy to which historians
have given the name ‘mercantilism’. This term does not refer to a coherent
system of economic ideas and theories but to the heterogeneous collection of
policies that were developed piecemeal during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries and which, by Hume’s day, amounted to an extensive
complex of regulations that left hardly any aspect of economic activity
untouched. The regulation of international commerce by tariffs, embargoes,
and other devices was part of this elaborate complex of economic regulation.
Its main object was to produce a ‘favourable balance of trade’, an excess of
exports over imports. The merit of this was argued on various grounds, one
of which was that such a favourable trade balance would mean an inflow
into the country of monetary coin and bullion (gold and silver), which was
regarded in some sense as highly desirable.

Hume tackled this argument in a way that has characterized economics
ever since in three important respects (1) Instead of quarrelling over whether
a larger stock of precious metals is desirable or not, he asked whether it was
in fact achievable. (2) In answering the first question he examined the
secondary and tertiary effects of an increase in precious metals. (3) In
bringing this tracing of effects to a conclusion (instead of going on
indefinitely) he employed a concept from physical mechanics: equilibrium.
Hume’s argument can be set out as follows:

England Other countries

Increase in money
Rise in prices

Increase in imports Increase in exports
Decrease in exports Decrease in imports
Outflow of money Inflow of money

What would happen if there were a sudden increase in the nation’s money
stock, asks Hume? There would ensue a rise in English prices. This would
encourage Englishmen to consume more foreign goods, since they would
now be relatively cheap, and foreigners would consume fewer English goods,
since they would now be relatively expensive. The effect would be to cause
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England to import more and export less, and monetary metal would be sent
in payment to other countries, who would be importing less and exporting
more. Thus prices would now commence to fall in England and rise in other
countries. This process would continue until enough metal had moved from
England to other countries to restore prices to their previous relationship. It
is obvious from Hume’s discussion that he regards the same analysis as
showing why a policy of restricting international trade by tariffs and
prohibitions would be similarly self-defeating. If England restricted imports,
the excess of her exports would mean an inflow of monetary metals which
would raise prices, which would...and so on.

This is a prototypical equilibrium model: assume an equilibrium state of
affairs; introduce a disturbance; follow the chain of consequences until
equilibrium is restored; compare the new equilibrium with the old to see
what the permanent effects of the disturbance are, if any. (In other essays
Hume also showed that important events may occur during the transition
from one equilibrium to another, a matter that economists have only recently
begun to examine analytically.) All the individual elements in Hume’s model
were well known in his day, but Hume was the first, or one of the first, and
certainly the most prominent, writer to put them together in an equilibrium
model. It is on this ground that, despite the smallness of his writings on
economics, Hume has a firm place in intellectual history as one of the earliest
analytical economists. The Physiocrats were more comprehensive in their
approach, but Hume was methodologically far more incisive.

Note 1: Hume’s epistemology

In Chapter 4 we noted that although John Locke exercised great influence on
Western politics through his Second Treatise of Government, his role in the
philosophy of science is due to his efforts to establish the empirical
foundations of knowledge in the Essay Concerning Human Understanding.
Similarly, one must note that Hume occupies a position in the philosophy of
science that is inadequately indicated by a restricted examination of his
political, economic, and historical writings. In Chapter 4 we passed over
Locke’s theory of knowledge with no further comment. It is not possible to
survey the history and philosophy of social science without paying more
attention to Hume’s contribution to fundamental philosophy than we did
with Locke. In this note I will give a brief résumé of Hume’s epistemology,
his theory of how man acquires knowledge, which stirred Western
philosophy so profoundly that it agitates still. Hume followed Locke in
arguing that knowledge is based upon empirical experience but, instead of
giving us assurance, Hume saw that this leads us to have fundamental doubts
about the foundations of our knowledge. As Bertrand Russell expressed it,
‘In Hume, the empiricist philosophy culminated in a scepticism which none
could refute and none could accept.” Since Hume, the only philosophy that
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has been open to the rational person is not one that is correct, for there is
none, but one that possesses only the negative virtue of avoiding being
totally wrong, ridiculous, or irrelevant to human concerns.

Hume’s epistemology is ‘empirical’ in two ways: first, it stresses that all
our knowledge is based upon the impressions we receive through our senses,
and secondly, it recognizes that the theory of knowledge is itself an empirical
science, one which investigates the workings of the human mind. Hume’s
view of the mind is that it is a reasoning apparatus but it has nothing to
reason about until it is furnished with sense data. In modern parlance, it is, at
birth, like a computer that emerges from the factory and has yet to be loaded
with information and supplied with programs. Hume rejected altogether, as
Locke had, the doctrine that the mind is furnished, by its very nature, with
‘innate ideas’. Even such fundamental conceptions as space, time, and the
cause-effect relationship are derived from experience, according to Hume.

In pursuing his analysis of the mind, Hume divided all mental phenomena
into two categories: ‘impressions’, which are immediate sense experiences;
and ‘ideas’, which are memories of or reflections upon the impressions that
one has experienced. It is clear, Hume felt, that sense experience is the
primary matter of all knowledge; ideas, general concepts, theories,
universals, and all such things are secondary or derivative. This contention,
that all knowledge is derivative from sense experience, leads directly to the
‘problem of induction’. No matter how many swans I have seen, nor how
many have been seen by others, there is no justification for asserting the
general proposition that ‘all swans are white’. If all the swans that have been
observed have been white I can say so, but to assert that whiteness is a
property of all swans is unwarranted, since all swans (past, present, and
future) have not been observed, and it is not possible to observe them. Since
making general empirical assertions is what science attempts to do, Hume’s
argument means that scientists are embarked upon an enterprise that cannot
possibly succeed. This is not only true of trivial cases such as propositions
about the colour of swans but true of all universal statements, including
what scientists call ‘laws of nature’. Instead of describing Hume’s philosophy
as ‘empirical’ it might be more accurate to describe it as showing the limits of
empiricism, which fall far short of permitting scientists to do what they most
want, that is, discover universal laws of nature.

Hume’s theory of knowledge has some special significance in connection
with the concept of causality. We noted in Chapter 3 that most scientists are
not content with simple empirical generalizations or with purely analytical
propositions such as those of deductive logic. They look for connections
between empirical phenomena that fit the particular relationship of cause and
effect. Scientists want to say more than “There was a lightning storm over the
Monroe forest between two and four in the afternoon on 16 July, 1960, and
the following day a forest fire was observed there.” They would like to say,
‘The forest fire was caused by the lightning storm.” Such an assertion, in
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Hume’s view, rests upon the presumption of the existence in the real world of
a type of relationship, causality, which our senses cannot perceive.

Hume himself freely used the terms ‘cause’ and ‘effect’. He did not wish to
extirpate them from our language; his object was to clarify their meaning.
His contention was that the relationship of causality is not a property of the
real world (or, more correctly, cannot be shown to be such a property) but a
psychological phenomenon, having to do with how the mind, not the
material world, functions. If, says Hume, we repeatedly see two events
together, with one regularly occurring after the other, we form the ‘habit’ of
expecting that they will always occur in that order, and this expectation is all
we mean when we assert that the events are causally linked. If by ‘cause’ we
infer that there is a necessary connection between the two events, we infer
too much. We cannot know that there are necessary connections in the real
world, so the concept of causality refers only to the psychological tendency
to extrapolate past experience into the future: ‘all our reasonings concerning
causes and effects are derived from nothing but custom’. So, Hume
concluded, to the great discomfort of philosophers ever since,

"Tis not, therefore, reason which is the guide of life, but custom. That
alone determines the mind, in all instances, to suppose the future
conformable to the past. However easy this step may seem, reason would
never to all eternity, be able to make it.

(Hume’s argument is reflected today in the epistemological theory of
‘conventionalism’, which will be examined below in Chapter 18 A 2.)

It may now be more apparent to the reader why, in Chapter 3, ‘causal
laws’ were not presented as expressing a tight, necessary connection between
events. The INUS model there outlined employs the concept of necessity, but
in a much looser way. Hume’s attack on causality is valid if we think of ‘laws
of nature’ as being of the same kind as the analytical propositions of formal
logic. Hume forced philosophers and scientists to give up the idea of a ‘logic
of induction’, but that does not mean that the concept of causation must be
totally abandoned. (For a brief account of Hume’s epistemology, written by
himself, see his Abstract of a Treatise of Human Nature, 1740.)

Note 2: Association psychology

It is clear from the short distance we have come so far in tracing the history
of social science that a crucial element in its development was the idea of a
uniform human nature. Hume not only assumed this in his political, ethical,
and economic writings but even construed epistemology as a psychological
study, an investigation of that part of human nature having to do with the
functioning of the mind. Hume’s emphasis upon the mental process of
‘association’ formed the foundation of an influential line of psychological
theory which persists down to the present.
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As we have seen in Note 1, the central proposition in Hume’s theory of
knowledge is that it is impossible to go beyond the data provided by sense
impressions. When we speak of the existence of necessary relations (such as
that between lightning and forest fire) we are simply indicating our
psychological disposition to associate sense impressions that are contiguous
in space and time. Also, in Hume’s view, universal categories (such as ‘all
swans’) are mental constructs reflecting the disposition of the mind to
associate similar particular impressions with one another. Hume made a
great deal of use of this psychological theory of association and, indeed, he
regarded it as the most distinctive feature of his Treatise. On more than one
occasion he refers to the principle of association as occupying the same role
in the study of human nature as the principle of ‘attraction’ (Newton’s
‘gravity’) has in the natural sciences, and he undoubtedly has this in mind
when he refers to the Treatise as ‘an attempt to introduce the experimental
method of reasoning into moral subjects’. Hume’s idea is very similar to that
of modern experimental behavioural psychology. His discussion of ‘the
reason of animals’ in the Treatise (I, III, XVI) is especially striking in noting
the similarity of animal reasoning and human reasoning in their use of
association and the development of behaviour by what we would today call
the process of ‘conditioning’.

To trace this story further we have to note the work of a contemporary of
Hume’s, the English physician David Hartley (1705-57). There is no
evidence that Hartley and Hume influenced one another, or even that they
met or corresponded, but their use of the principle of association was so
similar that this line of thinking in the history of psychology is sometimes
called the ‘Hume-Hartley theory’. Hartley read Locke and was impressed, as
Hume was, by the conception of the mind as building up its understanding of
the world through its reception of sense impressions. Newton, in his book on
Optics (1704), had suggested that visual data are transmitted from the eye to
the brain by ‘vibrations’ carried along the optic nerves. Hartley generalized
this and arrived at the proposition that all mental phenomena are derived
from such ‘vibrations’ and that our thinking process consists of the
associations of the mental phenomena so derived. He published his views in
a book entitled Observations on Man: his Frame, his Duty, and his
Expectations (1749). ‘Associationism’, as it was called, became for a time
the dominant school of psychology, exercising strong influence on the social
sciences, especially in the early nineteenth century through the adoption of it
by the early utilitarians. James Mill’s Analysis of the Phenomena of the
Human Mind (1829), for example, was a straightforward statement and
elaboration of the association psychology of Hume and Hartley.

One of the reasons for the influence of Hartley was that he was able to
state his psychological views in ways that were appealing to both scientists
and religionists. His use of Newton’s theory of ‘vibrations’ appealed to
scientists by connecting psychological phenomena to physiological function
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in man’s ‘frame’, as Hartley called the human body. Joseph Priestley, the
famous chemist, was a great enthusiast of associationism and published an
abridged version of Hartley’s Observations in 1775 that had a great deal of
influence on Jeremy Bentham, the founder of utilitarianism. At the same
time, Hartley recognized man’s ‘duty’ and his religious ‘expectation’ and
used his psychology to throw light on religious experience and to justify the
Christian doctrine of a better world to come. Associationism would
probably have made its way into modern psychology without Hartley, since
Hume’s influence as a philosopher was sufficient, when it became powerful,
to guarantee it important consideration but, as a result of Hartley’s
Observations, it spread much faster, and perhaps further, than otherwise.

C. ADAM SMITH (1723-90)

Adam Smith was born in the town of Kirkcaldy, near Edinburgh. His father,
who was the chief customs officer at Kirkcaldy, died before the child’s birth, so,
like David Hume, Adam Smith was brought up by a young widowed mother
who remained his friend and companion into his own old age. Like Hume also,
Smith never married. After schooling in Kirkcaldy, Smith enrolled at the age of
fourteen in the University of Glasgow, where he came under the influence of a
great teacher and thinker, Francis Hutcheson, who, if anyone can be so singled
out, was the first outstanding figure of the Scottish Enlightenment. After
graduation from Glasgow, Smith went to Oxford on a scholarship and
remained there for six years. Oxford was in the doldrums at the time and it
seems that what Smith learned during this period, which was a great deal, was
due almost entirely to his own reading. He returned to Scotland in 1746. In
1751 he was appointed to the faculty of the University of Glasgow, originally
as Professor of Logic; a year later he became Professor of Moral Philosophy,
and it was in this capacity that he developed the ideas that led to the
publication in 1759 of his first book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments.

Adam Smith’s reputation had begun to spread as a result of his lectures
before 1759 but the publication of the Moral Sentiments established him in
the first rank of Europe’s thinkers. It led direct to the next phase in his career:
he became tutor to the young Duke of Buccleugh in 1764 and, as was
customary, took his pupil on a European tour, especially to France. He was in
Paris during the zenith of the Physiocrats and met the leading figures of that
school as well as most of the other outstanding French intellectuals of the
time.

His duties as tutor being ended after his return to Britain in 1766, Smith
commenced to write a book which he had had in mind since he was a youth in
his twenties. In 1776 this monumental work appeared, An Inquiry into the
Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. It was a great and immediate
success, and continues to be read and discussed down to the present day. The
nineteenth-century English historian H.T.Buckle called it ‘probably the most
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important book ever written’, considered in terms of its influence. That is
clearly an exaggeration, but the more modest claim can be made that the
Wealth of Nations gave the first effective beginning to the study of a central
problem of social science: how the market mechanism works as a mode of
organization. There has been much discussion of the influence of the
Physiocrats on Smith’s economics, stimulated by the knowledge that Smith
met them in Paris before he had begun to work seriously on the Wealth of
Nations. But it is only necessary to compare Physiocratic theory with Smith’s
to realize that such influence was minor at best and that Smith was way ahead
of the Physiocrats in identifying the central problems of economic theory.

The most important general intellectual influence upon Adam Smith was
undoubtedly his great friend, David Hume. Smith was not inclined to push
an argument quite as far as Hume, but he recognized the importance of
Hume’s philosophy and, most important, Hume’s secular approach to
knowledge in the area of ‘moral philosophy’, and the merit of his insistence
that students of social phenomena should employ the method of
‘experimental reasoning’ that scientists, working in the spirit of empiricism,
had established as the correct way to discover the laws of nature.

Adam Smith is best known today as the father of economics, but he made
wider contributions to social science that we cannot neglect. The Moral
Sentiments (and, indeed, the Wealth of Nations too) occupies an important
place in the history of sociology and social psychology. The founder of
American sociology, Albion W.Small, regarded Adam Smith as the precursor
of the subject (Adam Smith and Modern Sociology, 1907). But in these matters
Smith is not quite as unique a figure as he is in economics, since the whole
group of Scottish eighteenth-century thinkers must be credited with the
development of the ideas that formed the foundations of sociology. The Moral
Sentiments was an important book in the history of social science, whether one
views it generally, or specifically in terms of the development of sociology and
social psychology. It was neglected for a while by historians mainly because of
the greater significance of the same author’s Wealth of Nations.

1. Philosophy of science

Adam Smith did not write a comprehensive work on epistemology but as a
young man he was very interested in mathematics and the natural sciences, not
only because of their substantive contributions to our knowledge of the laws
of nature but also because he regarded them as demonstrating the proper
method by which knowledge, in all fields, is attained. Throughout our study of
the history of social science so far I have stressed the extent to which the early
social scientists were impressed by the achievements of the natural scientists
and their desire to emulate them in examining man as a social creature. Adam
Smith was no exception to this conception of social science; indeed, he was one
of its important promoters. As a young man, perhaps when he was a student at
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Oxford, Smith wrote an essay entitled “The Principles which Lead and Direct
Philosophical Enquiries, Illustrated by the History of Astronomy’. He never
published it, but he thought it was worth preserving, since he once wrote to
Hume about publishing it if he (Smith) should die, and when in fact his death
was near, and he decided to destroy his unfinished work, this essay was one of
the few things he preserved from the flames.

From this essay we can see that Smith’s view of the methodology of science
was that it should, in all fields, apply the combination of empirical evidence
and theoretical modelling that Isaac Newton had established in his statement
of the laws that govern the motions of the planets. Newton’s system was, in
Smith’s words, ‘the greatest discovery that was ever made by man’, not only
because it stated the laws of celestial mechanics but because it revealed the
aim and method of all ‘philosophical enquiries’. An inquiry is truly
‘philosophical’ when it aims at the statement of general laws that govern a
wide range of phenomena. The superiority of Newton was that he constructed
such general laws instead of contenting himself, as others did, with particular
laws for particular cases. The law of gravitational attraction applies to all
masses, not just planets. In the same way, when Smith began to study social
phenomena, he aimed at arriving at general laws of human behaviour.
Humans differ as individuals, and societies differ in their cultures, but it is still
possible to state propositions about behaviour that are universally valid if
human beings are similar to one another in their basic natures. Smith adopted
the views that Hobbes had advanced a century earlier: that there is a common
human nature; that it is ascertainable by introspection; and that a scientific
study of social phenomena can be built upon this empirical base.

Drawing upon his knowledge of the natural sciences, Adam Smith
formulated the method of science as consisting of a compound of theoretical
analysis and empirical evidence. He rejected the Cartesians, who wished to
deduce what nature was like, and the Baconians, who wanted only to
describe its appearances. He embraced Galileo and Newton, who had shown
how to theorize with mathematics and test with observation in a
complementary fashion. Especially striking is Smith’s understanding of the
role of theoretical modelling or, in his words, the construction of ‘systems’ in
science. Here is a passage from his essay on astronomy:

Systems in many respects resemble machines. A machine is a little system,
created to perform, as well as to connect together, in reality, those different
movements and effects which the artist has occasion for. A system is an
imaginary machine invented to connect together in the fancy those
different movements and effects which are already in reality performed.

With a bit of modernization of the language it would be difficult to improve
on this today as a statement of what a theoretical model is. Adam Smith was
to discover, however, as social scientists have repeatedly since, that
modelling a society is not as easy as modelling a solar system. Fortunately for
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the history of social science, Smith did not make the mistake of reification,
that is, interpreting a model as if it were the real thing, or, worse, the mistake
of Platonism, viewing a model or theory as if it were more true or more real,
in some metaphysical sense, then the world of sense experience. One does
not find in the Wealth of Nations a tightly drawn model of economic
processes such as the Physiocrats’ ‘“Tableau Economique’ or the modern
economists’ model of general equilibrium. Some readers of Smith find him
‘unsystematic’ but that is mainly due to his unwillingness to push models far
beyond the bounds of usefulness. In this Smith reflected another feature of
the Scottish Enlightenment: the recognition that good theories can become
foolish when pushed too far, reified, or Platonized.

2. The nature of man

The counterpart of Newton’s principle of gravitational attraction in the
modelling of social phenomena, so Adam Smith would appear to believe, is
some universal property of human nature. Here we encounter a difficulty
that has been the object of much attention by historians of social science. In
the Moral Sentiments the Newtonian property, so to speak, is what Smith
calls ‘sympathy’: man’s capacity for, and disposition to, the exercise of
‘fellow feeling’ towards other persons. In the Wealth of Nations, however,
the Newtonian property is man’s self-interest. There appears to be an
inconsistency here: ‘the Adam Smith problem’, it is sometimes called.
Numerous suggestions have been made for resolving this problem,
including the view (not at all implausible) that Adam Smith was indeed
inconsistent, using one conception of human nature in his analysis of moral
psychology and another in his analysis of economic processes. A full
discussion of this issue would take us too far afield, so let me simply state
what seems to me to be the conception of human nature that applies to both
of his books. This is the notion that man is, most significantly, a rational
creature whose behaviour is deliberate and goal-directed. This conception
lies at the root of Hobbes’s and Locke’s theories of the social contract by
which a government is established as a means of social organization, and it
also serves Adam Smith in his attempt to describe the more automatic mode
of organization through voluntary exchange. Other social scientists, as we
shall see, have stressed different, more sociological, factors: the customs and
traditions that control behaviour by means of enculturation, peer pressure,
etc. In some of the modern literature, under the influence of psychologists
such as Sigmund Freud and Karl Jung, other writers have emphasized the
influence on human behaviour of deeper factors such as antenatal and
infantile experience. The determinants of human behaviour, we now realize,
are very complex. Adam Smith simplified, as all scientists do, for heuristic
purposes; that is to say, he adopted the notion that man is a rational animal
for methodological reasons: it enabled him to proceed with the analysis of
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social phenomena by construing them as springing from the purposive
behaviour of rational individuals that one observes by introspection and by
regarding others as homologous to oneself.

According to Adam Smith, man’s main goal is to ‘better his condition’.
The wish to do so, he says, is:

a desire which, though generally calm and dispassionate, comes with us
from the womb, and never leaves us until we go into the grave. In the whole
interval which separates those two moments, there is scarce perhaps a single
instant in which any man is so completely satisfied with his situation, as to
be without any wish of alteration or improvement of any kind.

Though this passage in the Wealth of Nations refers specifically to man’s
propensity to save in order to accumulate wealth, it can be read more
generally as expressing Smith’s view that man is the dissatisfied animal,
always desiring improvement. This articulates with another important
aspect of eighteenth-century thought which we shall discuss in Chapter 8:
the idea of progress.

The above-quoted passage, and others, have often been noted as
demonstrating that Smith’s conception of man is that he is interested only in
economic welfare and that he is concerned only with his own. Both are
erroneous interpretations. That man desires economic progress does not
mean that he does not desire progress in other dimensions as well and,
further, the fact that the individual desires improvement in his own condition
does not mean that he places no value on improvement in the condition of
others. As we noted in our discussion of Hume, it is part of human nature to
discount the welfare of others compared to our own, but this does not mean
that one discounts others’ completely. So the common characterization of
Adam Smith’s concept of man as a totally self-interested being is inadequate
at best; it fails to recognize that Smith’s view of human nature is not so
severely limited. Let us now go on to study the aspect of it that he examines
under the title of ‘moral sentiments’.

3. Moral sentiments

In section A of this chapter I noted the hostility of the Scottish philosophers
to the concept of a ‘state of nature’ and the theory that society rests upon a
covenant or contract. They viewed man as always having lived in a social
state and as being by nature a social animal. Adam Smith’s two books can be
regarded as studies of the basis of sociality, the Moral Sentiments dealing
with the ways in which man achieves the degree of behavioural conformity
that is necessary for social existence, and the Wealth of Nations dealing with
the means by which men engaged in specialized functions are able to co-
operate with many others, including those with whom they have no personal
contact.
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The Moral Sentiments is not, or it is not mainly, a book about ethics, though
it had an important influence upon that subject. The main problem Smith sets
out to tackle is to explain how it is possible for man to entertain ‘“fellow
feelings’ towards others. In short, it is a psychological study, an examination of
a particular aspect of human mental processes; it is a social psychological
study because it deals with mental processes that fundamentally concern
interpersonal relations. Once one understands the psychology of this matter,
Smith believed, one might be able to go on to consider the ethical problem of
what constitutes morally good sentiments and their practical implications in
concrete cases. The determination of what ought to be cannot be derived from
the investigation of what is, but the philosophy of empirical science tells us that
the study of what is so in fact is the proper place to begin.

The problem, Adam Smith notes, is not to speculate how a perfect being—
God—would formulate moral judgements but how a very imperfect being—
man—is able to do so. He rejects the idea that man is furnished with an
innate moral sense which tells him what is right and what is wrong. Man is
unique among the animals in making moral judgements but one finds no
reference in Smith’s discussion to the Old Testament story that when man ate
the apple in the Garden of Eden he acquired knowledge of good and evil that
was transmitted down through the ages from generation to generation. All
that man possesses, or needs to possess, as the basis of moral judgements, is
the simple recognition that other human beings are similar to himself. The
key concept in Smith’s moral psychology is man’s capacity to sympathize
with others in a rational fashion. This, he felt, could play the same role in the
study of the moral world as gravity does in the study of the physical one.

Adam Smith’s concept of ‘sympathy’ is much the same as what modern
psychologists call ‘empathy’: the capacity to put oneself in another’s place,
mentally, and thereby experience a kind of surrogate sensation which reflects
or parallels the other’s direct experience. By this means we take the wants and
desires, pleasures and pains, hopes and fears, of others into our own minds. We
‘change places with them in fancy’, says Smith. This capacity is not restricted to
things we approve of but embraces also things we find reprehensible, so it
enables us to take the whole range of actions and thoughts into account in
forming ‘moral sentiments’. This may look as though Smith is saying that
moral judgements are matters of personal intuition but, on the contrary, he is
attempting to provide such judgements with a factual basis. We can understand
this only if we realize that Smith, along with other thinkers of the time,
regarded introspection as a reliable empirical process enabling one to discover
general factual truths by looking inward into one’s own thoughts and feelings.

In the discussion of Hume, we noted his theory of social distance
discounting (to use modern terminology): the tendency to discount the
welfare of others in proportion to their remoteness from us in time, space, or
culture. Smith held the same view; in fact he regarded it as an obvious feature
of human psychology. In evaluating conflicting claims in terms of their moral
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merits, however, this creates no problem, since, in Smith’s view, man has the
capacity to imagine himself as an ‘impartial observer’ who, being equally
detached from the contending parties, is able to arrive at judgements not
affected by different degrees of social distance discounting. Smith was
optimistic enough (or naive enough) to believe that every person has the
capacity to consider what the judgement of an impartial observer would be
in cases where he himself is an interested party.

There is another argument, more sociological, in the Moral Sentiments that
deserves some attention. Smith contends that a person acts morally because he
values the approbation of others. Purely self-interested motives will therefore
be constrained by the commonly accepted morality of one’s society. In Chapter
15 B below, we shall see that this notion was central in Emile Durkheim’s
analysis of the social role of moral beliefs and his interpretation of religion as a
sociological phenomenon. As an argument concerning the sociology of
morals, Smith’s view has a great deal to commend it, but it does very little to
satisfy the ethical philosopher, who is concerned not with the moral rules that
people do follow, but with the ones they should follow. If we were to accept,
without reserve, the proposition that a person is behaving morally when he
acts in accordance with socially sanctioned norms, we would be adopting a
degree of ethical relativism that few philosophers, or other folk, would be
willing to embrace. No act could be condemned as immoral if it were
condoned by the person’s own society and culture. Some ‘meta-ethical’
principle is required to permit a transcending value judgement.

Smith did not discuss this problem, but it is possible to construe his
proposition that all persons are similar as the basis of such a principle. Since
this is a proposition about human nature in general, it is not culture-relative.
The import of this, though, is that social distance discounting, regardless of
its validity as a proposition in psychology or its necessity in practical life, is
ethically impermissible. I cannot discuss this problem any further here, but
we shall encounter it again when we come to consider Henry Sidgwick’s
celebrated attempt to construct a meta-ethical utilitarian philosophy (see
below, Chapter 11 B). The main significance of Smith’s Moral Sentiments in
the history of ethics lies not in the strength of it particular arguments, but in
its extension of the secular orientation of the Scottish Enlightenment to
questions that had previously been universally regarded as belonging to the
domain of religion.

4. Division of labour

The opening sentence of An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of
Nations discloses what the author considers to be the chief cause of that wealth:

The great improvement in the productive powers of labour, and the greater
part of the skill, dexterity, and judgement with which it is anywhere
directed, or applied, seem to have been the effects of the division of labour.
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Then, after illustrating his point, Smith says that this increase in productivity

is owing to three different circumstances; first to the increase of dexterity
in every particular workman; secondly, to the saving of the time which is
commonly lost in passing from one species of work to another; and lastly,
to the invention of a great number of machines which facilitate and
abridge labour, and enable one man to do the work of many.

He concludes that:

It is the great multiplication of the productions of all the different arts, in
consequence of the division of labour, which occasions, in a well-governed
society, that universal opulence which extends itself to the lowest ranks of
the people.

Thus, in studying the wealth of a nation, including its ‘lowest ranks’, Smith
does not focus on its endowment of fertile land or other natural resources,
the merits of its climate, or the character of its people; he emphasizes a social
characteristic, the degree to which it practises that type of sociality described
in Chapter 1 as based upon ‘functional specialization’.

Adam Smith was not the first to point out this feature of human sociality
and to note its economic effects. Functional specialization, as we have seen
(Chapter 4 A), was an important element in the political theories of Plato
and Aristotle. Xenophon, living at the same time (the fourth century B.C.),
clearly noted the benefits of division of labour in increasing productivity. In
Smith’s own century, the idea was expressed before 1776 by Diderot in
France, Beccaria in Italy, and Mandeville in England. Among Smith’s close
acquaintances, the idea was stated clearly by Francis Hutcheson, his teacher
at Glasgow College, David Hume, his most intimate friend, and Adam
Ferguson, another of the leading figures in the Scottish Enlightenment. In
fact some of Adam Smith’s famous discussion is virtually copied from earlier
writings. But one does not have to be original in order to be creative. Adam
Smith took this old idea and used it as the launching pad for a general theory
of social organization.

The Wealth of Nations opens with three chapters on the division of
labour. After describing it as the source of productivity Smith points out that
functional specialization cannot be carried on without exchange. Man is,
according to Smith, endowed with a ‘propensity to truck and barter’, so he
has the requisite natural characteristics for the development of markets.
Smith clearly appreciated that this raises a very basic scientific question: how
do markets function as a means by which the differentiated activities of
many individual producers are co-ordinated? This has been the main
question that has concerned economists ever since. The central problem in
the theory of markets has to do with explaining the determinants of market
values, or prices, and showing how these function in a system of market co-
ordination. This will be discussed in subsection 5.
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A feature of Adam Smith’s discussion of the division of labour that
deserves to be noted and emphasized is that it is not based upon biological
differentiation among persons. Many of the writers on the division of labour,
from Plato on, had stressed its role in taking advantage of innate differences
by allocating individuals to roles and tasks for which they were fitted ‘by
nature’. Like the other members of the Scottish Enlightenment, Smith gave
little weight to innate differences:

The difference in natural talents in different men is, in reality, much less
than we are aware of; and the very different genius which appears to
distinguish men of different professions, when grown up to maturity, is
not upon many occasions so much the cause as the effect of the division of
labour. The difference between the most dissimilar characters, between a
philosopher and a street porter, for example, seems to arise not so much
from nature as from habit, custom, and education.

Thus, in Adam Smith’s view, specialization is primarily a cultural, not a
biological, phenomenon and the great issues it creates (class status,
inequalities in wealth, prestige, power, etc.) are to be located mainly in man’s
social institutions that perform enculturating functions rather than in his
innate constitution. This opens the door to social reform much wider than
would be permitted by social philosophers following Plato but, we should
note, not as wide as some utopians pushed it in claiming that human nature
is so plastic that any kind of individual character can be created by
appropriate educational regimes (see below, Chapter 8).

In the opening chapters in the Wealth of Nations on the division of labour,
Smith says nothing of a negative nature concerning it. But elsewhere in the
book he makes some very strong remarks about its deleterious
consequences: In the progress of the division of labour, the employment of
the greater part of those who live by labour, that is, of the great body of the
people, comes to be confined to a few very simple operations, frequently to
one or two. But the understandings of the greater part of men are
necessarily formed by their ordinary employments. The man whose whole
life is spent in performing a few simple operations, of which the effects too
are, perhaps, always the same, or very nearly the same, has no occasion to
exert his understanding, or to exercise his invention in finding out
expedients for removing difficulties which never occur. He naturally loses,
therefore, the habit of such exertion, and generally becomes as stupid and
ignorant as it is possible for a human creature to become. The torpor of his
mind renders him, not only incapable of relishing or bearing a part in any
rational conversation, but of conceiving any generous, noble, or tender
sentiment, and consequently of forming any just judgement concerning
many even of the ordinary duties of private life. Of the great and extensive
interests of his country he is altogether incapable of judging.... It corrupts
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even the activity of his body, and renders him incapable of exerting his
strength with vigour and perseverance, in any other employment than that
to which he has been bred.... But in every improved and civilized society,
this is the state into which the labouring poor, that is, the great body of the
people, must necessarily fall, unless government takes some pains to
prevent it. (Book V, chapter I, Part III)

No stronger indictment of the division of labour has ever been written, before
or since, and this in the same book that has, justly, been regarded as containing
the classic espousal of its merits. What is even more striking is that, in this
passage, Smith is intent upon arguing that the division of labour can destroy
the very qualities of humankind that, elsewhere, he celebrates as fundamental
and unique: the capacity for reason, and the exercise of sympathetic concern
for others. Smith made no attempt to resolve these different views, separated
by 700 pages in the text of the Wealth of Nations. He was not alone in his
ambivalence. Doubts concerning the division of labour were expressed by his
fellow Scots and, as the degree of specialization continued to increase with the
march of industrialism, many more writers on social questions were inclined to
view it as an evil. One of the few things that Karl Marx makes explicit about
the forthcoming ideal state of communism is that occupational specialization
will cease to exist. Most of the utopian literature of the nineteenth century
takes a similar stance and, in our own day, the evil of the division of labour still
provides a standard theme of social criticism and finds expression in films,
novels, and other genres of popular commentary on the alienation of man and
the degradation of the human condition in modern society.

Despite its central importance in human sociality and the ambivalence of
views concerning it, the division of labour has not been the direct object of a
great deal of social analysis. In the history of this subject three writers stand
out: Plato, who related it to the political organization of society; Adam Smith,
whose attribution to it of increased productivity set the stage for an
examination of economic organization; and Emile Durkheim, who contended
that the division of labour is the essential foundation of the solidarity that
binds men together in communities. We have already considered the first two
of these; Durkheim’s views will be discussed below in Chapter 15 B.

5. Value

In a private enterprise economy, individual production enterprises are not co-
ordinated by any central authority; each acts on its own. This does not mean,
however, that business firms behave capriciously or arbitrarily. In order to
operate successfully a firm must consider what it can obtain in revenue by
selling a product and what it will have to pay to obtain the labour, raw
materials, and other factors necessary to produce it. These revenues and costs
are determined in part by the prices of products and the prices of production
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factors. The general theory of economic organization through markets
explains how movements in these prices adjust the production of commodities
and the demands for them to one another. The distribution of income in a
specialized economy is also bound up with prices, since what each person
receives as income depends not only on the quantity of factors he sells but also
on the per-unit price received for them. The income that a labourer receives,
for example, depends not only on the number of hours he works but on the
wage rate per hour.

The explicit analysis of how a market functions as a co-ordinating
mechanism (and its defects) is fairly recent. Adam Smith had an intuitive
grasp of it, and he saw clearly the direction in which the analysis had to
proceed, but he did not succeed in constructing a complete model in his own
work. His greatest specific contribution was, ironically, also his most signal
failure in economic analysis: on the one hand he succeeded in pointing out
the crucial significance of value in the investigation of market co-ordination;
on the other hand he advanced a faulty theory of value and also confused the
issue considerably by using the term ‘value’ to denote more than one thing,
without sufficiently clarifying the different usages.

The issue that is of central importance for the analysis of the market
mechanism is the explanation of the determinants of prices as empirically
observable phenomena. If, in an economy using the ‘dollar’ as a medium of
exchange, we find that at a particular time and place the following money
prices pertain:

100 apples (A) = $20
11b of beans (B) = $1
25 yards of cotton (C) = $50

then five apples, a pound of beans, and half a yard of cotton are each
severally valued at $1, and we can write the equation:

5A=1B=0.5C

Why are these magnitudes observed to be 5, 1, and 0.5, and not some other
numbers? In an elementary course in modern economics it is explained that
‘supply and demand’ determine these relative values (or their individual prices
in the money unit) as sketched in the ‘market model’ presented above in
Chapter 6 A 2. A common explanation of market value in the eighteenth
century, including some of Smith’s early lectures, ran in terms of supply and
demand (though the graphic analysis was not then available) but some writers
were dissatisfied with this as being superficial, explaining only the day-to-day
fluctuations of prices, not their underlying, more permanent levels. There is a
striking letter written in 1767 by David Hume to A.R.J.Turgot (who later
became the French Minister of Finance) in which Hume says that no one
denies that ‘the relationship of supply and demand...immediately sets...the
current price’ but he contends that to understand the ‘fundamental price’ we
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have to look at the cost of production of the commodity (E.Rotwein, David
Hume: Writings on Economics, 1970, p. 211). This is the direction Adam
Smith took in advancing his theory of value. The history of the theory of value
during the next hundred years was dominated by Smith’s approach. Not until
the fourth quarter of the nineteenth century did economists begin to construct
explicit models of market value based on supply and demand (see Chapter 17).

In the seventeenth century, and for most of the eighteenth, the adjective
‘natural” was used in many branches of science to refer to the permanent or
‘essential’ properties of phenomena, as distinguished from the transitory or
accidental features of them that are not ‘fundamental’. An idea of this sort
appears to underlie Adam Smith’s focus upon what he called the ‘natural
price’. In his view, the natural price of a producable commodity is the cost of
the labour and other factors necessary to its production and, in turn, the
natural prices of labour services, raw materials, machinery, land use, etc., are
their costs of production. In this way, Smith focused the investigation of the
determinants of value strictly on the conditions of production, or supply;
demand factors were considered relevant only to fluctuations in the day-to-
day prices of commodities, not to their ‘natural prices’. The irrelevance of
demand was supported by pointing out that there is no correlation between
the usefulness of a commodity and its market value. Here is the famous
passage in the Wealth of Nations where Smith expresses this view:

The things which have the greatest value in use have frequently little or no
value in exchange; and, on the contrary, those which have the greatest value
in exchange have frequently little or no value in use. Nothing is more useful
than water: but it will purchase scarce anything; scarce anything can be had
in exchange for it. A diamond, on the contrary, has scarce any value in use;
but a very great quantity of other goods may frequently be had in exchange
for it. (Book I, chapter IV).

This ‘paradox of value’, as it was called, was frequently noted before Adam
Smith (for example, by Copernicus, who wrote a bit on economic questions),
but it was Smith’s influence that made it an important element in directing the
attention of economists solely to supply-side factors in their investigation of
value. Not until a century later was the paradox resolved with the invention of
the concept of ‘marginal utility’, which showed that the utility of the whole
amount of a commodity might be very great while the utility of an extra unit of
it might be very small, if the total supply of it were large. We would be willing
to pay a very large sum rather than be deprived of water altogether, but not
much for an extra gallon. Market transactions are normally concerned with
incremental amounts, not the whole stock of anything, so it is perfectly
explicable why water is very useful but low in price, and diamonds the
opposite. But before the paradox of value was resolved, many streams of
economic thought developed from the Smithian reservoir of value theory, most
notably classical or Ricardian economics and Marxian economics. As we shall
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see in Chapters 9 and 13 respectively, these major landmarks in the history and
philosophy of social science held fast to Adam Smith’s view that value is
determined solely by the conditions of production.

In one respect these later theories went even further than Adam Smith in
restricting the determinants of value. Smith begins his discussion by noting that in
a very primitive society, such as one whose economy is based on hunting wild
game, the relative values of two types of game would be determined by the
relative quantities of labour required to obtain them: ‘If among a nation of
hunters, for example, it usually costs twice the labour to kill a beaver as to kill a
deer, one beaver should naturally exchange for or be worth two deer’ (Book I,
chapter VI). (A modern economist would invert this causal order and argue that
producers are prepared to expend twice as much effort for a beaver as a deer
because beaver is twice as valuable, not the other way round.) But, Smith notes,
this is true only of an economy where labour is the only factor of production. In a
more advanced economy, with established property rights to land and other
natural resources, and an accumulation of the various forms of real capital
(buildings, tools, etc.), the use of the services of these factors enters the picture and
the relative values of goods are determined by their relative costs of production,
which now include rent and interest (or profit) as well as wage costs. David
Ricardo and, even more strongly, Karl Marx considered that Adam Smith had
ruined a good theory of value by this amendment. They contended that the
production requirements of labour only determine the market value of a
commodity in advanced as well as primitive economies. This is the rather curious
route by which the labour theory of value’ was introduced into economic theory,
with momentous consequences for the history of social science generally, its
philosophy, philosophy generally, political theory, practical politics, and
international relations. Some parts of this story will be told in the following pages
as we continue with our (more or less) chronological history of the social sciences.

Adam Smith himself did not advance a labour theory of value (except for
the ‘early and rude state’ of a hunting economy) but in addition to the
analysis of the determinants of value he discussed another problem, the
measurement of value, in which he gave labour a special position. This led to
a great deal of confusion. Many commentators on Smith, until recent times,
have described him as contending that labour is the source of all exchange
value, when all that can be claimed from the Wealth of Nations is that he
held that labour can be used as a unit in which to measure the values of other
goods because it, more than anything else, possesses the requisite qualities of
a satisfactory standard of measurement.

To understand this let us look again at the data given above for the market
prices, in dollars, of apples, beans, and cloth. If we now write:

100 A = $20in 1960
11bofB = $1in1970
25 yards of C = $50in 1980
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it is no longer possible to say:
SA=1B=0.5C

since the value of the dollar changed considerably between 1960 and 1980.
For anything to serve effectively as a standard of measurement it must itself
be constant in the property that is being measured. If we wish to compare the
lengths of a desk and a table, the ruler that we use must not change its own
length as we move it from the desk to the table; if we wish to compare the
weights of two things we require a standard measure that is invariant in its
own weight, and so on.

Smith was acutely conscious of this necessity as it applies to the problem of
making value comparisons. Only one thing, in his view, remains constant in its
own value over time, and between different locations—Ilabour. So, if one
records the value of anything in terms of the quantity of labour it can purchase
(i.e. the ratio of its money price to the money wage rate) one is stating its value
in terms of a constant unit. Smith did not have very good reasons for singling
out labour in this respect. The closest he came to justifying it was to say:

Equal quantities of labour, at all times and places, may be said to be of
equal value to the labourer. In his ordinary state of health, strength and
spirits; in the ordinary degree of his skill and dexterity, he must always lay
down the same portion of his ease, his liberty, and his happiness. (Book I,
chapter 3)

In modern economics Smith’s measurement problem is handled by
constructing index numbers of the ‘general price level’, using a large number
of commodities. It is not a perfect method but it is a great deal better than
singling out one thing on rather dubious psychological grounds, as Smith
did. The problem of value measurement is important in the subject of
economic statistics but the main significance of Smith’s contention for the
history of social thought is that it contributed considerable confusion to the
theory of value by making it ambiguous whether a ‘theory of value’ deals
with the determinants of value or its standard of measurement. John Stuart
Mill expressed the issue clearly in his Principles of Political Economy (1848):

The idea of a Measure of Value must not be confounded with the idea of the
regulator, or determining principle, of value. When it is said by Ricardo and
others, that the value of a thing is regulated by quantity of labour, they do not
mean the quantity of labour for which the thing will exchange, but the
quantity required for producing it.... But when Adam Smith and Malthus say
that labour is a measure of value, they do not mean the labour by which the
thing was or can be made, but the quantity of labour which it will exchange
for, or purchase; in other words, the value of the thing, estimated in labour....
To confound these two ideas, would be much the same thing as to overlook
the distinction between the thermometer and the fire. (Book III, chapter XV).
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This would indeed be a gross error but, unfortunately, it was not carefully
avoided by Ricardo, or by Mill himself, and has created a legacy of confusion
that persists to the present day.

6. The ‘invisible hand’

This phrase, which appears once in Adam Smith’s Moral Sentiments and once
in his Wealth of Nations, is a good candidate for the most widely known and
least understood concept in the history of social theory. Over the past two
centuries it has been quoted over and over again, usually either worshipfully or
sneeringly, by innumerable writers or speakers, many of whom have known
enough about Adam Smith to spell his name correctly and little more.

In the Moral Sentiments Smith presents a kind of moral deism. The
operation of ‘sympathy’ and the ‘impartial observer’ in the psychology of
individual persons forms a harmonious social whole because it was designed
to be so by a wise and benevolent deity. It would not be going too far to say
that if Smith had used the term ‘invisible hand’ freely in the Moral
Sentiments it would have referred to the hand of God. But there is no ground
for attributing any theistic conception of this sort to the Wealth of Nations.
The general notion of natural harmonious order and its relation to social
theory and social policy is important enough to warrant special treatment, so
we shall defer full discussion of it to Chapter 10. Here I will only comment
briefly on Smith’s view of the role of markets in economic organization.

The concept of an ‘invisible hand’ in the Wealth of Nations is simply the
idea that there are governing laws controlling economic processes just as
there are laws governing natural phenomena. The buying and selling that
goes on in a market economy is an orderly system: while each participant in
the market intends only to serve his own interest, in the process of doing so
he ‘is led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his
intention’—that is, to play his part in a co-ordinated, well functioning
economic system. The idea that the chief task of social theory is to study the
unintended consequences of individual actions was prominent among the
eighteenth-century Scottish philosophers and its roots can be traced much
earlier, but it was Adam Smith who oriented it effectively in the direction of
examining the mechanism of market organization, which creates order
without coercive authority and without requiring that human beings display
a degree of benevolent sentiment and altruistic behaviour that is beyond
their capacities. The main activity of economists since Adam Smith has been
to understand the functioning (and malfunctioning) of this metaphorical
‘invisible hand.” Even Karl Marx, as we shall see, considered the main task of
economics to consist of the analysis of market processes and the discovery of
their ‘laws’, though he arrived at (or started with) quite different normative
valuations of their implications from those of the orthodox members of the
classical school of economics.
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The contrast between Adam Smith’s view of social order and Thomas
Hobbes’s is striking. In Hobbes’s Leviathan the chief necessity is to constrain
men from doing violence to one another; in Smith’s Wealth of Nations the
main focus is upon the need to facilitate co-operation. In Hobbes’s approach,
a policeman is what is needed; in Smith’s, what is needed is a mechanism that
co-ordinates individual actions. Hobbes does not really explain why it is
desirable to have social order at all, except by recognizing rather vaguely that
it is necessary to ‘commodious living’. The opening chapter of Smith’s Wealth
of Nations argues that commodious living is due to specialization and
recognizes the need for a co-ordinating mechanism. Thus Smith’s view led in
a very different direction from Hobbes’s: to the study of markets rather than
the study of the exercise of sovereign power. To a considerable extent this
distinction is still present in the different approaches of modern economists
and political scientists to the problem of social order.

Smith’s own investigation of the market mechanism did not lead him to
conclude that it could work as an order-producing system all by itself.
Individual activities cohere into a co-ordinated whole only where there is a
general framework of custom or law that establishes rules of justice.
(Competition among producers by each trying to find more efficient
methods of production is obviously not the same as each one trying to set fire
to the others’ establishments.) For this a government is necessary, but the
proper functions of government are not confined to the maintenance of
national defence and the administration of internal justice. Smith had a great
deal of confidence in the market mechanism but he did not regard it as
working perfectly. If one reads the Wealth of Nations and notes down every
occasion on which Smith calls for government action, a long agenda of state
economic functions will be compiled by the time one reaches the end.

But if the reader notes every time Smith contends that the state is engaged
in unnecessary or deleterious economic intervention he will also compile a
long list. These passages have led some readers to interpret Smith as being
opposed to intervention on principle. It is true that Smith had a low opinion
of ‘that insidious and crafty animal, vulgarly called a statesman or
politician’, but he also had a low opinion of businessmen, who, in his
opinion, were always conspiring against the public interest by restricting
competition and lobbying the government for special privileges. A large part
of the Wealth of Nations is a tract against ‘mercantilism’, which Smith
attacked not simply because it was a system of economic intervention but
because of its misguided objectives and faulty scientific foundations. Smith’s
main objective was to improve the economic policy of the state by providing
a sound foundation of economic analysis. His conclusion was that a great
deal of improvement could be brought about by dismantling much of the
apparatus of state intervention that had grown up in England piece by piece
since Tudor times. Anyone who has looked at the economic regulations of
the eighteenth century can hardly fail to conclude that Smith was right. They
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were very extensive, leaving hardly any aspect of economic activity
untouched, but lacking any defensible, or even coherent, rationale. When
one considers that these policies were administered by a government
bureaucracy that was inefficient and corrupt, it is all the more clear that
Adam Smith’s criticisms were well placed. The main point is, however, that
Smith was a pragmatist; his advice concerning economic policy was based on
observation and analysis, not on the general principle of dogmatic laissez-
faire that has so often been attributed to him.

7. The economic conception of historical stages

We noted earlier in this chapter that there was a great increase of interest in
history during the eighteenth century. This was partly due to the notion
expressed by Hume, that history offers a laboratory of empirical experience
for the study of social laws; partly because of increased consciousness of
one’s society’s location in a time continuum; and partly because of a factor
we will examine in the next chapter, the growth of the idea of progress. In the
Wealth of Nations there is a great deal of historical material, which would
probably have established Adam Smith’s reputation as a historian if it had
not been overshadowed by the abstract economic analysis of the first part of
the book. In this historical matter no historical theory is explicitly advanced
but the transcripts of Smith’s Glasgow lectures show that he distinctly
favoured the ideas that a society necessarily evolves through certain discrete
stages; that these stages are characterized by the dominant mode of
economic activity (hunting, pasturage, farming, and commerce); and that the
social, political, artistic, and other features of a society are derivative from
the economic characteristics of the stage in which it finds itself. In advancing
this view Smith apparently felt that he was moving in the direction of making
the study of history scientific, by applying to it the methods of investigation
developed by Newton. History was not to be simply a narrative of curious
and interesting events, but a study of the fundamental forces of social
evolution and the laws that govern it. It is possible that Smith’s interest in
economics developed from his early view that economic factors are the real
determinants of history.

Many of the eighteenth-century Scottish philosophers took this general
approach to history, that it should be scientific or, as they called it,
‘philosophical’, and also held a ‘stages’ view of history and regarded
economic factors as fundamental. The stages idea is to be found also in
French and Italian writings of the eighteenth century. So in this respect, as in
many others, Adam Smith’s significance does not lie in the uniqueness of
originality of his ideas but in the special degree of influence he imparted to
them. From the standpoint of the history and philosophy of social science,
the most interesting feature of Smith’s historical theories was not their
origins but their reappearance again in the mid-nineteenth century in the
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writings of Friedrich List and, most notably, Karl Marx. T will discuss these
questions again when the social theory of Marx is studied in Chapter 13 and
when the philosophical problem of historical explanation is examined in
Chapter 14. In Chapter 12, where nineteenth-century positivism is
examined, we shall encounter the famous theory of Auguste Comte that
human history is a history of man’s evolution through stages that are
characterized, not by the economic organization of society, but by man’s
intellectual development and philosophical outlook.



Chapter 8

Progress and perfection

Before we move on to the systematic developments in the social science of the
nineteenth century it is worth taking time to consider some additional general
ideas that were prominent features of the intellectual environment at the time of
the birth of social science which exerted an important influence on its
subsequent development. One such idea was the view of human society as
characterized by progress. The importance of this was noted above in Chapter
2 B in the brief summary given there of the main characteristics and
implications of the ‘scientific attitude’ which, the reader will recall, was
described as forming the most important feature of the intellectual environment
in which the modern study of social phenomena was brought to birth. Here we
will examine the idea of progress, in its relation to social science, a bit further. A
related idea, which also exerted a profound influence on social thought, is the
conception of ‘social perfection’: the vision of a social order that would meet all
the requirements of man’s animal, social, and moral natures. This is the issue of
utopianism, which belongs to a different tradition of thought from main-line
social science but interacts with its history in a number of ways whose
significance will be evident as we proceed to study the development of the social
sciences during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

A. THE IDEA OF PROGRESS

There has been some controversy among historians concerning the idea of
progress in Western thought, some contending that it can be dated back only a
few centuries while others claim that the idea was evident even in medieval and
ancient times. This controversy does not concern us, since the historical scope
of this book is restricted to the modern era, and the historians who have
debated the issue are agreed that, whether the idea was new or not, it gripped
hold to an extraordinary extent during the Age of Enlightenment. Having said
this, it is necessary to add immediately that it was not universally embraced by
Western thinkers. No ideas ever are; but in the case of the idea of progress,
differences of view led to a notable literary and philosophical controversy,
most strikingly in England and France, which continued vigorously for many
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years. In France, following the lead of Bernard de Fontenelle and Charles
Perrault, the controversy became known as the ‘quarrel of the ancients and
moderns’ in the late seventeenth century. In the eighteenth century the quarrel
continued, with especially notable contributions by Turgot and Condorcet. In
England the controversy was referred to, apparently with some irony, by the
title employed by Jonathan Swift, as ‘the battle of the books’. David Hume
contributed an important essay to the controversy, linking the issues of
population growth and progress, which, as we shall see in Chapter 9, was a
connection that constituted a central feature of the economic model that
became known as classical political economy. The third quarter of the
eighteenth century witnessed an outpouring of books in Great Britain in which
the dominant theme was progress, so the era discussed in the preceding chapter
as the birth-time of the modern social sciences was one in which the idea of
progress (and debate over its possibility) was especially prominent in
intellectual discourse—just as the work of the great inventors and
entrepreneurs who produced the industrial revolution was making it a
dominant issue (and a controversial one) in the real world of economic activity
and social and political organization.

Once again, as so often in the preceding pages, we have to recognize the
special importance of the achievements in the natural sciences. Their role in
the development of the idea of progress by providing foundations for
productive innovations in industry and agriculture is plain enough, but their
influence upon the modern intellect was more subtle and, in the long run,
more revolutionary than the steam engine or the power loom. The
Renaissance era, as it rediscovered the works of art, literature, and
philosophy of ancient Greece and Rome, quite naturally found it difficult to
believe that those achievements could ever be matched, let alone exceeded.
This would seem to settle the issue of progress, the evidence clearly
demonstrating that man’s capacities had deteriorated since the glorious days
of the ancients. Thus even historians who contend that the idea of progress
goes back further than the seventeenth century agree that it deteriorated to
the point of virtual disappearance during the Renaissance.

The contention that the ‘ancients’ were superior to the ‘moderns’ might be
argued even today if one were restricted to comparing the arts. But there is at
least one area of human accomplishment where such a view is clearly
untenable: knowledge of the laws that govern the phenomena of nature. One
might argue that Rodin or Henry Moore have not matched the skill of the
unknown Greeks of two and a half millennia ago who made the magnificent
bronze horses that now stand in Venice’s church of San Marco, or that
Virgil’s poetry is superior to T.S.Eliot’s; but to regard Aristotle’s knowledge
of nature as superior to that of modern physicists and biologists would only
serve as evidence of one’s determination to be perverse.

From the sixteenth century on it was becoming evident that men were
learning things about the natural world that no one had known before. The
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outstanding feature of this knowledge is that it was cumulative, new
discoveries being added to the old, building a structure that is the work of
many minds and is available to men of varied talents. To surpass Virgil in
poetry one would indeed have to be a better poet than Virgil, but to surpass
Vesalius in knowledge of anatomy one need not be especially talented, for
one could easily learn all that he knew, and go further. Isaac Newton, in a
letter to Robert Hooke, made the famous remark: ‘If I have seen further, it is
by standing on the shoulders of giants.” Newton was not noted for modesty,
or for generosity to other scientists, but in this statement he captured the
most essential feature of progress: if it depends on the appearance of superior
persons it may not be possible, but if it depends on incremental cumulation,
then moderns can easily surpass the ancients. In this way it was possible to
argue for progress without denigrating in any way the quality of ancient
thinkers and without arguing, as Francis Bacon had done, that progress in
science requires, on principle, that previous knowledge be discarded.
Because of its cumulative nature, not its individual men of genius, natural
science broke the tendency of the Renaissance to revere the ancients in an
idolizing way which, wherever it has dominated culture, has prevented
progress. If one understands the nature of science it becomes plain that it is
not necessary to choose between the ancients and moderns; one pays proper
respect to the ancients, not by grovelling at their feet, but by standing upon
their shoulders. Because of the developments in science, the great ‘battle of
the books’ of the eighteenth century was never in doubt: the victory of the
moderns was inevitable. The Renaissance, which could have initiated a new
period of stagnation in Western civilization, became instead the beginning of
its most remarkable development.

Since the modern anatomist, for example, knows all that Vesalius knew
and more besides, it can hardly be denied that there has been progress in this
field. But the same cannot be said of economic and social matters. The
modern labourer does not have everything the medieval serf had and
something more. The economic and social lives of the two are different to be
sure, but some criteria of evaluation are necessary before one may say that
there has been progress, since that involves the view that modern life is not
merely positively different but normatively better.

In this respect, a notable feature of Western thought during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was the growth and spread of the idea
of the worth of mundane benefits: more food and housing, better health and
clothing, and suchlike. For a long period in the West, the focus of virtually all
intellectual activity was upon the spiritual. St. Augustine (354-430) wrote
his City of God in order to turn the eyes of Christians away from concern for
the contemporary conditions of mundane life to the other-worldly after-life
of eternity. The influence of Augustine upon Western thought was very great
and lasted a long time. During the following centuries numerous writers
sought to argue the merit of enjoying life in this world and the
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worthwhileness of increasing man’s means of doing so, but it was not until
the seventeenth century that this view began to be a main theme in Western
thinking and took a firm grip on the intellectual world. So the era that we
identify as the birth-time of social science was one in which not only had
knowledge been secularized, but the principles of value judgement were also
receiving a secular orientation. When historians say that the idea of progress
grew in this era, what they really mean to note is that the view was becoming
widespread among intellectuals, philosophers, scientists, and even some
theologians, that it was possible for the conditions of mundane life to
become more easy and more enjoyable; that man was acquiring the power to
make this so; that this was good, because not only did man in fact desire to
improve his material condition but the aim was morally worthy. In effect,
there was in this era a revival of Epicureanism, which developed into a
thoroughly secular moral philosophy, Utilitarianism, in the nineteenth
century, in close connection with some branches of social science. It is
difficult for us today to believe that people have not always placed high value
on the pleasures and comforts of mundane life, and perhaps indeed the
ordinary people, blissfully ignorant of the sophistications of philosophers
and theologians, always have, but in the West such commonsense values
were overlaid for many centuries by an intellectual culture in which material
desires were subordinated to the conditions of spiritual salvation, that being
regarded as the only goal having moral, and permanent, value.

In this discussion I have been emphasizing two aspects of the idea of
progress: its connection with the growth of scientific knowledge, and its
acceptance of the value of mundane life and material improvement. The
connection of both these with social science is evident. The early social
scientists, as I have already emphasized, hoped to construct a body of
knowledge about social phenomena that was empirically sound, and they were
confident that this could be done because of the example offered by the natural
sciences. In addition, it is quite clear that the social scientists were equally
inspired by belief in the possibility of social progress and the hope that social
scientific knowledge could contribute to its promotion. Robert Nisbet notes in
his History of the Idea of Progress (1980):

All of the social sciences without exception—political economy,
sociology, anthropology, social psychology, cultural geography, and
others—were almost literally founded upon the rock of faith in human
progress from Turgot and Adam Smith on through Comte, Marx, Tylor,
Spencer, and a host of others. (p. 175)

This is not much of an exaggeration, if it is one at all. Consider Adam Smith,
for example. In the previous chapter we noted that Smith’s conception of the
nature of man was that he is a dissatisfied creature, constantly wanting to
improve his worldly ‘condition’. It is quite evident that Smith not only noted
this as a psychological fact but approved of it as a meritorious characteristic,
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because it leads to general progress. Adam Smith investigated ‘the nature and
causes of the wealth of nations’ in the belief that an increase in wealth was
both possible and desirable. Indeed, he carried the theme a notable step
further, constructing a theory that argued not only for more wealth but for
continuously increasing wealth, on the grounds, that all people, but
especially the working class, benefit most from the dynamics of progress:

It deserves to be remarked, perhaps, that it is in the progressive state,
while the society is advancing to further acquisition, rather than when it
has acquired its full complement of riches, that the condition of the
labouring poor, of the great body of the people, seems to be the happiest
and most comfortable. It is hard in the stationary, and miserable in the
declining state. The progressive state is in reality the cheerful and hearty
state to all the different orders of the society. The stationary is dull; the
declining melancholy. (Book I, chapter VIII)

It would be difficult to find, even in the modern literature, a deeper
conviction of the merits of economic growth than is expressed in this passage
and, more generally, in the Wealth of Nations as a whole.

Another illustration, from a very different area of social science: statistics.
When people began to compile quantitative data on economic and social
matters in a systematic fashion in the nineteenth century, the main focus of
their interest was to measure the change that was taking place and, in the
confidence that the change was for the better, the term ‘progress’ was widely
used as a descriptive term for these data. Thus, for example, the classic early
compilation of economic and social data in England was G.R.Porter’s
Progress of the Nation (1836—43). This was shortly followed in the United
States by George Tucker’s Progress of the United States (1843) and R.S.
Fisher’s Progress of the United States (1854). Later in the century, when the
issue of the distribution of income was receiving increasing attention, the
Englishman Robert Giffen, who pioneered the statistical measurement of
this, called the publication of his findings The Progress of the Working Class
in the Last Half Century (1884). It was almost as instinctive as breathing for
the nineteenth-century social statistician to think of his work as the
quantification of progress.

Back in the early seventeenth century it was possible to believe that the
world was in a state of decline. The great poet John Donne, who was also a
theologian of note, contended in a sermon delivered in 1625 that decline and
degeneration were evident on every hand: the weather had become less
regular, he claimed, the sun was not as warm as it used to be, human beings
were becoming smaller, and every year there appeared new illnesses and new
species of pestiferous insects. During the nineteenth century, the era when the
social sciences were developing their basic foundations, such views were
treated with amusement, if they were noted at all. Classical political economy
was called the ‘dismal science’ not because it was pessimistic, but because it
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was regarded by some as insufficiently optimistic. In the twentieth century the
earlier faith in progress has eroded, not quite so far as to generate claims such
as Donne’s that the sun is discernibly cooler or that men are noticeably
shorter (though equally fatuous comments are not unheard of), but enough to
raise again the question whether improvement in man’s economic and social
life is occurring, or whether it is possible, or even whether it is desirable.

As the above quotation from Nisbet suggests, the history of the origin of
the social sciences could be written as an appendix to a study of the
efflorescence of the idea of progress in the later eighteenth century. The
history of social science since then could also be written in the same way, but
we would have to recognize that the theme of progress has been subject to a
large number of major variations. Classical political economy was concerned,
as Adam Smith was, with discovering the factors that promote economic
growth (and those that retard it). Auguste Comte aimed at the construction of
a perfect social order based upon scientific laws, which, in his view, were
understandable only if one recognized that human civilization evolves
through distinct stages in its intellectual culture (which Comte was confident
he had discovered). Karl Marx regarded progress as governed by the
materialistic laws of historical development, the discovery of which was the
chief task of social science. Herbert Spencer believed that he had discovered
the main law of social development, that progress is characterized by
increasing functional specialization. And so on. In fact, it would be
exceedingly difficult to write the history of social science as an appendix to the
theme of progress because that theme split into numerous diverging streams of
thought during the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, it is useful to remember
that the idea of progress was the main inspiration of the earliest social
scientists and it still continues, in various ways, to exert a powerful influence.

One of these streams of thought, whose antecedents go back well before
the rise of the idea of progress in the seventeenth century, is the discussion
not of progress itself but of its ultimate, so to speak, the perfect society.
Following Sir Thomas More’s famous Utopia (1516), this is often generically
described as ‘utopianism’. This line of thinking has been very influential in
Western social thought, more broadly viewed than the ‘social science’ that is
the main concern of this book. Except for a few specific cases such as the
Malthusian theory of population, which will be examined in Chapter 9, the
relationship between utopian thought and the attempt to study social
phenomena in a scientific way is difficult to specify, but it is worth a bit of
our time to look at some aspects of the history and philosophy of the
doctrine of social perfection.

B. THE IDEA OF A PERFECT SOCIAL ORDER

The historian of philosophy in search of the origins of the idea of progress is
easily tempted to trace it back to Greek antiquity, not only because almost
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every idea can be attributed to the remarkable group of thinkers who lived in
Athens and other Greek cities half a millennium before the beginning of the
Christian era, but because one of these thinkers, Heraclitus (c. 535—c. 475
B.C.), advanced the metaphysical notion that all worldly things are in a state
of constant flux or change. While other Greek philosophers speculated that
the world is fundamentally composed of tangible substances—earth, water,
and air being the favourite candidates—Heraclitus opined that it is more like
fire, which, we would say today, is a process rather than a substance (a
distinction that Heraclitus only dimly grasped). This conception of the
nature of reality made change its most basic characteristic. It is easy enough
to see that this articulates with the idea of progress, since there can be no
progress without change, though we must recognize that the idea of progress
involves something more: change for the better in a sense that involves a
value judgement.

It was not Heraclitus’ metaphysical conception, however, that exerted the
most powerful influence on Western thought in that period when Europeans
were rediscovering the ancient Greek literature. Plato and Aristotle had far
more impact, and their metaphysical conceptions were very different,
oriented to thinking of the world in terms of characterizing the state of
perfection in some stable sense. Plato’s theory of pure ‘forms’ viewed
perfection as an abstract idea but he contended that such forms are more real
than the changing world conveyed to our understandings through sense
experience, which is largely illusory in nature. As we saw in Chapter 4 A,
Plato applied his metaphysical views to social and political matters in the
Republic, which has had, and continues to have, a great influence on Western
social thought, especially of the sort we will be examining in this section.

Aristotle too held a perfectionistic view of the world, but different from
Plato’s. Aristotle regarded all change as a transitional process inevitably
directed towards a final and static end-state. The achievement of this end-state
by anything is perfection because it is an inherent necessity in the thing’s
nature. So, for example, a falling stone achieves perfection when it comes to
rest on the ground, for it is its inherent nature to be in such a state. Aristotle
was struggling to develop an analytical idea that has been enormously useful in
modern science: the conception of an equilibrium of forces. However, by
construing it as a metaphysical truth rather than an analytical tool he confused
the issue considerably and also invested the concept of equilibrium, with the
view that such a state is normatively good or morally proper. These notions
have clung to the concept of equilibrium in modern science, most tenaciously
in the social sciences, where ‘disequilibrium’ is frequently used as a derogatory
term without any further amplification. Among the social sciences, economics
has made the most extensive use of the concept of equilibrium, and it is very
common for non-economists (and some economists too) to interpret an
equilibrium analysis as describing an optimum or normatively perfect state of
affairs. This misinterpretation of economic models was dealt a heavy blow by
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J.M.Keynes in the 1930s when he presented a model of an economy in stable
equilibrium with massive unemployment: equilibrium is clearly not equivalent
to desirable in such a context (see below, Chapter 17 D).

The linkage of the equilibrium idea with the idea of perfection still persists
in social thought, however, perhaps because of the Aristotelian notion that
everything has a ‘natural end’. This was developed systematically by St.
Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century and became an important element
in Roman Catholic theology. Its influence, however, is quite apparent in all
branches of utopian theory, including those of Saint-Simon, Comte, and
Marx, in which the ‘forces of history’ are pictured as driving social
development towards an end that is as ineluctable as the fate of the falling
stone, and which is beyond normative criticism because, being ‘natural’, its
merits transcend any human criteria of judgement.

This opens a vast area of social literature, dealing with the study of the
perfect social order and how it may be attained. Speculative social
philosophy and empirically oriented social science are not the same thing,
but they intersect so frequently in both the history and the philosophy of
social science that the connection cannot be disregarded even in a book that
is devoted primarily to social science. In subsequent chapters we will have to
note these connections as our study proceeds and, in a few cases, comment
on them at length. Here my object is to give a brief sketch of the history and
main characteristics of what is usually described as ‘utopian’ social thought.

Before we begin this we should note certain features of the relation
between the idea of perfection and the idea of progress discussed in the
foregoing section. According to one prevalent point of view, the notion of a
perfect social state is a necessary constituent of the idea of social progress.
Since the concept of progress involves change for the better, how can we
know when a change constitutes progress without judging it according to
some ideal? In this view, a perfect social order must be described by the social
philosopher for the pragmatic purpose of informing our judgements, and
perhaps also for guiding our action, since if we know what would be perfect
we can try to propel the course of change in the direction of the ideal. (This,
one should note, is very different from Aristotle’s ‘teleological’ argument
that the ideal end acts as the force which draws changes towards itself.)
Those who hold such a view need not argue that a perfect social order is fully
attainable in practice; it serves simply as a reference point.

One encounters this view of the relation between progress and perfection
in very diverse areas of social thought. In Thomistic theology, for example,
there is the idea that the laws promulgated by governments may be judged by
reference to a body of ‘natural law’ which God has established in the realm
of human relations and morals, just as he has established the laws governing
physical phenomena. This view enjoys considerable appeal among social
philosophers who feel that there must be some absolute criteria that one can
employ in judging the actions of governments. FEA.Hayek, who is not a
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Catholic social philosopher, embraces the idea of natural law in this sense in
his recent trilogy Law, Legislation, and Liberty (1973, 1976, 1979). As
another example, in a different part of social science, we should note the
perfect competition model of modern microeconomic theory. This is not
intended to be a description of any real economy or even a description of any
realistically attainable end. Its role is to enable one to derive a set of theorems
that define the conditions under which the productive resources of the
economy are optimally allocated in creating the various goods and services
that are desired (see below, Chapter 17 A).

One of the most important difficulties of this view of the relation between
progress and perfection is that, when used to make simple judgements of
particular changes, it implicitly assumes that the imperfections of the real
world are independent, of one another. If they are independent then we may
be certain that any change that improves a particular feature of society by
altering it in the direction of the ideal contributes to general social
improvement. But if, say, two defects tend to counteract one another, then
removing only one of them may make the general situation worse. A good
example is the case of a one-company town where there is no competition on
the demand side of the labour market, and there is a strong trade union
which prevents competition in the supply of labour as well. Both of these are
‘imperfections’, according to economic theory, but two imperfections of this
sort may be better than one and it is not necessarily ‘progressive’ to remove
only one of them. This difficulty, which has been explicitly demonstrated in
technical economic theory, is equally relevant to general social philosophy.
Even if one knows what would constitute a state of perfection, one cannot be
sure that any piecemeal change constitutes progress. We could be certain that
change is progress only when all imperfections are removed at a stroke and
one moves, or rather leaps, to the state of perfection. It may be that some
intuitive awareness of this is the basis of the many utopian schemes of social
organization that argue the necessity of wholesale reconstruction of society
rather than gradual piecemeal attempts at progress, though one should
quickly add that nothing as sophisticated as this is present in the explicit
arguments of the utopian literature.

Another problem in the notion that one must employ a conception of
perfection in order to determine whether a change should be regarded as
progress is that it must assume that one thing at least is unchanging: our
conception of what constitutes a perfect social order. If this is not fixed, then
we live in a much more complex world, one in which the ideal as well as the
actual state of affairs is subject to change and, to make things more complex
still, perhaps our conception of what is ideal changes as a consequence of our
efforts to approach it. Some important social scientists have taken this view,
most notably Alfred Marshall, whose Principles of Economics (1890)
became the foundation book of modern microeconomic theory. Unlike the
Thomistic notion of an absolute natural moral law, this adopts a relativistic
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stance. Progress can be defined only with respect to tentative conceptions of
perfection, which may be expected to alter. So specific changes are
‘progressive’ at one time, but not at another. One does not find such a view in
the utopian literature. This has been written by people who, if they are not
quite certain that they themselves know what is ideal or perfect, are at least
confident that it is knowable in a final definitive form. We can see how the
utopian literature of social thought represents a continuation of religious
approaches to social phenomena rather than the mode of science, in which
all knowledge, even of the laws of nature, is regarded as tentative.

One further complication must be noted. A strong and recurring theme in
the literature of social thought is that change is, itself, the desired state. In
such a view it is the journey that is valuable, not the destination. This brings
to notice an important dichotomy in social philosophy between those whose
conception of the ideal involves action, challenge, and difficulties overcome,
and those for whom it means quiet, stability, and surcease from care;
between those who desire to sail uncharted seas and those who crave the
calm security of a snug harbour. In the paradisiacal ideal of ancient Norse
mythology, one spends eternity in Valhalla fighting ferociously with sword
and buckler during the day and feasting gluttonously during the night while
one’s noble wounds miraculously heal. In the Hindu and Buddhist ideal of
Nirvana, on the other hand, supreme bliss is achieved by suppressing all
worldly desire and entering a state of undisturbed calm. This difference in
the conception of the ideal is mirrored in the utopian literature in a curious
way. The standard portrayal of the perfect society is of one that has long
since passed through its era of construction and now rests in a permanent
state of order and harmony. But the authors themselves are clearly more
entranced by the challenges of building the New Jerusalem than by the
presumed merits of living there, and the disciples that many have gathered
are typically those who value the struggle rather than the goal, more like
Norse warriors than Hindu mystics.

We learn from anthropologists, who by now have studied most of the out-
of-the-way societies that survive on our planet, that a common feature of
most (perhaps all) of them is the belief in a society that is idyllic, providing
generously for all man’s material and other needs. Whether this society is
regarded as located in some exotic land beyond the sea’s horizon, or in a
more abstract space, or in the remote past, or the far future, is not as
significant as the idea itself: it brings to notice a form of social thought of
exceptional importance, not only among so-called primitive peoples but
prominent also in the most highly developed societies and, in the latter,
among its most sophisticated thinkers. In Western civilization the earliest
delineation of the characteristics and conditions of a perfect social order is,
of course, the description of the Garden of Eden in the Book of Genesis. Since
then, literally thousands of books have been written for the purpose of
describing various visions of a perfect social order. This is in fact one of the
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most enduring and most popular literary genres in our intellectual history,
testifying undoubtedly to the deep yearning of man to find a haven from the
conflicts, fears, and deprivations of life as it has hitherto been known.

This mode of social thought has, moreover, influenced action to a
surprising extent. Attempts to establish idyllic societies, based on some
general or specific concept of social perfection, form an almost continuous
history that gives no sign of having less energy today than, say, in the last
century, when frontier America was the favourite place for a leader and a
band of disciples to establish the prototype example of the perfect social
order. The almost universal failure of these projects seems not to have
diminished enthusiasm for new ones. Adam Smith denoted man as the
permanently dissatisfied animal but he did not draw out all the implications:
some dissatisfied men seek progress and improvement, but others will settle
for nothing less than perfection, to be brought about by departing radically
from the customary forms of social, economic, and political organization.
Needless to say, this mode of social thought is not only represented by the
enthusiasts who purchase a tract of land and initiate a new experiment in
communal living; it is also a powerful element in more comprehensive
radical political philosophies and plays a strong role in modern
revolutionary movements, as it did in earlier ones such as during the
Commonwealth period in seventeenth-century England and the interval
between the Bourbon and Bonaparte dictatorships in France of the late
eighteenth century.

The authors of the most comprehensive study yet made of the history of
this mode of social thought, FE. and EP.Manuel (Utopian Thought in the
Western World, 1979), note that it was prominent in ancient Greece,
appearing there in a great variety of literary forms over a period of hundreds
of years. Plato’s Republic was not unique in outlining a system of social
perfection. When the surviving ancient Greek texts were published during
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, among the Hellenic legacies that were
powerfully transmitted to the West were a large number of utopian social
writings which Europeans of the Renaissance era read with avidity.

These Greek writings enriched and modified a tradition of perfectionist
thought in which the West had already been thoroughly immersed through
Christianity. If the Roman Empire had survived, it is perhaps unlikely that
utopian political thinking would have had so great an influence on European
history, for the Romans were earthbound and practical thinkers, more
interested in the techniques of efficient governmental administration than in
theoretical models of an ideal social order. The speculative temper of the
Greeks and the religious millennialism of Christianity came together during
the Renaissance to form a mode of social thought that has been of great
importance in the West ever since. The idea of a perfect social order is not
exclusively Western, but nowhere else has it had such a notable impact on
social thought and social practice.
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St. Augustine’s fifth-century view of the order of perfection was other-
worldly, referring to the regime of heavenly paradise, but there was always a
strain of thought in Christianity that viewed perfection as attainable on the
terra firma of planet earth. Many of the leaders of experimental ideal
communities, throughout history, have been religious leaders whose band of
disciples believed themselves to be especially chosen to do God’s will on earth
by building a social order of perfection. One of these, Thomas Muntzer, who
led a peasants’ rebellion in Germany in the early sixteenth century, put
forward views on social organization so similar to those later advocated by
Karl Marx that, despite the religious foundations of his thinking, he has been
viewed by some historians as an early precursor of ‘Marxism-Leninism’.

Some utopians believed that the social order of perfection had already
been established on the planet by a Christian priest who had gone far away
from Western Europe to perform his mission. This was the legend of Prester
John, which first appeared in the twelfth century and grew with retelling
over the succeeding generations. By the fifteenth century the legend was
regarded by many as being as true as scripture itself. Portugal’s Prince Henry,
The Navigator’, encouraged exploration down the Atlantic coast of Africa,
not only to find a maritime route for trade to the Orient, but to outflank the
Muslim Middle East by linking up Christian Europe with the ‘Kingdom of
Prester John’, which was presumed to be somewhere between Africa and
India. Vasco da Gama, on his voyages that opened up the sea route to the
Indies around the Cape of Good Hope, carried diplomatic letters addressed
to Prester John. Christopher Columbus, as part of his preparations to reach
the Indies by sailing west, studied all that he could about Prester John and his
idyllic Christian kingdom. By Columbus’s time hardly any educated Western
European believed that the earth was flat and that one could fall over its edge
into the void, but many believed to a virtual certainty that one could sail to
an earthly paradise. Columbus himself, in his Letters from the New World
(1493), expressed the conviction that he had rediscovered the oldest of such
paradises, the location of the Garden of Eden from which Adam and Eve had
set forth to people the earth.

It was during this same period that there appeared the most famous work
in this genre of all time, the one that provided its now established generic
name, Sir Thomas More’s Utopia. This has gone through more than 150
editions since its first publication, in Latin, in 1516. It is one of the very few
sixteenth-century books that will be found today among the regular stock of
a moderately good bookstore in American cities or university towns. Three
paperback English editions of it are currently in print, selling at the lowest
prices at which any book can be purchased. So, four and a half centuries
after its composition, More’s Utopia is still widely read; it continues to
appeal to those who believe that man’s social order could be made not
merely better but perfect. The book also inspired a host of imitating authors
who wrote Utopias of their own: from the sixteenth century to the eighteenth
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hundreds of works were composed using More’s Utopia as model. The
number of people who have been touched by Moreian ideas, directly or
indirectly, has been truly immense.

Thomas More was a man of deep religious convictions, which led him to
oppose Henry VIII’s withdrawal of the English Church from the jurisdiction
of the papacy. For this he was beheaded at Henry’s order and, eventually
(1935), he was declared a saint by the Roman Catholic Church. Despite
More’s religious feelings, his Utopia is not notably a portrait of a perfect
social order built upon religious foundations or governed necessarily by
priests. In fact it was the forerunner of the form of social perfectionist
writing that rose to dominance in the eighteenth century: the vision of a
secular utopia. We have repeatedly noted in this book that social science and
social philosophy underwent a profound transformation from a religious to
a secular orientation during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This
was also true of that branch of social thought most intimately connected
with religion, the concept of a perfect social order: paradise, in effect, was
brought down to earth.

In accounting for this transformation we probably have to give first place
to the general intellectual change towards secularization that was taking
place which, in turn, probably has to be attributed mainly to the successes of
the natural sciences with their positivist-empiricist outlook. Beyond that, to
be more specific, some influence of significant weight undoubtedly has to be
given to the accounts that began to circulate in Europe of the nature of life in
the South Pacific isles after the mid-eighteenth-century voyages of James
Cook, Louis Antoine de Bougainville, and their successors. The fifteenth-
and sixteenth-century explorers expected to find the Christian utopia of
Prester John and were disappointed; the eighteenth-century ones, to their
surprise and delight, and of those who barkened to their tales, found utopia,
or so they believed, among the pagans of the South Seas. The idea of a
perfect social order took on at once an air of practical possibility that
appealed to the Western European empiricist outlook. Thomas More called
his imaginary society ‘Utopia’, meaning, in Greek, ‘nowhere,” which suggests
that it does not exist in this our world. But now sailors reported to have seen
the perfect social order with their own eyes on Tahiti and other isles where all
the needs of life could be plucked effortlessly from the trees and the women
were both beautiful and willing. Heretofore only the gullible could believe in
a perfect social order; now that belief appeared to be substantiated by the
very kind of evidence that sophisticated eighteenth-century Europeans
valued most highly: direct empirical experience.

In brief, the era that gave birth to the disciplines we now group under the
general heading of ‘social science’ was also one that witnessed a reinvigoration
and modernization of ancient speculations concerning the characteristics of a
perfect social order. Since its beginnings, social science has intersected with
and often has entangled with utopianism, and it is very difficult for the
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historian or philosopher of science to keep a steady focus upon the first of
these modes of thought undistorted by the other. We shall have ample evidence
of this as our study of the social sciences proceeds into the nineteenth century.
In preparation for this, it will be worth our while to devote a few pages to an
outline of some of the main characteristics of utopian thought, so that this
mode of social philosophy will be more readily recognizable.

In the article on ‘Utopias and Utopianism’ in the International
Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, the author, George Kateb, speaks of this
mode of social philosophy as ‘a persistent tradition of thought about the
perfect society, in which perfection is defined as harmony’. This point is well
worth the emphasis that Kateb gives it in his article. The most universal feature
of the vast and varied utopian literature is that the perfect social order is
viewed as one of peaceful communal concord: no crime or strife, war or
revolution, no theft, embezzlement, violence or fraud, each member of the
community functioning smoothly as part of a harmonious social whole. A
number of the utopian communities that were founded during the nineteenth
century were called ‘Harmony’, the most famous of which was in southern
Indiana, on the Wabash river, where a group of German Protestant
millennarians first established a religious commune to prepare for the Second
Coming, and then sold out to the atheist Robert Owen, who wished there to
create his own vision of a secular utopia, no less oriented to harmony than the
religious disciples of Father Rapp, and so calling only for a minor change of
name to ‘New Harmony’. In Chapter 10 we will return to the question of
perfection as harmony and undertake a more extensive discussion of its
metaphysical foundations and implications for social science.

Another universal feature of the utopian literature is its handling of the
question of the economic organization of the perfect social order; but in this
case the universality is due simply to ubiquitous neglect of any serious
attention to the subject. Utopias are typically full of specific information on the
ideal society’s political system, its educational system, even its architecture is
often described in minute detail, but if the reader asks how the economic
system is structured and how it functions, he receives no informative response.
The economy is universally presumed to function, and indeed to function
better than any known real economy, since the citizens are almost invariably
described as having been relieved of the curse of economic want; but no
utopian book, so far as I have been able to discover, gives any informative
account of how the society organizes itself to make use of available productive
resources and channel them effectively to the creation of the goods and
services that are necessary to the good life. The lack of this is perhaps partially
responsible for the negative connotations that cling to the term ‘utopian’:
visionary, unrealistic, not worthy of consideration by serious minds, frivolous.
One of the writers of a modern utopia, the Harvard psychologist B.E.Skinner
(Walden Two, 1948), has his protagonist say in response to a question raised
on this point: ‘No one can seriously doubt that a well-managed community
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will get along successfully as an economic unit. A child could prove it.” Skinner
apparently felt it otiose to write out this ‘proof, since the book says nothing
more on the matter. This contemptuous dismissal of the economic question is
no better than the bizarre descriptions in the older utopian literature of lands
where the mountains are made of tasty edibles and the lakes and rivers of
delicious libations, treating literally the poetic description of Canaan in the
Old Testament as a ‘land flowing with milk and honey’. Obviously, if we lived
in a world where, in the words of one of the ancient Greek utopianists,

...the fishes

came perfectly willing,

and did their own grilling,

and served themselves up on the dishes

we would be more than half-way to the order of perfection (for man, of
course). But, needless to say, or—in view of the continuing popularity of
Utopias without described economies, needful to say—one does not solve a
real-world problem by assuming that it does not exist.

In the literature of the social order of perfection there is some ambiguity
towards both ends, so to speak, of the economic process: work and material
wealth. Many utopias are pictured as lands of such great material wealth
that all citizens live in a state of repletion, all desires fulfilled. Others depict a
world in which man has learned to be content when his ‘real needs’ are met
and not to seek fulfilment of ‘mere desires’, much less satisfaction to the
point of surfeit. Plato distinguished between needs and desires in the
Republic and advocated a life so reduced in its material standards that
readers, even of his own day, must have regarded it as rather ascetic. Thomas
More considered the desire for wealth to be the main source of evil in real
societies, and his Utopia pictured a society in which people are content to
meet basic needs and produce more only for the purpose of providing a
buffer against future dangers such as drought, or attack from other states.
The distinction made by Plato between needs and desires raises issues that
are of continuing importance in social science and social philosophy, since it
is unclear that greater material wealth makes man happier and, even if this
were indubitably true as a matter of fact, it does not follow that such
happiness is morally worthy. These large issues are beyond the scope of this
book but we shall have to consider some aspects of them in the discussion of
utilitarianism in Chapter 11.

At the other end of the economic process, utopian writers have shown
mixed views about work. In some accounts it seems to be the main curse of
ordinary life, and the authors construct scenarios of the idyllic society in which
life is like that enjoyed by the first children of God in Eden before the fruit of
the tree of knowledge was tasted. The apparent lack of regular work on Tahiti
and the other Pacific isles greatly attracted the European explorers, and it is
not to be wondered at (if one has any conception of the hard working life of an
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eighteenth-century sailor or of his compatriots back home in Liverpool or La
Rochelle) that the prospect of spending one’s life lying languidly on a sunny
beach would seem paradisiacal in itself, even without the beautiful hedonistic
maidens. But other utopian writings view labour as a positive virtue rather
than a curse. In More’s Utopia the citizens do no more work than is necessary
to meet their modest requirements, but it is clear that More regarded such
work as desirable in itself, an idea that was later embraced by Saint-Simon, the
first of the modern socialist utopians, and by Karl Marx, the greatest of them.
Down to the present, the view that in a good society everyone should work
continues to be a feature of socialist doctrine but it is certainly not confined to
it. In modern capitalistic American society, with greater material wealth than
Plato or More could have imagined possible, the view is strongly held, even
within the plutocracy, that life is incomplete unless one has work of some sort
to do. The modern economist is made uneasy by this. In the prototypical
economic model a sharp distinction is made between ‘benefits’ and ‘costs’,
with work located in the latter category. If work has benefits of its own, means
and ends become confused, and both positive and normative economic
analysis is made much more difficult.

On one important point with respect to work there is a notable difference
between the orthodox strain of social science and the perfectionist literature:
the question of division of labour. As we have seen, Adam Smith considered
the division of labour an indispensable feature of an efficient economic
system, and as we will note in Chapter 15, Emile Durkheim regarded
division of labour as equally important in creating the social solidarity that
binds an aggregate of individuals into a social whole with a collective
consciousness and a continuing culture. The utopian writers, and the non-
utopian but non-orthodox schools of social scientists, have typically taken a
different view of the division of labour, regarding it as culturally
degenerative and psychologically deforming, a view that, as we noted above,
Adam Smith himself expressed. The modern discussion of this has revolved
around Karl Marx’s concept of ‘alienation’, which we will examine briefly in
Chapter 13 C. Marx, and his collaborator Friedrich Engels, said very little
about the characteristics of communism, the ideal society that, in their view,
was the natural result of the laws of historical development. They regarded
such descriptions as ‘utopian’ in the derogatory sense of the term, but among
their few remarks on this topic there are clear indications that they had a
negative view of the division of labour in so far as it involves the
occupational specialization of people and that they expected communism to
do away with it.

This brings us to what must undoubtedly be regarded as the main focus of
utopian writing, at least since Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) and Robert
Owen (1771-1858): the role of society in forming the personalities and
characters of those who inhabit it. As we have already seen, and will have to
note again frequently in the following pages, serious students of social
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phenomena have always been pulled in two different directions on the
subject of ‘human nature’, since some features of it are clearly due to the
biological constitution of Homo sapiens, and some are equally clearly due to
cultural conditioning and other features of the social environment, the line
between what is ‘biological’ and what is ‘social’ being one of the most
persistently disputed boundaries in the history of science.

Rousseau regarded his predecessors in social theory as having been
seriously misled concerning man’s basic nature. Drawing inferences from
observation of existing persons, Rousseau noted, is scientifically
unacceptable, since the data consist of the behaviour of persons already
moulded by social institutions. The point is valid, but Rousseau’s next step
was purely speculative: if, he claimed, we could strip away the effects of
enculturation we would see that man’s basic nature is good; the bad features
of human character are therefore the result of the corrupting influences of
human institutions. Rousseau did not argue, as the anarchist writers (e.g.
William Godwin) did, that all social organization is unavoidably evil and
deleterious to character. He contended that, hitherto, social institutions had
functioned in this fashion; but they could be otherwise, and his main message
was that social institutions should be reconstructed so as to preserve man’s
natural goodness and to produce a process of enculturation that would suit
him for life in a social order of harmonious perfection.

Robert Owen’s view of man was that he is inherently neither good nor
bad but whatever the social process of enculturation makes out of the wholly
plastic original material. Owen was following the same line of thinking that
we noted above in discussing the empiricism of Locke and Hume, and the
association psychology of David Hartley, though Owen himself, a self-
taught thinker who read little, was probably quite unaware of these
philosophical predecessors. Owen concluded that the key to all man’s
problems lies in redesigning his social institutions so as to produce human
beings suitable for a harmonious order. Thus he arrived at essentially the
same view as Rousseau, though there is little reason to believe that, if they
had met, they would have agreed on the details of the necessary social
reconstruction.

Through Rousseau and Owen there occurred the modern resurrection of
an idea that lies just beneath the surface, or on it, in a wide range of utopian
writings: the view that man, as he now is, is unsuitable for the perfect society;
it cannot be achieved without substantial changes in the human constituents.
This opens the door to schemes of social reorganization that run far beyond
politics and economics, since the objective is to change the human psyche.
After dismissing the economic problem in Walden Tiwo, B.E.Skinner states
flatly that the real problems of attaining a harmonious social order are
psychological ones, which, like many utopianists before him, he sees as being
resolved only by turning our backs on human individuality and using the
techniques of behavioural psychology to make man over into a creature with
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socially suitable behaviour patterns (see his later book, Beyond Freedom and
Dignity, 1971). Needless to say, this view makes some people exceedingly
apprehensive, especially if they feel that they are likely to be among those
chosen for character modification. In recent years this line of thought has
shifted from the realm of behavioural psychology to biology, where the
discovery of the structure of the DNA molecule in 1953 seemed to open the
possibility of genetic modification of human beings in more rapid and precise
ways than had been considered by the earlier proponents of ‘eugenics’.
Before this scientific development took place, however, the classic criticism
of it had already been written, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932),
an anti-utopia whose object was to show that a social order of harmonious
perfection might not be one that a civilized person who values individuality
and freedom would find attractive.

As we proceed with our history of social science we shall see that the issue
of individualism versus communalism punctuates the scientific literature, as
it has social philosophical thought generally, since Plato and Aristotle.
Robert Owen brought to New Harmony, Indiana, in 1825 one of the most
remarkable groups of individualists ever assembled in one place, but all were
dedicated to building a new communal order that would demonstrate, as the
prospectus for the town newspaper, the New Harmony Gazette, announced,
‘that individuality detracts from human happiness’. Rousseau, one of the
most uncompromising individualists ever to set pen to paper, celebrated the
merits of a world in which the individual is submerged in society to the
degree that his very personal identity, his concept of T’, becomes derivative
from or fused with the identity of the social collectivity.

Manuel and Manuel are so struck by this psychological aspect of utopian
thought that they attribute its great popularity over so many centuries to the
yearning of man for a return to antenatal life when, as foetus, he was secure
and enclosed, and formed an organic connection with a larger entity. If
Freudian psychology offers explanations of anything (which this writer
doubts) it hardly serves as an explanation of utopianism, for some utopian
writings are as dogmatically individualistic as others are communal. In
William Godwin’s perfect society even the playing of ensemble music would
be unknown, since it would represent an invasion of freedom to have to
accommodate oneself to the playing of others. In modern times the writing
of Ayn Rand represents a utopianist vision of unalloyed individualism. It
may be that some of the excesses of modern-day political tyrannies that set
out to change man are traceable to the influence of Rousseau and Owen, but
utopianism generally shows within itself the same conflict between
individualism and communalism that characterizes the whole spectrum of
modern social thought, and its history back to the ancients.

In section A of this chapter I noted the close connection that existed
between the idea of progress, the rapid development of the natural sciences
from the sixteenth century on, and the beginning of the social sciences in the
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eighteenth century. The relation of utopian thought to natural science and
the social sciences is an important part of the history of modern social
thought, but it is a complex relation, and a reasonably complete examination
is beyond the scope of this book. The following concluding remarks are
intended only to suggest some important themes.

In one respect there would seem to be a clear antithesis between the style
of thought represented by utopianism and the philosophy of science that was
being established by scientists like Galileo and Newton, and by philosophers
like Locke and Hume. The roots of utopian theory are in ancient legends
about other-worldly beings not limited by ‘human nature’. The utopianists
depicted model societies but they are not ‘models’ as philosophers of science
use that term. The social order of perfection is constructed without any
constraints imposed by empirical facts or laws of nature. From the
epistemological standpoint this is the very opposite of a scientific model. The
typical utopian scenario, ancient and modern, is an exercise in social science-
fiction, but, unlike the best of science-fiction proper, it does not accept the
constraint of making the story consistent with known scientific facts and
accepted scientific laws. This being so, one would perhaps expect that
utopian social theorists would turn their backs on science and claim other
foundations of validity such as religion or personal intuition. Some of the
leading utopianists, most notably Rousseau, were disdainful of science, but
this was not true of secular utopian thinkers in general. By the eighteenth
century science was too powerful a factor in the intellectual and practical life
of the West to be disregarded. Some utopian thinkers in fact regarded
themselves as applying the principles of science, even though this seems
rather strange today. Charles Fourier (1772-1837), for example, whose
ideas were the basis of Brook Farm and other communitarian experiments in
America, idolized Newton and regarded his own design for communal
‘phalanxes’ as based upon laws of social attraction that were the counterpart
for social phenomena of Newton’s law of gravity.

The idea that the new social order of perfection would be based on scientific
knowledge is traceable to Francis Bacon (1561-1626). His associated idea,
that the new order would be under the governance of scientists, can be traced
back to Plato, though, of course, Plato placed ‘philosophers’ at the top of the
hierarchy of the ideal community. Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis (1627) was
widely read in seventeenth-century Europe. It pictured an ideal society in
which the most important institution was a college of scientists, devoted to
research and invention and, under the king, governing the society in
accordance with scientific knowledge in harmony with Christian ethics. The
Royal Society, founded in 1662, was inspired to some degree by Bacon’s
utopian views. Tommaso Campanella’s City of the Sun (1632), another widely
read utopia of the era, stressed the role that scientific knowledge must play in
governing society and in changing it and its constituent individuals in the ways
required to achieve the harmony of perfection.
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When we come to the late eighteenth century, the most interesting figure is
Condorcet. His vision of the new social order was one in which the social
sciences had developed to the point where they could be effectively applied
to the solution of economic problems and to the art of government. Such a
set of sciences was possible, in Condorcet’s view, because the mathematics of
probability enables scientists to develop laws of behaviour that apply to
groups of persons. It was a brilliant idea, the essential foundation of modern
empirical social science. Condorcet was ahead of his time in this, but utopian
to a fault in his unlimited optimism for what the social sciences would
achieve once they had developed the proper mathematical foundations and
the capacity to make use of large amounts of empirical data. The most
important strain of utopian thought in which the perfect society is to be
realized through science is early nineteenth-century French ‘positivism’,
which we will examine at length in Chapter 12.



Chapter 9

Classical political economy

Adam Smith is the founder of economics as a branch of social science, not
only because he pointed the way, but because others followed the direction
indicated. No man, whatever his merits, can be a leader without followers.
Unlike the Physiocrats, however, those who ‘followed’ Adam Smith did not
do so as disciples dedicated to spreading the wisdom of the master. They
were independent students of economic matters who, though recognizing the
brilliance of Adam Smith in delineating the questions or problems of
economic theory, were as often as not convinced that his answers were
inadequate or wrong. So there developed, during the next two generations, a
large body of writings on economic questions which historians now describe
as classical political economy. The most important names in this literature
are Thomas Robert Malthus (1776-1834), David Ricardo (1772-1823), and
John Stuart Mill (1806-73). Karl Marx (1818-83) also belongs to this phase
in the historical development of economic theory, but we shall study his ideas
in a separate chapter (Chapter 13).

Economists did not agree with one another in the early nineteenth century
any more than they do today, and it would be misleading to convey the
impression that the classical economists constituted a unified school of like-
minded thinkers. Malthus and Ricardo, for example, had incessant
discussions on economic matters and disagreed about almost everything
(except, as we shall see, Malthus’s famous, or infamous, theory of
population). Nevertheless, certain main lines of thought did develop, and
when historians today speak of classical political economy they usually have
in mind a central set of propositions bearing on the structure and dynamics
of economic organization that were regarded as authoritatively established
by the best thinkers and generally accepted by the wider body of those
interested in the efforts to develop a science of economics. For our purposes
in this chapter we will take David Ricardo as representing the received or
authoritative view on economic questions. From the publication of his
Principles of Political Economy and Taxation in 1817 through to the 1870’s,
Ricardo’s ideas dominated economic thought. John Stuart Mill’s Principles
of Political Economy (1848), in its basic skeleton and much of its flesh a
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restatement of Ricardo’s theories, was the book in economics for many
years, and new editions of it were being issued (for the use of college
students) almost up to the first World War. But most historians regard
classical political economy as moribund by the 1890’s. A new set of
developments in economic theory, starting in the 1870’s, culminated in the
replacement of classical political economy by neoclassical economics, which
is, basically, the model structure that one still finds today in college courses in
‘microeconomics’. The other branch of contemporary economics,
‘macroeconomics,’ is even more recent, stemming mainly from the work of
John Maynard Keynes in the 1930’s. The neoclassical and Keynesian
economic models will be examined below, in Chapter 17.

The careful reader of the preceding paragraph will have noted that a
change in terminology occurred during the nineteenth century: the subject
was first called ‘political economy’ and later ‘economics’, the name it
commonly wears today. The word ‘economics’ derives from a compound of
two classical Greek words: oikos and nomos, meaning respectively
‘household’ and ‘law’. Some writers of the Greek classical era used the word
oikonomiai to refer to the basic principles (i.e. ‘laws’) of household
management. This use survives today in the college subject of Home
Economics, but plain Economics, as every student of it is aware, deals with
the economic problems of a much larger entity—the nation and, indeed, the
world as a whole. The Greek term oikonomia politike, referring to the
management of a city-state, can be found in writings of Aristotle’s time.

The term ‘political economy’ came into European use in the seventeenth
century and became common in the eighteenth century (in France the term
was economic politique and in Italy economia politica). This reflected the
growth of national consciousness and the centralization of political power in
nation-states that occurred in this period, and the corresponding orientation
of students of economic matters to issues of political policy aimed at
promoting, to quote Adam Smith’s title, ‘the wealth of nations.” The national
focus of the subject would have been better served by calling it national
economy (as the Germans did: Nationalékonomie) but political economy
was the term that stuck. Its first use in an English book title was in Sir James
Steuart’s An Inquiry into the Principles of Political Economy (1767). “What
economy is in a family’, says Steuart, ‘political economy is in a state.” Adam
Smith used the term political economy in the text of his Wealth of Nations
but not in the title, perhaps because he did not wish to imitate Steuart, but by
the second decade of the nineteenth century writers were not so fastidious
and many who wrote general works on economics apparently could not
think of entitling their books anything but Principles of Political Economy.

The two-word term was awkward when used as an adjective, however, and
it was customary, for example, to refer to ‘economic problems’ or ‘economic
policy’, not ‘political-economic problems’ or ‘political-economic policy’.
William Stanley Jevons (1835-82), one of the originators of what later became
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neoclassical economics, suggested that the term ‘economics’ would be
analogous to other modern subject names such as ‘mathematics’, and ‘ethics’
and recommended it but he titled his own book The Theory of Political
Economy (1871) none the less. At the same time Alfred Marshall, who became
the chief theorist of neoclassical economics, was using the term ‘economics’ in
his lectures and writings because he felt that the adjective ‘political’, which
might once have referred to the whole polity or nation, had come to denote
particular sectional interests within the nation, that is, ‘political’ in the narrow
or partisan sense. When his own enormously influential treatise appeared in
1890 it was called Principles of Economics. But much more than the name had
changed. The basic analytical model of neoclassical economics was different in
some fundamental respects from that of the older classical political economy,
and there was an important shift of emphasis too—away from the study of
economic growth and historical development, towards a detailed analysis of
how markets function and how limited productive resources can be efficiently
used. So historians have retained the term “political economy” as a handy label
for the set of ideas, concepts, and theories, associated most intimately with the
name of David Ricardo, which dominated economic thought during the half-
century of rapid economic development that took place in Europe following
the final defeat of Napoleon in 1815.

David Ricardo was the third child of a Jewish dealer in financial securities
who had emigrated to England, from Holland, a dozen years before David
was born. His only ‘advanced’ schooling consisted of spending the years
between the ages of eleven and fourteen at a synagogue school in
Amsterdam. Following this he returned to London and began working in his
father’s business. He fell in love with the daughter of a Quaker and their
marriage in 1793 led to a complete break with his family. But David knew
enough about the securities and financial markets by then to go into business
on his own, so successfully in fact that at the age of forty-two he was able to
retire to a modest country estate in Gloucestershire. Before his Principles of
Political Economy and Taxation appeared in 1817, Ricardo was already
well known because of his participation, through newspaper articles and
pamphlets, in the controversies over economic policy that punctuated the
Napoleonic War period. Not long after the Principles was published he
obtained a seat in Parliament by lending the owner of the ‘rotten borough’ of
Portarlington, in Ireland, a large sum of money in return for naming him the
borough’s parliamentary representative. In Parliament Ricardo participated
extensively in debates, especially on economic matters. He was also a strong
advocate of the extension of the franchise and other measures of
parliamentary reform, despite the nature of his own seat.

Ricardo was never completely satisfied with his Principles and, indeed, he
probably would not have published it at all but for the urging of James Mill,
who was, at this time, the leading disciple of Jeremy Bentham and the chief
promoter of Bentham’s philosophy of utilitarianism. Ricardo did not write
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at all explicitly about philosophy but I think it is beyond doubt that
utilitarianism exerted a very strong influence upon his economic thought,
and upon classical political economy in general. Moreover, one of the
features that modern neoclassical economics shares with classical political
economy is that both are founded upon utilitarian philosophic principles and
utilitarian empirical propositions. It was, indeed, in large part through
economics that utilitarianism as a philosophy survived the romantic
movement of the nineteenth century and remains to this day a powerful
element in Western social philosophy. Examination of the connection
between classical political economy and utilitarianism is deferred to Chapter
11, where we will study utilitarian theory more comprehensively.

A. VALUE

Ricardo begins his Principles by quoting Adam Smith on the distinction
between ‘value in use” and ‘value in exchange’. He agrees with Smith that the
two are unrelated and gives the same argument, that some very useful things
are low in value and some things of little use are high in value. Thus Ricardo
continued Smith’s line of thinking on the value problem, which excluded
consideration of the demand side of the market process and gave virtually
exclusive attention to the conditions of production. Like Smith and other
earlier writers, Ricardo accepted the proposition that the day-to-day market
price of a commodity is determined by the demand for it in relation to its
available supply but, like his predecessors, he did not regard this as being of
much interest; the main scientific problem was to analyse the determinants
of the general level around which day-to-day prices fluctuate. These ‘natural
prices’ are not affected by demand, so the explanation requires attention
only to supply, or the costs of production.

Ricardo saw more clearly than Smith had that in order to eliminate
demand considerations from the theory of value something more was
required than simply stating the value-usefulness paradox. That something
more is the proposition that there is a definite cost of production for a
commodity, which does not change as the quantity produced changes. It does
not matter whether ten hats or ten million hats are produced, the cost per hat
is the same. This view, we should note, is not only empirically implausible,
but is not consistent with the law of diminishing returns (which says that the
unit cost of production of a commodity varies with the quantity produced).
Ricardo was one of the original formulators of this law and, as we shall see,
it plays an important role in his theory of rent and in his view of the long-run
trend of economic evolution, but, like most of the classical economists, he
regarded it as an empirical generalization about the conditions of
agricultural production; the assumption that the cost of production does not
vary as the number of units changes was construed as valid for the
manufacturing sector of the economy.
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Ricardo tackled the problem of value determination by adopting the theory
that Smith had propounded as applicable to a hypothetical ‘early and rude
state of society’ in which there is no capital and no private property in land. As
the reader will recall, Smith asserted that, in such a state of affairs,
commodities will exchange in proportion to the quantities of labour required
to produce them. (‘If among a nation of hunters...it usually costs twice the
labour to kill a beaver as to kill a deer, one beaver should naturally exchange
for or be worth two deer,” Wealth of Nations, Book 1, chapter VIL.) Ricardo
asserts that this theory of value is correct, but its validity is not restricted to the
‘early and rude state’. Smith modified the theory for advanced societies, taking
capital costs and land costs into account. Ricardo argued that this modification
is unnecessary; in advanced societies, no less than in primitive ones, the relative
value of commodities is proportional to the labour required to produce them.

It is important to note, again, that Ricardo is focusing on relative values.
He does not deny that capital costs are part of the cost of production, but if
they affect all costs to an equal degree, then they do not affect relative values
(land costs are not included, as will be explained in section B below). In
speaking of the value of a hat, Ricardo meant its price expressed in terms of
another commodity, such as gold, which serves as the value numeraire or
standard. Thus Ricardo’s labour theory of value means that:

Dl 1)

Vs L
That is, the market value of a hat, expressed in terms of the standard
commodity, is equal to the quantity of labour required to produce a hat
relative to the quantity of labour required to produce a unit of the standard
commodity. This being so for all commodities, it follows that the value of
any commodity (relative to any or all others) is determined by the (relative)
amount of labour required to produce it.

Ricardo knew that there were some severe difficulties with this theory, due
to the neglect of capital costs. If capital could be considered as indirect labour
pure and simple (we devote labour to producing a loom as an indirect way of
making cloth), then capital costs would really be labour costs in another form.
But capital costs are incurred prior to the production of the final goods (we
have to devote labour to producing a loom before we can use it to produce
cloth). Suppose it takes the same amount of labour to produce a hat as to
produce a quart of strawberries, but part of the labour cost in hat production
is the labour embodied in the hat factory whereas no such capital is required
for strawberry production. (Strawberry gathering, which is not a
manufacturing industry, is used here only for convenience to enable one to talk
as if one of the industries had 7o capital cost at all.) Under such conditions, if
the market value of a hat were the same as the market value of a quart of
strawberries no one would produce hats. Why should anyone do so if he could
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get the same market value by producing strawberries and not have to wait
years to recover his capital invested in a factory?
We may take capital costs into account by rewriting equation (1) so:

Vi _ LaW+ ChP
Vs LW+ CP

C, and C, are the per-unit capital costs in the hat industry and the standard-
commodity industry respectively. W is the wage rate or the market price of a
unit of labour, and P is the market price of a unit of capital, call it the ‘profit
rate’. (Since the physical units of labour are ‘man hours’, and for a factory
are, say, ‘square feet’ we have to use W and P to permit aggregation.) In a
perfectly competitive economy the wage rate would be the same in both
industries, and the profit rate also. Ricardo assumed W and P constant in this
sense. Now, under what conditions could the above equation be reduced to a
labour theory of value? Ricardo seems to have realized that if the capital-
labour ratio is the same in both industries, then this reduction formally
follows. Equation (2) may be rewritten as:
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It is evident that, if C,/L,=C/L, then:
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This appears to be a labour theory of value, but the assumption that enabled
us to arrive at equation (4), i.e. that C,/L,=C/L,, is algebraically equivalent
to saying that L,/L =C,/C.. This means that, if equation (4) is valid, then so is
the following;:

Vo _ G
Vs Cs

Equation (4) says that the value of a hat, in terms of a standard commodity,
is equal to the relative quantities of labour necessary to production in the
two industries, while equation (5) says that the value of a hat in terms of the
standard is equal to the relative amounts of capital necessary to production
in the two industries. If (4) is a ‘labour theory of value’ then (5) is a ‘capital
theory of value’ and, under the stated assumptions, one is just as valid as the
other. In fact neither is a theory of value determination. In this phase of
Ricardo’s thinking all he succeeded in doing was to show some of the
problems that attend the measurement of values.

(5)
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An understanding of what is involved in equations (4) and (5) and how they
relate to value measurement rather than value determination may be clarified
by a simple illustration. If we are interested in ascertaining the relative number
of cows in two fields, we could count the cows and observe that if, say, there
are thirty cows in field A and ten in field B, then there are three times as many
in A as in B. But if we counted the cows’ horns or their hoofs we would get the
same answer:

The reason why this works, of course, is that every cow has one body, two
horns, and four hoofs. The body-horns-hoofs ratios are the same for all
cows, just as the labour-capital ratio is presumed the same for all industries
in arriving at equations (4) and (5). It is true that the relative number of cows
in the two fields can be measured by counting horns or hoofs but it would
clearly be misleading to say that this is determined by the numbers of horns
or hoofs. In the same way, given the assumption of labour-capital uniformity,
the relative value of two commodities can be measured by counting the
labour inputs or the capital inputs but neither can be regarded, by itself, as
determining their relative value. To use another illustration: consider the
relation between the number of hydrogen atoms and oxygen atoms in a
water molecule. We could count the number of water molecules in a beaker
by counting the number of oxygen atoms, or by counting the hydrogen
atoms and dividing by two. If someone were to say that the amount of water
in the beaker is determined by the amount of, say, oxygen, one might accept
such a statement, but not if he went on to claim that more water would be
produced if more oxygen were added. The labour theory of value has often
been used to argue precisely this: that the quantity of value created in an
economic process is determined by the quantity of labour employed in it, and
more value is produced if more labour is used.

In addition to the theoretical problems it generates, the assumption of labour-
capital uniformity is empirically incorrect. Ricardo was aware of this and, in
order to sustain his theory of value, he argued that, although the ratios are not
exactly the same, the labour cost is much greater than the capital cost in all
industries. If this is so, then relative values are not precisely equal to relative
labour inputs but nearly so and one can proceed to treat equation (4) as a
satisfactory working approximation. Ricardo tended to lose sight of this
modification in the rest of his economic theory but not to the degree that many
of his successors did. The labour theory of value, as a strict economic law, not as
an empirical approximation, became one of the most important propositions in
nineteenth-century social science and social philosophy. The most influential line
of thought stemming from this proposition will be examined when we study
Karl Marx in Chapter 13, but a brief comment on the impact of the labour
theory of value on political thought before Marx is appropriate here.
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In the 1820’s there arose in England a new and important strain of radical
philosophy which differed from the long-standing utopian tradition in two
ways: first, instead of depicting the excellence of an imaginary perfect social
order, it focused on the miseries and injustices of the existing world; and
secondly, its main argument was derived from economic theory, not directly
from political philosophy and political theory. The term ‘socialism’ came
into existence during this period, but it was not the utopian socialism of
Thomas More; it was a socialism that purported to be based upon science,
the science of political economy. The radical writers of this period have been
called by historians ‘Ricardian socialists’, which is somewhat misleading,
since most of them were severely critical of Ricardo and regarded his
Principles as offering support for the status quo and justifying its notorious
evils. Historians who have adopted this term emphasize the use made by
these radical writers of the labour theory of value. Ricardo’s theory, as we
have seen, was hedged around with qualifications and ambiguities but it did
highlight the role of labour in production and perhaps in this way acted as a
stimulus to the radical thinking of the 1820’s.

If one takes the view that economic science has proved that labour creates
all value it is relatively straightforward to claim that labourers should receive
all the value and, if they do not, to contend that they are being exploited. (We
should note in passing that this sequence of argument does not disprove
David Hume’s contention that an ethical proposition cannot be derived
direct from a factual proposition; an intermediate ethical premise is implicit
in the argument: that the right to receive value is justified by, and only by,
one’s contribution to production.) This contention is one of the two main
economic foundations of the nineteenth-century socialist movement; the
other is the theory of rent, which we shall see in the next section owes even
more to Ricardo than the labour theory of value does.

We noted earlier, in Chapter 5, that the Physiocrats had initiated the
procedure of differentiating the members of society into economically defined
classes. This was continued by Adam Smith and David Ricardo (although they
defined the classes differently) and became a fundamental feature of classical
political economy. The significance of this in the present connection is that it
leads to the construal of exploitation in terms of class relationships: if one
argues that the labour class creates all value, the associated ethical proposition
is that this class is exploited if, as a collectivity, it does not receive all value.
This is the foundation for the view that the socioeconomic order that Marx
called ‘capitalism’ is characterized by class exploitation and class conflict.
Because this essential feature of Marx’s theory was anticipated by the
‘Ricardian socialists’, some historians regard their role in the history of social
thought as precursors of Marxism. But even if Marx and Engels had never
lived it was inevitable (or as inevitable as such things can be) that the newly
developing science of political economy would be linked to general social
theory and social philosophy, and it was highly likely that the labour theory of
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value would be employed, sooner or later, as a supportive proposition for a
policy of radical social change. But whether ‘inevitable’ or ‘highly likely” or
not, this did in fact become a major role of economics in the development of
nineteenth-century social philosophy.

John Stuart Mill, whose Principles of Political Economy (1848) became
the authoritative statement of classical economics, called attention to the
centrality of the theory of value in the following passage:

In a state of society...in which the industrial system is entirely founded on
purchase and sale, each individual, for the most part, living not on things
in the production of which he himself bears a part, but on things obtained
by a double exchange, a sale followed by a purchase—the question of
Value is fundamental. Almost every speculation respecting the economical
interests of a society thus constituted implies some theory of Value: the
smallest error on that subject infects with corresponding error all our
other conclusions; and anything vague or misty in our conception of it
creates confusion and uncertainty in everything else.

The modern economist would cheer Mill heartily for expressing a vital point
so forcefully. However, his approval would be quickly stifled, for Mill goes
on to say:

Happily, there is nothing in the laws of value which remains for the present
or any future writer to clear up; the theory of the subject is complete...
(Principles, 111, 1, 2)

Mill was here referring to Ricardo’s theory of value, which he adopted
without significant amendment. His estimate of its merits expressed in this
passage qualifies as one of the biggest howlers in the history of the social
sciences. Far from being ‘complete’ and needing no revision, the explanation
of market values by Ricardo was the most serious flaw in the classical
economic model. That model retained acceptance, despite the weaknesses
that many critics noted, because no alternative theory of value was advanced
to replace Ricardo’s until the development of the theory of ‘marginal utility’
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century (see below, Chapter 17 A). As in
the natural sciences, a theory in the social sciences cannot be destroyed by
mere criticism; whatever its deficiencies may be, only the construction of a
better theory will remove it from the kitbag of cognitive instruments that
men use in attempting to understand a complex world.

B. RENT

Numerous writers before Ricardo, and even before Adam Smith, regarded
income derived from land ownership as requiring special theoretical
attention, not only because it was the income of the dominant social class,
but because the production factor that is the source of rent (land) apparently
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differed from other factors (labour and capital) in being permanently fixed in
amount. But although some of these early economists made perceptive
suggestions, it was Ricardo who first clearly formulated a cogent theory of
rent and incorporated it into a comprehensive model of the economy. The
Physiocrats of the 1760’s construed rent as a production ‘surplus’ that is due
to the employment in agriculture of factors that are free, such as rain and
sunlight. Rent, according to Ricardo, is a kind of surplus; it is not due,
however, to the munificence of nature in supplying free rain and sunlight, but
to the limitation in the amount of fertile land. In developing his theory
Ricardo utilized the idea of diminishing returns and did so in a way that
foreshadowed the marginal analysis of neoclassical economics. Unlike the
theory of value, modern textbooks in economics typically present rent theory
in a form that differs little from Ricardo’s original analysis.

A simple way to describe Ricardo’s theory of rent is to consider the
production of a standard commodity, such as wheat, on plots of land that
differ from one another in natural fertility. (This is a simple way, but it is
misleading if not modified, as I shall immediately go on to do.) Suppose that
there are two equal-sized plots of different fertility; the application of a given
quantity of labour and capital to the two plots will yield different amounts of
wheat or, to put it differently, the cost (in terms of labour and capital applied)
of a bushel of wheat will differ on the two plots. Thus, using illustrative
numbers and measuring in dollars, the labour and capital costs per bushel
might be:

Onplot A:  $5.00
OnplotB:  $7.00

In such a situation, two things are evident: plot B would not be used unless the
market value of wheat were at least $7.00 per bushel; and if the market value
of wheat were $7.00 per bushel, production on plot A would yield a surplus of
$2.00 per bushel over cost. Suppose now that we are describing a community
in which one class of people own all the land and the class that actually
cultivate it are tenant farmers who rent land from the landlords. A farmer
would be willing to pay any amount less than $2.00 per bushel to a landlord
for plot A rather than use plot B free of charge. Thus the surplus of value over
cost will accrue to the landlord as rent. If the land were owned by the farmers
themselves, the $2.00 surplus would still exist, but the farmer who owned plot
A would receive it himself. So rent, as an economic element, does not depend
on who owns the land. The legal title to land determines who receives rent, but
rent, in itself, is the consequence of differential fertility. This led to later writers
characterizing Ricardo’s theory as a theory of “differential rent’.

But as I warned above, this presentation can be misleading. We can see
why if we ask why plot B should be used at all. Why not produce more wheat
on plot A by applying more labour and capital to it? The answer is that this
is restricted by the operation of the law of diminishing returns: more wheat
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could be raised on plot A but only by increasing the input of labour and
capital more than proportionately. Or, to put it differently, the additional
bushels of wheat would cost more to produce. Again, using illustrative
numbers and measuring in dollars, the labour and capital costs of production
on, say, plot A considered by itself might be:

First bushel: $5.00
Second bushel: $6.00
Third bushel: $7.00

It is evident that three bushels would be raised only if the price of wheat were
$7.00 per bushel, since, if it were less, say $6.50, the market value of the
third bushel would not cover its cost of production. But if wheat sells for
$7.00 per bushel then the aggregate value of three bushels (3x$7.00=$21.00)
exceeds the aggregate cost of producing them ($5.00+$6.00+$7.00=$18.00).
This difference of $3.00, the surplus of value over cost, is Ricardian ‘rent’. It
is now clear that the crucial condition that generates rent is the assumption
that the cost of production of the additional units of output (the ‘marginal’
cost in neo-classical terminology) rises as more is produced. This is the law of
diminishing returns (or increasing cost).

If we put both our illustrations together it is evident that at a wheat price
of $7.00 per bushel plot A would yield rent and plot B would not, and this is,
indeed, due to their differential fertility. But the root cause of rent is that the
‘fertility’ of plot A is not constant, because its incremental, or ‘marginal’,
productivity declines as it is cultivated more intensively.

We can now see why Ricardo insisted that rent is not a determinant of
market value. The price of wheat in the above illustrations is not $7.00 because
rent is paid for plot A. On the contrary, plot A yields rent because the price is
$7.00. So high rents are due to high prices, they do not cause prices to be high.
Adam Smith had treated rent as one of the components of market value in an
‘advanced’ society, no different in this respect from wages and profits. It is
interesting that David Hume, reading the Wealth of Nations upon its
publication in 1776, wrote to Smith with lavish congratulations, but demurred
on his treatment of rent as a component of price. Hume may have had the
essentials of Ricardo’s theory in mind, but the notes he wrote on the Wealth of
Nations during the remaining few months of his life were destroyed, so we
cannot know. The law of diminishing returns was clearly stated by Turgot as
early as 1768, but it was Ricardo who first built a significant theory upon it.

As we have seen in section A above, Ricardo treated manufacturing as not
subject to diminishing returns and therefore not generating a rent surplus. He
applied his rent theory to all of agriculture, but he saw special significance in
the operation of diminishing returns in the production of wheat and other
food grains (‘corn’, as these are generically called in England). Why this is
especially significant will be evident when we consider his theory of wages and
economic development below. The restriction of diminishing returns to
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agriculture, and emphasis upon its importance in food production, were
responsible for one of the main lines of social thought of the nineteenth
century and for one of the most dramatic controversies over economic policy
of all time, the great debate over the ‘Corn Laws’ (tariffs on imported food),
but they were also responsible for a serious misdirection of economic theory
which was not amended until the law of diminishing returns was generalized
to apply to all forms of production in the late nineteenth century. Ricardo
strongly emphasized the importance of the law of diminishing returns, but its
significance for economic theory was even greater than he thought.

In the Wealth of Nations Adam Smith reserves his harshest comments for
the monopolist, the businessman who captures exclusive control of the
production or sale of a commodity and eliminates competition. He had
mainly in mind the monopolist whose power to control a market was due to
special privileges awarded to him by the government in the form of
franchises, patents, etc. Ricardo perceived that a monopoly, or something
akin to it, could spring from ‘natural’ circumstances as well as from legal
privileges. If land is naturally fixed in quantity, then its owners have a kind of
monopoly. Individual landowners may be in competition with one another in
their dealings with tenant farmers, but competition among the tenants
assures that, whatever the rent surplus is, the owners of land will receive it.
‘Rent,’ says Ricardo, is ‘not a creation, but merely a transfer of wealth.” One
of the effects of his theory of rent was to redirect the animosity towards
commercial monopolists so evident in Smith’s Wealth of Nations against the
landlord class.

It seems highly likely that a movement against the political power and
social position of the landed class would have developed in nineteenth-
century England even if Ricardo had never constructed his theory of rent,
but Ricardo provided what many people construed as a scientific rationale
for reforms that were widely regarded as politically desirable and morally
justified. Once again we see political economy cast in the role of furnishing a
scientific foundation for value judgements. Before we pursue this further, we
should note four points.

Ricardo was wrong in declaring rent to be a ‘transfer’ of wealth. This is so
only where landlords own land while others cultivate it. In a society where
farmers own the land they cultivate, as in large parts of America, Ricardian
rent still exists but it is not ‘transferred’. The significance of this is that one
must distinguish between the economic phenomenon of rent and the
institutional and legal arrangements that determine who is to receive it. In
itself rent cannot be regarded as just or unjust, any more than a gas that
obeys Boyle’s law can; the issue of justice has to do with who ought to
benefit from it.

Secondly, Ricardo was wrong in regarding land as unique in being limited
in supply. This characteristic is also true of other factors of production, even
human ones. A great baseball player is limited in supply, and most of his
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large income is what economists call ‘rent’, even though others call it
‘salary’. This feature of rent was not clearly realized by economists until the
late nineteenth century, when Alfred Marshall pointed out that rent-like
incomes are very common and, as he put it, land rent is merely ‘the leading
species of a large genus’.

Thirdly, rent is a phenomenon that depends upon demand as well as on the
conditions of supply. Land yields rent only when there is a strong demand for
its products. A great baseball player receives a high income because many
people are willing to pay admission to baseball games. Land in the Nevada
desert is physically limited in amount but yields no rent because there is little
demand for it; a person who is exceptionally proficient at badminton cannot
command a notably high income because the sport does not attract many
paying viewers. So, we see, in his theory of rent Ricardo smuggled back in the
demand considerations that had been excluded in his main theory of value.

Finally, rent is part of the cost of production of a commodity when we
recognize that land has alternative uses. In the illustration above the total
value of the three bushels of wheat produced on plot A is $21.00. If the plot
is used for a housing site, $21.00 worth of wheat is sacrificed, so, in that
sense, it is part of the cost of the housing. This point was not fully realized
until the neoclassical economists developed the concept of ‘alternative cost’
in the late nineteenth century.

Just as Ricardo’s theory of value led to an important line of radical social
thought, so also did his theory of rent. The idea that the land of the nation
should be owned by the government goes back well before Ricardo; for
example, a book by Thomas Spence published in 1775 had argued this. But
Ricardo’s theory gave it a degree of intellectual support that it had not
previously possessed. There were various land nationalization movements
during the nineteenth century, numbering among their supporters many
prominent people. John Stuart Mill was one such; another was A.R.Wallace,
the independent co-discoverer (along with Charles Darwin) of the natural
selection theory of organic evolution, who for many years was president of the
Land Nationalization Society. The less radical idea that land rent should be a
special object of taxation was argued by the Physiocrats in the 1760’s. In the
early nineteenth century James Mill used his influential position on the staff of
the East India Company to promote a taxation system for India designed to
transfer the rent of land to the public treasury. The inspiration for Mill’s policy
was Ricardo’s theory of rent, not the vague surplus idea of Frangois Quesnay.
Ricardian rent theory was also the direct intellectual inspiration of the most
influential of the land tax theories, the single-tax doctrine of Henry George.
George, an American, published his Progress and Poverty in 1879 and during
the next three decades it sold in astounding numbers in England and America.
In fact it is the only book on economics ever to have been included on the
standard list of publishing’s ‘best sellers’. Single-tax societies still exist today in
the United States, though their public impact is nothing like it was in the era
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when many hoped (and others feared) that the movement was growing
powerful enough to initiate far-reaching reforms in the economic order
through the use of the fiscal power of the state.

Henry George himself was not really a radical. He felt that land rent was
virtually the only important flaw in the capitalistic economy, and if it were
corrected all else could be left unchanged. The most important radical
movement inspired by Ricardian rent theory was the British Fabian Society,
whose most prominent members were Sidney Webb and George Bernard
Shaw. The latter is remembered today as the greatest English dramatist of the
early twentieth century (and perhaps the greatest since Shakespeare) but he
also knew a good deal of economics and was especially impressed by the
theory of rent. Shaw and Webb, and others in the Fabian Society, were
favourably disposed towards Marx and Engels but the Society played an
important role in turning socialism away from Marxian revolutionary
doctrine towards the democratic reformism adopted by the British Labour
Party and similar movements in other countries. It is not too much of an
exaggeration to say that the two major streams of modern socialism both
found their sources in theories of David Ricardo: the revolutionary stream in
his labour theory of value and the reformist stream in his theory of rent.

C. POPULATION

The question of population growth (or decline)—the analysis of its governing
determinants, the prognosis of its consequences, and the debate over what (if
anything) should be done about it, by individuals, or by the state and other
social institutions—is one of the largest, most comprehensive, and most
enduring topics in the history of social thought. Since the eighteenth century it
has been the subject of a continuous debate that has extended well beyond the
boundaries of even the broadest conception of social science. At one frontier,
so to speak, it encounters or articulates with biology, since an important part
of that science is the study of organic reproduction and the determinants of
the populations of all organisms (man included) within a comprehensive
ecological system. At another frontier it encounters religion, which, though it
has given up much territory to social science in the past three centuries, has
not abandoned its claim of special authority to render judgement on matters
connected with human procreation. In a more complete history than this
book aims to be, a large chapter would have to be devoted to the development
of the theoretical modelling and empirical study of human populations by
social scientists, and the interaction of their work with biology, theology,
religion, and politics. Here we are devoting only a few pages to the subject
within a chapter on classical political economy. The reason for this is that,
though the modern investigation of the determinants and consequences of
population growth was initiated independently of political economy, by
Robert Malthus, the specific theory of population advanced by him was
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utilized by Ricardo as a main pillar in constructing a general theory of
economic development. How Malthus’s population theory fits into Ricardo’s
model will be sketched in the next section. The present section will outline
and clarify the argument presented by Malthus in his seminal Essay on the
Principle of Population (1798).

First, a bit of historical background. Attempts to ascertain the population
of a country (probably for taxation or military purposes) are among the
most ancient exercises in empirical social science. The most famous, of
course, is the census of the Roman province of Judaea ordered by the
emperor Caesar Augustus, which, requiring that the people should register
personally in their ancestral places, occasioned the journey of Mary and
Joseph to Bethlehem, where Jesus was born. Despite such early efforts,
however, data on population size, even for a small area, were very unreliable
before the late eighteenth century. A modern work on historical demography
will give data on the population of the world at the beginning of the
Christian era, for 8000 B.C., A.D. 1600, and other dates, but these are
estimates made by twentieth-century demographers. Such estimates show
that world population (with some major interruptions such as the period of
the Black Death in the fourteenth century) has grown greatly since ‘ancient
times’ and that the growth rate began to accelerate significantly in the late
seventeenth century. But this was not known at the time. Debate over the
trend of population was part of the ‘ancient versus modern’ controversy of
the eighteenth century referred to in Chapter 8 A, with notable contributions
by such outstanding figures as Montesquieu, who thought that population
had declined, and David Hume, who thought it had risen. Hume’s argument,
presented with great skill but with little hard data in his essay ‘Of the
Populousness of Ancient Nations’ (1752), ran counter to contemporary
common opinion of the matter. Not until data began to become available in
the 1760’s did the view spread that population was growing. By the time
Malthus wrote, the empirical controversy was over and attention had shifted
to the analysis of the factors governing the size of population.

Accompanying the realization that population was growing, a change in
concern occurred. When it was widely believed that population was
declining, most writers, and statesmen, emphasized the dangers of
depopulation and the necessity of taking measures to combat it. For
example, Mirabeau, who later became the chief disciple of Quesnay, was
popularly known as ‘the friend of man’ after the title of a book he had
written, L’Ami des hommes, ou traité de la population (1756), in which he
contended that the chief duty of a government is to promote the growth of
the nation’s population. But by the 1770’s it was no longer clear that one
acted as a ‘friend of man’ by promoting an increase in his numbers. Most
writers began to stress the dangers of overpopulation.

Among the numerous predecessors of Malthus who argued that population
tends to increase, two deserve some notice in passing. Robert Wallace, in his
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Numbers of Mankind (1753), proceeded in a purely theoretical fashion,
calculating the number of people that would result from a single pair on
different assumptions as to procreation, life span, etc. Malthus’s famous
assertion that, if unconstrained by any ‘difficulty of obtaining subsistence’,
population would grow ‘geometrically’ was clearly stated almost a half-
century earlier by Wallace. In this period, the North American continent was
regarded by many as a concrete instance of an environment that imposed no
constraints on population growth, or nearly so. Benjamin Franklin published a
pamphlet in Boston entitled Observations Concerning the Increase of
Mankind and the Peopling of Countries (1755), arguing that the American
population tended to increase geometrically, doubling every twenty-five years.
His main object was to show that, before long, there would be more English-
men in America than in England (where population growth was constrained),
in order to persuade the British government to alter its colonial policies and
recognize the just grievances of the American subjects of the Crown.

Malthus acknowledged in the first edition of his Essay that there were
numerous others who had already put forward the same population growth
argument and specifically named Wallace, along with David Hume and
Adam Smith, in this regard. In later editions he used Franklin’s figure of a
twenty-five-year doubling time as the specific ‘geometrical rate’ for an
unconstrained population. But, in the history of ideas, precursors are only
precursors. It was Malthus’s Essay that really ignited interest in the
population question. So far as economic theory is concerned, the population
growth thesis that Ricardo derived from reading Malthus supplied him with
an element that was necessary to complete his theory of economic
development.

Thomas Robert Malthus (1766-1835) was born into a comfortable
middle-class family. His father, Daniel Malthus, had inherited enough wealth
to permit him to follow a life of leisure, and to interest himself in the
contemporary literature on philosophy and social questions. He was
particularly attracted to writers with grand comprehensive views of society
and radical proposals for its fundamental reconstitution. He admired the
writings of William Godwin and the Marquis de Condorcet and befriended
Rousseau (or tried to) when he sought political asylum in England. The two
Malthuses, father and son, had many friendly arguments over the
contemporary utopian or ‘perfectibilist’ literature that was part of a great
wave of speculative social theory initiated by the French Revolution, and it
was out of these discussions that Robert Malthus developed the ideas
embodied in his famous book. Its full title was An Essay on the Principle of
Population as it Affects the Future Improvement of Society, with Remarks
on the Speculations of Mr. Godwin, M.Condorcet and other Writers (1798).
At the time he wrote it, Malthus, an ordained minister in the Church of
England, was curate of a parish in Surrey, and a fellow of Jesus College,
Cambridge, where he had graduated in 1788 with honours in mathematics.
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The Essay was published anonymously but the name of its author soon
became known and famous (or infamous, depending on one’s reaction to the
book). In 1804 he was offered the professorship in ‘Modern History and
Political Economy’ at the East India Company’s newly founded training
college, where he remained for the rest of his life.

Malthus’s position in the growing company of economists was second
only to Ricardo’s, with whom he formed a close friendship. They disagreed
on almost every point in economic theory, except population, but it was
Ricardo’s views on value, rent, and other matters that became the accepted
propositions of classical political economy. Until the work of John Maynard
Keynes in the 1930’s, which revived interest in Malthus as a precursor of the
Keynesian theory of unemployment, the only role Malthus was accorded in
the history of economics was as the originator of the classical theory of
population. Malthus himself regarded the main point of the Essay to be his
critique of the utopianist theories of Godwin and Condorcet, which occupied
more than a third of its length. He was surprised to find, upon its publication
that he had won fame as a social scientist, not just as a trenchant critic of
speculative writers on the perfect social order.

After some brief initial remarks on ‘the speculations of the perfectibility of
man and society” Malthus begins his argument by laying down two ‘fixed
laws’ of human nature: ‘First, that food is necessary to the existence of man’
and secondly, that ‘the passion between the sexes is necessary’. Then, after a
brief reference to Godwin’s ‘unphilosophical’ (i.e. unscientific) speculations
concerning the moderation of the sexual passion, he goes on to write one of
the most frequently quoted passages in the history of social science:

Assuming, then, my postulata as granted, I say, that the power of
population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce
subsistence for man.

Population, when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio.
Subsistence increases only in an arithmetical ratio. A slight acquaintance
with numbers will shew the immensity of the first power over the second.

The application of the concept of ‘geometric’ growth to human population
was not original with Malthus, as we have seen. To this familiar idea Malthus
added the concept, also mathematical, of a law of ‘arithmetical’ growth for
‘subsistence’. As a result, the whole argument wore a scientific aspect, being
based on fixed laws of nature and expressed in mathematical terms. If
Malthus’s theory of population consisted, however, of nothing more than the
juxtaposition of the two ratios it would be totally empty. The fact that the
ratios are often referred to, even today, as the ‘Malthusian theory of
population’ perhaps testifies to the tendency of modern science to worship
mathematics in an uncritical fashion.

When Malthus talked of ‘subsistence’” he mainly meant man’s food, which
is also derived from organisms that reproduce. The capacity to reproduce is
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‘geometrical’ in all organisms, and in those that humans use for food the
reproductive potential is much greater and more rapid than man’s. A wheat
plant can reproduce itself fifty times over in a single year. If we were to start
at year zero with, say, ten wheat plants and five pairs of humans, and each
species reproduced at its full biotic potential, the humans would die from
being smothered by wheat, not from lack of enough of it to eat. But,
obviously, this is just mathematical play; it has little to do with the factors
that explain the size of human population in the real world. Malthus’s ratios
are impressive but they are, at best, a statement of the problem that a theory
must solve; they do not constitute an explanation of population. I say ‘at
best’ because the problem would still exist even if human population growth
were arithmetical. The area of the earth being fixed, unlimited growth of
population at any rate will eventually produce a problem, since the area per
person will decrease continuously as the number of persons increases.
Geometric population growth simply means that this limit will be
approached more rapidly than if the growth were arithmetic.

Malthus resorted to the ratios several times in his Essay and it is perhaps
overgenerous to interpret him as merely using them as a dramatic statement of
the problem. Nevertheless there is a real theory (an explanation of the
determinants of population) in the Essay, and it is this, not the ratios, that
makes it an important book in the history of social science, and the origin of a
basic element in classical political economy. The main point is made by
Malthus in a remark that almost immediately follows the passage quoted
above: This implies a strong and constantly operating check on population
from the difficulty of subsistence.” In a nutshell, population does not in fact
grow at its biotic potential; it is controlled by the availability of food. Malthus
was not arguing that this would control population in the future. He made it
clear that, in his view, this factor had always acted as the governor of
population. That is to say, he was not merely pointing to a problem that would
arise if population continued to grow; he was offering a general explanatory
theory. Well before Malthus wrote, Voltaire had pointed out that the
contemporary enthusiasm for treating population as naturally growing
geometrically must be wrong, since, if it were so, the world would have been
overpopulated long since. Malthus’s theory of population is not a prediction,
but an effort to explain why overpopulation, in the gross sense of literal
physical overcrowding, had not already occurred and why it never can occur.
In short it is a theory of why overpopulation, in this gross sense, is impossible.

The theory is essentially very simple. There is a certain quantity of food
that is necessary to sustain a man and woman and permit them to raise two
children to maturity. This is what Malthus calls ‘subsistence’. If the
production of food (per capita) is greater than subsistence, more than two
children will be raised and the population will grow; if production is less
than subsistence, the population will decline; if production is just equal to
subsistence, the population will be stable.
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So far so good, but Malthus wanted to go further and argue that
‘population must always be kept down to the level of the means of
subsistence’. In short he contended that a stable population, neither growing
nor declining, is the equilibrium point of two forces, the capacity to
procreate and the ability to produce food. The theory is another example of
the early use of the concept of equilibrium in the methodology of economic
analysis. Malthus regarded this balancing of forces as ‘an obvious truth’ as
he put it in the preface to the Essay, but it is not so obvious. Food is produced
by human effort. Why cannot additional people produce additional food? As
one early critic of Malthus put it, ‘Does not God send two hands with every
stomach?’ The answer, of course, is that God does not also send additional
land, so, as population grows, the ratio of land to labour (as factors of
production) decreases, and though the output of food is increased it does not
increase in proportion with the population. Doubling the population (and,
consequently, the labour available) will increase food production but it will
not double it, so per capita food production will decline.

Malthus’s theory is incomplete without showing why more people cannot
raise proportionately more food. This missing piece is the law of diminishing
returns. There are a few places in the first edition of the Essay where Malthus
seems to have this idea in mind, but they are very vague and are significant
only to a reader who already knows what he should have been saying. In
later editions he is more explicit, and in the discussion of population in his
Principles of Political Economy (1820) he focuses upon the law of
diminishing returns and does not even mention the geometric and arithmetic
ratios. The version of population theory that Ricardo and his followers used
was based explicitly on the proposition that the law of diminishing returns is
an inescapable property of agricultural production.

Before we go on we should note that, even with the law of diminishing
returns, the theory fails to carry conviction to the empirically minded
modern reader, since population and per capita production of food have
both increased greatly since Malthus’s time. The reason is that we have
experienced since then a great improvement in the technology of food
production. With fewer farmers more food is raised than before. The law of
diminishing returns applies only to production with a given technology. Of
course, it still remains true that, whatever improvements take place in food
production, population cannot increase indefinitely; eventually the world
would become over-populated in the gross sense, since its area is fixed.

But Malthus, as T have pointed out, was not talking about what will
happen in the remote future. The constant pressure of population against
subsistence is, in his view, ‘one of the general laws of animated nature’. God
governs the world, but does so by establishing such laws, ‘And since the world
began, the causes of population and depopulation have probably been as
constant as any of the laws of nature with which we are acquainted.” Again
we see the effort of the early social scientists to discover ‘laws’ of the same
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sort that Galileo, Kepler, and Newton had. The constancy of the laws of
nature and of effects and causes,” says Malthus, ‘is the foundation of all
human knowledg,” even though one must grant that God can change the laws
if he so wishes. Malthus’s Essay is a prime example of the eighteenth-century
view that the assumption that the world is law-governed is essential to the
exercise of rational thought in the investigation of empirical phenomena.
There can be no science and no scientific method without such an
assumption. Malthus’s Essay embraced this view and, it is worth special note,
applied it to a phenomenon involving matters that people were becoming
reluctant to discuss, sex and procreation. It came just in time. A generation
later sexual prudery had become so great that it might have been impossible
to investigate the determinants of population if Malthus had not already
established it as a central problem of social science. The freedom of discussion
of such matters that was part of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment was
not to be experienced again until the middle of the twentieth century.

Throughout this discussion I have been speaking of Malthusian population
theory as a contribution to social science. But up to this point nothing has been
said that would indicate any distinction between the laws governing human
population and those governing the populations of other animals. If man’s
procreative potential is such that population always presses against the food
supply, then the factors determining population are biological, not social. In
the Essay Malthus evinces the same ambiguity about the nature of man that
we noticed in discussing the Scottish moralists in Chapter 7. On the one hand,
man is an animal; on the other, he is different from all other animals. Reading
Malthus, one sometimes receives the impression that he regards man, so far as
population is concerned, as nothing more than a gastro-intestinal tract and a
reproductive system, the one ingesting food, the other producing gametes. But
unless one is determined to read him prejudicially, it is plain that, like the Scots,
he regarded man as differing from the other animals in being a rational
creature. If the capacity for reason has any power to control procreation,
however, then human population size is not solely, or perhaps even mainly,
determined by biological factors.

This aspect of the question makes an oblique appearance in the first edition
of Malthus’s Essay and a more direct one in the second (1803). In the first
edition he speaks of population as controlled by ‘fear of misery’ as well as by
‘misery” itself. If man uses his powers of reason to foresee the consequences of
unlimited procreation he can avoid those consequences by limiting his
procreation. Condorcet, whom Malthus criticized as a visionary utopianist, had
foreseen the danger of unlimited population growth and contended that in the
perfect society procreation would be controlled by contraception. Malthus pays
no attention to this but recognizes, in the first edition of the Essay, that sexual
passions can be gratified by prostitution and other ‘vicious practices’ that do
not have the same procreational consequences as ‘regular unions’ of men and
women. In the second edition he adds another control, ‘moral restraint’, by
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which he means sexual abstinence, not apparently being aware that, by doing
s0, he has undermined the significance of one of his ‘laws’ of human nature, the
constancy of the ‘passion between the sexes’. These amendments to the theory
turn it from a biological theory into an economic one, since, as the modern
economist would say, the number of children produced becomes a matter of
rationally weighing the benefits and costs of marriage and family. But in fact the
theory, from the beginning, had contained sociological elements of fundamental
importance in its use of the concept of ‘subsistence’.

Malthus, and Ricardo after him, frequently treated ‘subsistence’ as man’s
physiological requirement of food. But even the labouring class, at this time,
spent only about half its income on food. Of course, in northern Europe
clothing and shelter are as necessary to life as food, but the point is that, when
one looks carefully at the texts, it appears that the early writers had in mind a
minimum standard of living established by custom, not by physiological
requirements even broadly construed, when they spoke of ‘subsistence’. This
becomes clear beyond any reasonable doubt in Ricardo’s Principles, where he
speaks of the worker’s subsistence wage as ‘the quantity of food, necessaries,
and conveniences become essential to him from habit’, and notes that this
differs in different countries (even of similar climates) where there are
‘different habits of living’, and ‘varies at different times in the same country’.
All the leading classical economists held such a sociological conception of
subsistence. Ricardo’s emphasis upon food production reflects only the
difficulty of incorporating such sociological factors into an analytical model,
disregarding them being another of his unrealistic assumptions adopted for
heuristic purposes. But this was responsible for the widespread view that the
classical economists advanced an ‘iron law of wages’, the notion that there is
no possibility of a permanent rise of the working-class standard of living above
physiological requirements. In fact, however, it opened a new view of that
problem, one that was much more optimistic. If the standard of living of the
working class could be raised, and kept high for a long enough period, the
customary conception of ‘subsistence’ would be raised and this, in itself, would
act as an effective control on population. Instead of the population growing
whenever wages exceeded subsistence, the conception of ‘subsistence’ could
rise instead. This view was forcefully argued by John Stuart Mill, who was
more concerned than any other major classical economist about the danger of
overpopulation, but saw a remedy: raise the working man’s aspirations for
himself and his family, facilitate his desire to limit procreation by the
dissemination of contraceptive knowledge and devices, and sway those who
may still not be sufficiently motivated, by propaganda and social pressures
against large families.

Since the later eighteenth century, discussion of the proper role of the state
in regard to population has usually been motivated by fear of
overpopulation. An aspect of this worth some notice here is state policy with
respect to the poor. Chapter V of Malthus’s Essay is a sustained attack on
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contemporary poverty policy. In it one will find all the criticisms heard today
of the modern welfare system: its high administrative costs, that it
encourages dependence rather than self-reliance, that it assists many who are
not really needy, and promotes procreation and overpopulation. The English
system of poverty relief at the time operated under a statute enacted three
centuries before, at the end of the reign of Elizabeth I, which obligated each
parish to support its poor from funds obtained by local taxation. Malthus
was not alone in contending that the system, by encouraging indigence and
population growth, was creating poverty in the process of ameliorating it.
This was argued by many commentators in a great debate over the Poor Law
that was already under way when Malthus’s Essay was published,
accelerated after the defeat of Napoleon in 1815, and reached a zenith with
the creation of a Royal Commission of inquiry in 1832 and the subsequent
passage of the Poor Law Amendment Act in 1834.

During the period from Waterloo to 1834, approximately 80 per cent of
local tax revenue in England and Wales was expended on poor relief. There
was little left for anything else at a time of growing need for new roads and
streets, town lighting and cleaning, water and sewer services, etc. This alone
would have meant that something would have to be done, sooner or later,
about local finance and the burden of poor relief. The debate, as it increased in
intensity, focused heavily on the Poor Law, and the opposition to the existing
law became increasingly identified with the new science of political economy
and its theory of population. Ricardo spoke of the ‘pernicious tendency’ of the
Poor Law in his Principles and advocated the gradual abolition of the poor
relief system. James Mill, also well known as a ‘political economist’, was
severely critical of the existing system. But the most prominent figure was one
whose name is familiar today only to historians of economics: Nassau
W.Senior. He was the first person to occupy a professorship in political
economy at a major British university—he was appointed to the newly
established Drummond professorship at Oxford in 1825. He was active in
politics and public affairs, and what he said was widely taken to reflect the
established or orthodox theories of political economy. So when he was
appointed a member of the Poor Law Commission it was natural to presume
that he would represent the new science in its deliberations.

Senior became the leading member of the Commission and played the
major role in drafting the Bill that became the Poor Law Amendment Act.
Senior was convinced that the old Poor Law was pernicious, but he did not
base this judgement on Malthusian population theory, which, unlike most
other classical economists, he rejected. It is ironic that the Amendment Act
was widely viewed as inspired by ‘Malthusianism’ and Senior frequently
stigmatized as the arch-Malthusian of all political economists. We now come
to the main point of this digression on the Poor Law: the debate surrounding
the amendment of 1834 was the first occasion in history on which the
contenders appealed to, or opposed, an argument that was purported to be
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based upon social science. Those who favoured the Amendment Act invoked
the authority of political economy; those who opposed it felt it necessary to
denigrate political economy and to ridicule its pretensions. Thus the debate
over the Poor Law became, in significant part, a debate over the status of
political economy as such. The London Times led the way on one side of the
debate: it thundered against the Amendment Act and lost no opportunity to
express its contempt for political economy. Charles Dickens, whose Oliver
Twist became the classic critique of the Act’s policy, did not disguise the low
opinion he held of political economy. On the other side, Harriet Martineau,
famous for illustrating the principles of political economy in a series of short
novels that were widely admired as ‘improving’ literature (see below,
Chapter 10 B), directed her talents to the support of the Royal Commission’s
recommendations by writing a series of four similar novels on the evils of the
Poor Law, sponsored by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge,
which had taken upon itself the duty of disseminating the principles of
political economy to the public at large.

We cannot devote much space in this book to the history of the role of social
science in public debate and the formation of public policy. It must suffice to
note here that this history began with the great debate over the Poor Law,
which also contained some general features that were destined to become
permanent: the attempt on the part of one faction to argue that its policy
proposals are beyond question because they were ‘scientific’; and the attempt
on the part of another to oppose such proposals, not by criticizing the specific
arguments and evidence advanced on their behalf, but by a general denigration
of social science, or one of its branches. The natural sciences have, to a
considerable degree, transcended this kind of factionalism. Even the modern
religious opponents of the theory of evolution feel that it is necessary to
criticize the substance of the theory, not the merits of biology as such. But
economics, sociology, and other social sciences, have not succeeded in
detaching themselves from ideological disputes and the conflicts of political
factions. In all probability, they never will. This alone is perhaps sufficient to
make the social sciences different from the natural sciences.

D. THE MODEL OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

In Chapter 8 we noted the importance of the idea of ‘progress’ in modern
Western intellectual history. In discussing this development special emphasis
was placed upon the significance of the view, founded upon the indisputable
advances of the natural sciences, that progress in knowledge is possible; and
upon the conception of human progress, also connected with natural science
through its ‘materialistic’ focus, as an improvement in the conditions of
mundane life. The rise and spread of the idea of progress, because of these
features, contributed greatly to the development of the notion that history is
a process governed by laws discoverable by science, and an increased interest
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in those aspects of the process that relate to changes in the material
conditions of life of the mass of the people. The new discipline of political
economy, dealing as it did with the most important element of such
conditions, the economic, and aspiring to arrive at scientific laws, reflected
the general intellectual ambience of the time by its emphasis upon the
process of economic development. The era we are dealing with was also, of
course, one of great economic change, probably the most rapid in history, to
which later historians applied the label ‘the industrial revolution’, so the
question of the historical evolution of economic life was, for the classical
economists, a matter of immediate and practical concern as well as one of
abstract intellectual interest.

Discussion of the philosophical problems involved in the effort to ascertain
the ‘laws of history’ must be deferred until we have considered the ideas of
Karl Marx on this subject. Here I will outline the model of economic
development that was constructed by Ricardo and which was adopted by
virtually all of the classical economists. This model was important in itself,
since it dealt with an important question, but it also played a purely analytical
role in the structure of classical political economy. So far, in the discussion the
classical theories of value, rent, and population, I have made no attempt to
show how they fit together in a comprehensive model of economic processes.
In classical political economy, the theory of economic development plays this
integrating role. One of the notable characteristics of economics, which
differentiates it from the other social sciences, is its ability to construct and
make use of such comprehensive models which intellectually (or, perhaps one
should say, aesthetically) are more appealing than a collection of unrelated
particular theories dealing with particular problems.

Ricardo’s model, we should note before going on to describe it, is not the
one that modern economists employ as an integrating structure. In a modern
textbook of economic theory one will usually find economic development
treated, if it is treated at all, essentially as an appendix, or as a field of
applied economics. The integrating structure of modern economics is
provided by a comprehensive model called General Equilibrium Theory in
the ‘positive’ orientation of the subject and Welfare Economics in its
‘normative’ orientation. Neither of these is an attempt to delineate the
determinants or laws of historical evolution.

In the discussion of David Hume in Chapter 7 we noted that his essay on the
balance of international trade was especially significant in making use of the
concept of equilibrium as an analytical device. Hume employed it in this
famous essay to construct a sort of mental equivalent of the classic laboratory
experiment: start with a state of equilibrium; alter one element only in the
situation, keeping all others constant; trace the sequence of effects until they
are finished; compare the new equilibrium with the old. (German writers later
referred to this procedure as a Gedankenexperiment, a ‘thought-experiment’.)
Though the analysis was purely hypothetical, Hume’s use of it to examine
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eighteenth-century trade policy showed that it could be a very powerful
instrument for the discussion of practical problems. The central importance of
equilibrium analysis in modern economics must be attributed to Ricardo, who
used it as the foundation of all his arguments, whether they dealt with small
questions like the effect of a tax on houses, or big ones like the long-run future
of Britain’s economy and the distribution of the national income between the
main social classes. Ricardo’s model of economic development was an
application of equilibrium analysis to such ‘big questions’.

Economic growth takes place, according to Ricardo, because of an increase
in the nation’s stock of capital; he does not consider the effects of
improvements in scientific and technical knowledge. Therefore, growth is due
to the devotion of a portion of the national income to investment—the
creation of new production facilities. Only one of the three social classes plays
a significant role in this process. Labourers consume all their income, because
they are too poor to do otherwise; landowners are rich, but they are so fond of
high living that they too spend all their current income. Only capitalists save a
portion of their income and thereby provide the means to increase the nation’s
capital stock by investment. Since the income of the capitalist class is the profit
obtained from industry and commerce, the amount of investment in new
production facilities is determined by the size of the profit share in the national
income. Adam Smith seems to have had a clear appreciation of the crucial role
of profit in the dynamics of economic growth, but it was Ricardo who first
incorporated it into a general model of the process.

Economic development, then, depends on profit. As long as profit is high
economic growth will continue. But, Ricardo argued, it cannot continue
indefinitely, because there are forces at work that will inevitably produce a
decline in profit. These forces are due to the operation of the law of
diminishing returns in agriculture. The scenario is as follows. Economic
growth increases the demand for labour, which, in the short run, will raise
wages above ‘subsistence’. This, in accordance with Malthus’s population
theory, will lead to an increase in population which, in turn, will lead to an
increase in the demand for food. But more food, because of diminishing
returns, can be raised only at a higher cost of production. This rise in the
price of food means that, even though the labourer may be receiving no more
food than before, the cost, to the capitalist, of hiring labour rises and profit
necessarily falls. The rate of profit, Ricardo repeatedly stressed, is
determined by the cost of production of the labourer’s food (and other
necessaries) and varies inversely with the wage rate. The next step in the
scenario is clear: if profit falls, less income is available for saving and
investment, the rate of capital accumulation declines, and economic growth
slows down. The growth process comes to an end when the rate of profit has
fallen so low that capitalists can do no more than maintain the existing
capital and replace it as it wears out. This is a condition of equilibrium,
which became known in the later literature as the classical ‘stationary state’.
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In this stationary state the landowners are the only permanent beneficiaries.
Because they own a production resource that is fixed in quantity, they benefit
from the operation of the law of diminishing returns but, in the long run,
wages will be no more than subsistence, and profits will be close to zero.

The classical model of economic growth projects a rather gloomy
prospect for the future, which is what some had in mind in calling political
economy the ‘dismal science’. Recall Adam Smith’s view that the economic
welfare of a nation depends upon the living standard of its most numerous
class, the labourers (a view that, incidentally, Malthus also expressed in his
Essay), and his contention that wages could be high only in the ‘progressive’
state, that is, while the economy was in the process of development.
Ricardo’s model supported Smith’s view. John Stuart Mill, the most
prominent and influential of the later classical economists, was not so
gloomy, since he believed that it was possible to induce the lower orders to
limit their procreation, and to persuade the governing classes to make
institutional changes that would produce a more equal distribution of the
nation’s income. Karl Marx read a quite different message in a model that
was, in respect of the long-term prospects for profit, similar to Ricardo’s:
that capitalism is doomed, and that its downfall is essentially due to its very
success in creating growth in productive capital more rapidly than any other
economic system had been able to achieve.

It is one thing to construct a hypothetical model as an instrument of
analysis, another to regard the model as an isomorphic representation of the
real world (see the discussion in Chapter 6 B above). When a model is viewed
as an isomorphic reproduction of something as complex as an economy, it is
bound to be open to the charge that it is ‘unrealistic’. When it is viewed as
modelling something more complex still, the evolution of an economy in
real-world time, the chances that its predictions will prove to be true are next
to negligible. Ricardo’s model of economic development failed on all its
major predictions: landowners have not been receiving a growing share of
the national income; real wages have not converged to a subsistence level;
food prices (relative to others) have not risen; and the rate of profit has not
declined. One can always argue, of course, that the model tells us what will
happen if we wait long enough. But that is no more testable than the open
prediction ‘It will rain in Scotland,” which would not be falsified even if the
sky were to be clear there for the next fifty years, or more.

We should note, before leaving this outline of the classical model of
economic development, that it shares one element in common with all the
major models in economics that have been constructed since: a prediction of
a falling rate of profit is derived analytically from the structure and content
of the model. This historical prediction also characterizes the Marxian,
neoclassical, and Keynesian economic models. The failure of the profit rate
to fall therefore serves as a challenge to all these models if they are viewed as
providing foundations for long-run historical predictions. This is an
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important challenge in the case of the Ricardian theory because of the role of
the development model as the framework for integrating the specific theories
of value, rent, wages, and profits. It is important for Marxian theory because
its central purpose was to make historical predictions. It is not important for
neoclassical or Keynesian theory, which both focus upon short-run
phenomena and have little, if anything, to say about the course of history.

In the discussion of Malthus’s theory of population, we made note of the
fact that it played a role in the debate over the Poor Law that preceded and
followed the Amendment Act of 1834. This was the first occasion on which
a specific proposition of an established social science was a conspicuous
element in popular discussion of public policy. But it was not the last, of
course, and its uniqueness was short-lived, since there developed, in the
1840’s, an even more intense controversy on economic policy, this time
having to do with international trade, which, coming to a head in the repeal
of the corn laws in 1846, ushered in the first period of substantially free
international trade in modern history. The contribution of classical political
economy to this debate cannot be fully appreciated until we have examined
Ricardo’s theory of international trade in the next section, but one aspect of
it is closely connected with the Ricardian theory of economic development. If
the basic cause of a slow-down in the rate of economic growth is the
increased cost of producing food, which results from the limited supply of
land, then it can be counteracted by importing food from other parts of the
world not so intensively cultivated as England. International trade, by which
England would exchange manufactured goods for food, would act as if the
agricultural land of other countries were added to that of England. A
growing population in England would not then have the immediate effects
on wages and profits described in Ricardo’s theory of development.
Economic growth could continue longer; perhaps for a very long time. Some
historians of classical economics have argued that the whole purpose of
Ricardo’s Principles was to lay a theoretical foundation for an attack upon
contemporary tariff policy; that, in short, it should be considered as a tract
on behalf of free international trade rather than as an objective attempt to
lay down the scientific principles of political economy’. This is a distortion of
Ricardo, but a reading of his followers’ comments on the corn laws indicates
that they were not overly scrupulous in their use of those principles as
propaganda on behalf of the campaign for free trade.

E. INTERNATIONAL TRADE

Even those historians of economics who are highly critical of classical political
economy and emphasize the various ways in which it misdirected economic
theory into blind alleys concede that in one area—the theory of international
trade—it made important and lasting contributions. The discussion of
international trade in current textbooks on economic theory reproduces



Classical political economy 195

theoretical arguments developed between the middle of the eighteenth century
and the middle of the nineteenth, mainly by Hume, Ricardo, and J.S.Mill, and
the more complex parts of the modern theory are extensions and elaborations
of the original classical analysis. The most interesting and important aspect of
this is the principle of ‘comparative advantage’—interesting because it appears
to contradict common sense; important because it demonstrates that the
opportunities for mutually advantageous international trade are very
extensive. This principle can be found, once we know what we are looking for,
in the arguments of numerous eighteenth-century writers, but it was David
Ricardo who first formulated it in a clear and explicit fashion.

If Ricardo had written no more than the twenty-odd pages comprising
chapter VII ‘On Foreign Trade’ of his Principles of Political Economy and
Taxation, he would deserve a prominent place in the history of economic
theory and, because of the importance of economic factors in the relations
between sovereign states, a significant role in the general subject of
international relations and the practical matter of foreign policy. The fact is,
however, that the principle of comparative advantage hardly appears at all in
modern discussions of international economic relations and foreign policy, in
contrast to its central importance in economic theory. The main reason for
this, T think, is the counter-intuitive nature of the principle. Even students
who learn it on college courses and pass examinations on it will soon
thereafter discuss international trade issues as if they had never heard of it.
For this reason it is worthwhile if we approach an explication of the principle
somewhat obliquely, by first considering the more general subject of the
sources of gains from trade of any kind.

Aristotle classified trade as a purely ‘acquisitive’ activity, in contrast to the
‘productive’ activities of farming and other occupations that produce goods
not otherwise available. In accordance with this way of thinking we should
also classify such activities as transport and storage as non-productive, since
they do not increase the physical quantity of goods. In the limit this
argument degenerates into the proposition that there are no ‘productive’
activities at all, since, in accordance with the conservation laws of physics,
the total of mass and energy in the universe can be neither increased nor
diminished. This reductio ad absurdum indicates that when we speak of
economic production we must focus upon activities that alter the form of
matter and energy, or its location in space or time, or its distribution among
people, so that it is more useful in serving human wants and needs.

By the eighteenth century the discussion of economic questions had
advanced considerably in sophistication but Aristotle’s dichotomy was still
embraced so far as international trade was concerned. Such trade was
generally viewed as adding nothing to the quantity of goods available. If
some nations gain from trade, other nations must lose. Accordingly, the
object of national policy in this area was to assure that one’s own nation
would be a gainer, not a loser. The policy described as ‘mercantilism’ held
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that this object would be attained if a nation achieved a ‘favourable balance
of trade’, more exports than imports. In itself this would seem to violate
common sense, since it contends that a nation gains by giving more goods
than it receives. Mercantilism is not a tightly modelled body of theory,
because different writers advanced different justifications for the policy of
promoting a favourable trade balance. One of the most prominent of these
was the argument that, when a nation’s exports exceeded its imports, there
would be an inflow of precious metals, which were construed as constituting
the nations’s ‘wealth’. The significance of David Hume’s essay ‘Of the
Balance of Trade’ (1752), which was discussed above (Chapter 7 B), is that
although he regarded this conception of wealth as foolish, he undertook to
show that, even if increasing the stock of gold and silver were a desirable
objective of national policy, it would be unattainable by the methods
advocated by the supporters of the favourable balance of trade doctrine.

Hume’s argument was important as foreshadowing the practice in modern
economics of considering the analysis of the probable effects of a policy as
more important than debate over the merits of what it intends to achieve.
Adam Smith, whose Wealth of Nations is a sustained attack on the whole
range of eighteenth-century British economic policy, laid special emphasis
upon foreign trade policy. He advocated free trade on the ground that it would
increase wealth. But, unlike Hume, he did not argue that the objective of
mercantilist foreign trade policy was unattainable. He contended that it was
undesirable, since, in his view, the wealth of a nation does not consist of its
gold and silver but of the quantity of useful goods available for consumption
by the people. (He knew Hume’s balance of trade argument but it makes no
appearance in the Wealth of Nations.) In fact, Smith did not put forward a
specific theory of international trade; he regarded free trade across national
borders as simply another way of ‘extending the market’. Productivity can be
greatly increased by ‘division of labour’ but this is not possible unless there is a
large market in which the increased output can be sold. By enlarging the
market, says Smith, international trade permits greater specialization and
thereby increases productivity. Smith would not have argued that trade, as
such, increases the quantity of goods, but he pointed out that trade is a
necessary part of a system of specialization that produces more.

In Adam Smith’s presentation, international trade does not differ in any
important way from trade within a nation’s borders. Ricardo’s contribution
was based on noting that there is a difference between domestic and
international economic activity: labour and capital move freely within a
nation but not, for various reasons, between nations. He argued that under
such conditions international trade in commodities can benefit all the
participants. He accepted Smith’s contention about the connection between
trade and division of labour, but he did not focus upon this as the source of
increased output. Even with no improvement of technology and productivity,
trade could increase output, simply by altering the geographical location of
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industry. He arrived at the surprising conclusion that trade is beneficial to a
nation even when it imports goods that it can produce more efficiently itself.
This is the argument that runs so counter to intuition that, even today, more
than a century and a half later, it has not won recognition beyond the limited
circle of professional economists. We can best approach Ricardo’s principle of
‘comparative advantage’ by first looking at the more clear-cut case of ‘absolute
advantage’. (The following illustrations are identical to ones contained in
modern elementary textbooks.)

Let us consider two countries, say England and France, and note their
respective production abilities in two commaodities called ‘clothing” and ‘food’.
In the following table we record what an English and a French worker can
produce, under the technological conditions existing in the two countries:

Units of clothing Units of food
England: 3 2
France: 4 1

France is here depicted as superior to England in clothing production, while
England is superior to France in food production. Under these conditions it is
not difficult to imagine that the total output of clothing and food would be
greater if France specialized in clothing and England in food and they traded
with each other instead of each producing both food and clothing for itself. If
France shifts a unit of labour from food to clothing, one unit of food is lost
but four units of clothing are gained. Meanwhile, in England, by switching a
unit of labour from clothing to food, three units of clothing are lost but two
units of food are gained. Summarizing:

Change in output of

Clothing Food
England : -3 +2
France: +4 -1
Total +1 +1

Thus, taking England and France together, there is an increase in the
production of both food and clothing without any change in technology,
simply by specializing. This can only be done, of course, if England and France
trade with one another; so trade, in this sense, is a ‘productive’ activity.

The above case, where England has an absolute advantage over France in
food production while France has an absolute advantage over England in
clothing production, is hardly surprising. It is no more profound than
recognizing that grapes can be grown in England (in hothouses) but that it
would probably be wiser to let the French do it. But Ricardo went on to show
that gains are possible even if one country is superior to another in the
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production of everything. Consider the following production possibilities,
again recording what one unit of labour can produce in each country:

Units of clothing Units of food
England: 6 3
France: 4 1

In this case England is more productive than France in both clothing and food.
Ideally the workers of France (and French capital too) should migrate to
England, but if there are barriers against this, some gains are achievable by
having the food and clothing travel instead, i.e. by trade. These gains can be
obtained if England specializes in food, where her comparative advantage over
France is greater (3:1 compared with 6:4) and France specializes in clothing,
where her comparative disadvantage is less (4:6 compared with 1:3). If, for the
sake of illustration, England switches one unit of labour from clothing to food
and France switches two units of labour from food to clothing, we get:

Change in output of

Clothing Food
England : —6 +3
France: +8 -2
Total +1 +1

Again we find that specialization increases total output, and that England and
France can both gain by sharing the increase. Trade in this case, like the other,
is a necessary element in a system of economic arrangements that is more
productive.

This result appears mysterious at first sight but the reason for it is really
quite simple. In the above illustration England has two ways of obtaining
clothing, by producing it herself or by trading food for it with France.
England can produce clothing cheaper than France can, but she can obtain it
more cheaply still by producing food and exporting it in exchange for
clothing. Similarly, in France, food is more costly to produce than in
England, but it can be obtained more cheaply by producing clothing and
trading it for food. England would be better-off if clothing exchanged for
food at any rate greater than 2c for If. France would be better-off at any rate
less than 4c¢ for If. At a rate such as 3c for If both countries gain.

The above illustrations of absolute and comparative advantage show that
production can be increased when trade permits increased specialization. Is it
permissible to say that trade is a cause of productivity? If we recall the analysis
of causation in Chapter 3 A 3 we see that this is so. Trade is Insufficient to
increase productivity by itself; it is a Necessary element in a set of factors that
increase productivity. But increased productivity could result from another set
(including, for example, improvements in science and technology as an
element), so the set including trade is Unnecessarys; it is only Sufficient to cause
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an increase in productivity. In accordance with the INUS model of causation,
therefore, trade can be called a cause of increased productivity.

We can see why classical political economy played a prominent role in the
great debate over the British tariff in the 1840’s. The proponents of free trade
could apply one of the strongest policy arguments yet developed by
economists: the argument that free trade would benefit or, at least, could
benefit everyone. Moreover, the theory seemed to indicate that England would
gain even if she adopted a free-trade policy unilaterally, without waiting for
other nations to see the light. This she did, repealing the corn laws in 1846 and
following up in the next few years by the virtual elimination of all import
tariffs. France followed suit in 1860, and other countries too, ushering in the
first period in modern history of general free trade. It was a short-lived system.
Various countries began to raise tariff barriers in the 1880’s; protectionism
accelerated in the early years of the twentieth century; and the depression of
the 1930’s produced a collapse of international trade and a revival of high-
tariff policies that seemed at the time to end for ever the hopes that had begun
with Adam Smith. After the first World War, however, as part of the
reconstitution of international relations generally, a new period of free trade
(relatively speaking) began.

Throughout this period since the 1840’s economists have been more
consistent, and more in agreement, on international trade than on any other
issue of public policy. This is probably due mainly to the power of Ricardo’s
theory of comparative advantage, which, though it has had to be amended in
important ways (most importantly in relation to an economy experiencing
unemployment), is sufficiently compelling for even the most enthusiastic
proponents of state intervention to be made to feel somewhat abashed when
arguing for tariffs and other forms of interference with international trade.

The great debate over the corn laws of the 1840’s left a legacy behind that
has dogged orthodox economists down to the present. Most of the classical
economists argued for free international trade but very few of them, and
none of the most prominent, proposed a general policy of non-intervention
in the economy on the part of government. One can find proponents of such
a view during the classical era, but they are, without significant exception,
not economists, unless one uses that term to include journalists and
lobbyists, and social philosophers who dabbled a bit in economics. During
the debate over the corn laws the distinction between free trade and a general
policy of laissez-faire was muddied, and the economists who favoured one
were construed erroneously as being advocates of the other. We will not
consider the issue of laissez-faire further here; its importance in the history
and philosophy of social science warrants devoting a separate chapter to it,
which we go on to after completing our survey of classical economics.
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Note: Specialization and productivity

In the preceding section we examined Ricardo’s theory of international trade,
which aimed at showing the benefits that can accrue to both trading partners,
even if one of them is more efficient than the other in producing both the
traded commodities. This theorem is not confined to the special case of two
countries and two commodities. It applies also to ‘multilateral’ trade among
many countries in many commodities. It is important also to note that the
theorem is not confined to the special case of international trade. To
demonstrate this, all one needs to do is reconstruct the numerical illustrations
of absolute and comparative advantage given above to refer to two American
states instead of England and France, or two Indiana counties or, for that
matter, two individuals. Strike out ‘England” and ‘France’ and write ‘Smith’
and ‘Jones’; similar conclusions follow. Total output is increased if they
specialize instead of producing independently, and this is true even if Smith,
say, is better than Jones in both lines of production. This conclusion can also be
extended to many persons and many commodities.

Though he did not realize it, Ricardo had demonstrated that production
can be increased by all forms of specialization—of regions, industries,
persons, etc., as well as nations—so long as it is in accord with existing
absolute and comparative efficiencies. Adam Smith traced the productivity
gains of division of labour to improvements in human skill, its saving of
time, and its stimulus to technical improvement. Ricardo’s theorem says
that, even without any of these, an improvement in productivity can result,
simply by allocating the various tasks in the appropriate way. In Adam
Smith’s pin factory, for example, if it were organized according to Ricardian
principles, each person would be set to work at the particular part of the
process in which he had a comparative advantage over the other workers.
Even if one person, say, could perform all processes more efficiently than his
colleagues, he should specialize too—in the one in which his efficiency is,
comparatively, the greatest.

Moreover, the same theorem applies to other factors of production, not
just human labour. Reconstruct the above numerical illustration by
substituting ‘land plot No. 17 and ‘land plot No. 2’ for England and France,
or ‘machine No. 1’ and ‘machine No. 2’ for these countries; the same
conclusion follows, that production can be increased if land plots and
machines are specialized in accordance with the principles of absolute and
comparative advantage.

I am labouring this point because the argument that Ricardo constructed
for the limited purpose of showing that tariffs and other interferences with
international trade impair productivity is much more important than he
realized. Indeed, it is the central proposition in what is today called
‘microeconomics’. In Chapter 17 A and B we shall see that the fundamental
objectives of modern microeconomic theory are to determine the rules that
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define the optimum specialization of an economy’s productive resources, the
role of markets in achieving this optimum, and the reasons why markets may
fail to achieve it, which may call for the intervention of the state.

Despite the generality of the theories of absolute and comparative
advantage, most modern textbooks discuss it, as Ricardo did, when dealing
with international trade. The only reason for this is the historical fact that
the theory was first developed in connection with international trade. This is
a prime example of the influence of the past on present modes of thought.
Even in science, the way we think today is partly due to the history of
science, and even to features of that history that were only transitory, or
accidental.

F. METHODOLOGY

Though Ricardo had made his fortune by dealing in financial markets, he
seldom spoke of their institutional organization and practices, or those of
any other line of business, in his writings on political economy. Instead he
attempted to analyse how markets work by showing logically how they must
work if certain basic ‘principles’ and conditions hold. Ricardo was a man of
practical affairs, with very little formal education, but he was more of a pure
theorist than most academic scholars, and his demonstration of the power of
theoretical modelling in the Principles was the factor primarily responsible
for its establishment as the basic methodology of economics. In this respect,
economics remains today much as it was in the early nineteenth century. The
difference between classical political economy and neoclassical economics
lies in the content of their models, not their scientific methodology.

We noted earlier, in Chapter 7, that David Hume had put forward a
prototypical economic model in his essay ‘Of the Balance of Trade’. We also
saw there how Adam Smith marked out the area of investigation of
economics and identified some of its most fundamental problems. The first
hundred pages of the Wealth of Nations are devoted mainly to theoretical
construction and exposition, but the work as a whole is packed with
historical, institutional, and descriptive material. One may call it a book of
economic theory only if one adds that it was only partially so and that the
theory it contained, while very suggestive, did not form a complete system.

In this sense, then, Adam Smith must be viewed as a precursor; the credit for
constructing the first comprehensive model that focused strongly upon the
organization of economic processes by the market mechanism must go to
Ricardo. Part of the reason for this undoubtedly lies in the fact that ground-
clearing is messier work than architecture. Smith was very conscious, in
writing the Wealth of Nations, that it was necessary to hack away directly at
the jungle of tangled economic policies of the ‘mercantilist’ era. Ricardo
devoted himself to more abstract matters, which he did initially by means of
critical study of the theoretical sections of the Wealth of Nations. But the
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difference between Smith and Ricardo was perhaps more fundamental, since
Smith, along with the other Scottish moralists, was somewhat suspicious of
purely deductive analyses of social questions, and insisted, in line with the
philosophy of empiricism, on the need to connect economic theory closely with
historical and contemporary factual material. It has even been suggested by
one distinguished historian, Elie Halévy, that the real source of inspiration for
Ricardo, so far as methodology is concerned, lay across the English Channel
rather than across the river Tweed—in France rather than in Scotland (The
Growth of Philosophic Radicalism, 1928, pp. 272-3, 282). Certainly the
French, admiring Descartes much more than Hume or Locke, were more
attracted to abstract reasoning and system-building than the English. But it is
impossible to establish the source of Ricardo’s scientific inspiration, whether it
derives from Scotland, or Paris, or from the Sephardic synagogue in
Amsterdam, or, indeed, from something that was unique and original in his
own mental constitution, a chance confluence of genes providing a filter of
experience that turned a practical stockbroker into one of the most influential
abstract social theorists of Western intellectual history.

What we find in the Principles is certainly abstract. Ricardo constructs a
model, which is simple in the sense that it consists of only a small number of
elements and relationships, and then he uses the model rigorously to deduce
conclusions concerning such things as the effect of tariffs on wages, profits,
and general economic development; the effects of different kinds of taxes on
the distribution of the national income among the great social classes—
landlords, capitalists, and labourers; and so on. If Ricardo’s conclusions had
been intuitively obvious his abstract modelling would probably have
generated little interest, but they were not. Many of them were counter-
intuitive, flew in the face of common sense, and certainly did not agree with
widely held views concerning the effects of contemporary economic policies.
The demonstration that unexpected, and sometimes unwanted, consequences
often flow from actions established economic theory as a permanent and
important element in Western social thought. To Ricardo must be given the
credit for driving home the vital point that, since the effect of an action is not
controlled by one’s intentions, it is necessary to analyse the causal connections
of economic phenomena in a sophisticated way. To act effectively means to act
on the basis of sound science, which, for Ricardo, meant sound theory.

This methodology became the dominant scientific stance of classical
political economy, defended by all the leading figures of the school. Nassau
W.Senior, disagreed with Ricardo on numerous points of substance, but he
thoroughly embraced the view that good economics consists primarily of
logical deductions from a few intuitively axiomatic initial premises, such as the
proposition that every person acts so as to ‘better his condition’. John Stuart
Mill, writing ‘On the Definition of Political Economy’ in 1836, described it as
an essentially abstract science, using the techniques of deductive logic to arrive
at principles of general applicability. Later, in his System of Logic (1843), he
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expressed a strong preference for induction rather than deduction as a general
philosophy of science, but he advocated deduction as the proper method for
the social sciences. John Elliot Cairnes, second in prominence only to Mill as
an economist of the mid-century period, gave the subject book-length
treatment in his The Character and Logical Method of Political Economy
(1856) in which he tenaciously defended the notion that the Ricardian
methodology was the proper way to investigate economic phenomena. All true
sciences, he contended, aim at the construction of abstract models, and the
ability to do so is simply a sign of their intellectual maturity. This view was,
however, not universal. In England it was challenged by Richard Jones, who
was encouraged in this by the great polymath William Whewell. In Europe it
was the subject of an acrimonious and protracted controversy, known as the
Methodenstreit, between the leading German and Austrian economists in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century.

Richard Jones, who succeeded Malthus on the faculty of Haileybury
College, attacked classical economics root-and-branch in various writings:
condemning its introspectively derived utilitarian assumptions, its policy
recommendations and, above all, its methodology. What the study of
economics requires, he argued, is the inductive examination of economic
phenomena, not the construction of theoretical models. He was a precursor of
the later ‘historical’ and ‘institutional’ schools of economics, but he attracted
few immediate disciples, and his name now appears only as a minor reference
in histories of the discipline. William Whewell, a close personal friend of Jones,
was far more prominent in the intellectual life of the time. He was one of the
foremost scholars of Cambridge University, respected for contributions to
many fields: linguistics, mathematics, history, science, the natural sciences and
their history, and the philosophy of science. He also wrote three papers in
which he tried to render the Ricardian model in mathematical form,
apparently in order to attack it as being insufficiently rigorous. Though he
supported Jones’s views on the methodology of economics, his own public
statements on the matter were so ambiguous that they failed to displace
English political economy from the path that Ricardo had blazed.

In Germany, however, the story was very different. Teaching and research in
economics in the German universities were closely connected with history and,
in the later decades of the nineteenth century, a school of economists rose to
dominance there that rejected altogether the theoretical methodology
dominant in England. Gustave Schmoller, the leader of this school, insisted that
the proper way to do economics was by means of detailed specific historical
research of a severely inductivist sort, without the aid of any theoretical
notions. The general ‘laws’ of economics would, he felt, reveal themselves in
due course, after a sufficient volume of factual studies had been accumulated.
Schmoller was a powerful figure in German academic politics and, during his
heyday, it was virtually impossible for any economist who favoured a
theoretical methodology to secure an appointment in a German university. In



204 History and philosophy of social science

Vienna, however, free from Schmoller’s authority, a school of economists arose
that, while disagreeing with the content of English classical political economy,
strongly approved of Ricardo’s methodology. Carl Menger, the leading
member of this school, delivered a frontal attack on the Schmollerians in a
book published in 1883 (translated into English as Problems of Economics and
Sociology). The result was an acrimonious and long-lasting dispute across the
Austro-German frontier, which sharpened the issue of the methodology of
economics, and renewed discussion of it in England, which was, at the time, the
acknowledged centre of economic scholarship.

Henry Sidgwick, one of the leading academic philosophers, who had
written a book on economics himself, addressed the British Association in
1885 on ‘The Scope and Method of Political Economy’, a talk in which he
criticized the German historical school and its followers elsewhere for
misunderstanding the methodology and content of classical economics. Six
years later, another Cambridge philosopher, John Neville Keynes, published
his Scope and Method of Political Economy, which became, and remained
for many years, the definitive statement of the subject. The study of
economic phenomena, he argued, can be separated from other aspects of
social life; unrealistic postulates are permissible in constructing heuristic
theories; the aim of economics, like other sciences, is to develop theoretical
models that embody nomological propositions of general validity; ethical
propositions can be, and must be, separated from scientific ones. Keynes, in
effect, accepted all the main contentions of the Austrians, and rejected those
of the Germans, but his book merely restated the methodological views that
had been dominant in English economics during the preceding seventy years.
Keynes’s book was not displaced in the reading lists for college students until
1932, by Lionel Robbins’s Essay on the Nature and Significance of
Economic Science, which, if anything, took an even harder stance in defence
of the deductive methodology.

In the United States the methodological battle was less one-sided than in
England. In the latter part of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth,
many Americans went to Germany to do postgraduate work in the social
sciences and one might have expected them to return to the United States
imbued with the ideas of the German historical school. Some indeed were,
and from them originated the American school of ‘institutional economics’
which has played a minor, but not negligible, role in the history of American
economic thought. For a considerable period (up to the 1950s or
thereabouts) the institutionalists dominated certain applied sub-fields, such
as labour relations and agricultural economics, but the leading American
economists at the major universities were caught up in the new wave of
economic theory that came from England and Austria with the advent of
neoclassical economics and, whatever they might have brought back from
Germany in their intellectual baggage, the methodological message of the
historical school did not remain for long a guiding principle in their research.
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As we shall see in Chapter 17, a great deal of classical political economy
was swept away by the ‘revolution’ in economic theory that took place in the
last quarter of the nineteenth century, but one of the things that remained
was the conviction that the scientific study of economic phenomena requires
the use of analytical models. In no other branch of the social sciences is this
view so deeply entrenched. Before we take leave of this subject, let us note
four matters that deserve brief attention at this point: (1) the distinction
made by J.S.Mill between ‘laws of production’ and ‘laws of distribution’; (2)
the resort to introspective knowledge; (3) the role of ceteris paribus; and (4)
the use of mathematics.

1. John Stuart Mill’s Principles of Political Economy (1848) became the
virtual textbook from which most students learned economics during the latter
half of the nineteenth century. Its theoretical structure was Ricardian, with
only minor modifications. But, in the preface, Mill asserts and emphasizes that
his book differs from others in trying to present theoretical principles in close
conjunction with practical problems, and in recognizing that this requires
consideration of a broader range of social and ethical matters than most
economists are accustomed to examine. So we find in Mill’s book far more
material of a historical and descriptive or institutional nature than in
Ricardo’s. From the standpoint of the philosophy of social science the most
important proposition that Mill drew from his larger view of political
economy was a categorical distinction between the ‘laws of production’ and
the ‘laws of distribution’. Here is the famous passage in which he states this:

The laws and conditions of the Production of wealth partake of the
character of physical truths. There is nothing optional or arbitrary in
them. Whatever mankind produce, must be produced in the modes, and
under the conditions, imposed by the constitution of external things, and
by the inherent properties of their own bodily and mental structure.
Whether they like it or not, their productions will be limited by the
amount of their previous accumulation, and, that being given, it will be
proportional to their energy, their skill, the perfection of their machinery,
and their judicious use of the advantages of combined labour. Whether
they like it or not, a double quantity of labour will not raise, on the same
land, a double quantity of food, unless some improvement takes place in
the processes of cultivation .... The opinions, or the wishes, which may
exist on these different matters, do not control the things themselves....
We cannot alter the ultimate properties either of matter or mind but can
only employ those properties more or less successfully to bring about the
events in which we are interested.

It is not so with the Distribution of wealth. That is a matter of human
institution solely. The things once there, mankind individually or
collectively, can do with them as they like. They can place them at the
disposal of whomsoever they please, and on whatever terms.... The
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distribution of wealth, therefore, depends on the laws and customs of
society. The rules by which it is determined are what the opinions and
feelings of the ruling portion of the community make them, and are very
different in different ages and countries; and might be still more different, if
mankind so chose. (Book II, chapter I)

Mill is here asserting that the laws governing the production of wealth are
fundamentally different from those governing its distribution. The first are
laws of nature, like the law of gravitational attraction or the ideal gas laws;
the second are like laws passed by legislatures or established by custom, such
as those that bear on the inheritance of property after the death of its owner,
or the division of property and income in a divorce. Obviously the term ‘law’
does not mean the same thing in these two usages, and Mill would have
rendered good service if he had simply pointed this out. But his emphatic
insistence that production is governed solely by laws of nature, and
distribution solely by institutional arrangement, is extremely misleading. In
Chapter 8 we noted that utopian theorists seldom say anything about the
economic organization of the perfect society. A reason for this is their
tendency to think of production as simply a matter of engineering,
agronomy, and other applications of natural science, and distribution as a
separate matter of ethics, leaving no room for economics in either branch.
Mill’s categorical distinction was frequently quoted by utopian and other
writers who wished to contend that the only real source of poverty was
maldistribution of wealth and income, which could easily be altered by the
exercise of political power.

Mill himself leaned towards socialism, but he was not a utopianist by either
temperament or conviction. In fact, neither in the Principles of Political
Economy nor in any of his other writings do we find him actually adhering to
the categorical distinction stated in the above quotation. In practice, he treated
both production and distribution as governed by a combination of natural and
man-made laws; and he recognized that these economic processes are
interdependent, the quantity and composition of production being affected by
the distribution of income and wealth, and vice versa. This view, rather than
the demarcation, was embraced by the mainstream of economic theory.

2. In the examination of the political theory of Thomas Hobbes in
Chapter 4 we observed that he put forward the view that, since men are very
similar to one another, one can obtain valid empirical knowledge of human
nature in general by examining one’s own self. In effect, this contends that
personal introspection is a reliable way of obtaining certain kinds of
empirical knowledge—about the basic nature of man’s wants, aspirations,
and fears. This view was one of the few elements of Hobbes’s thought
adopted by the Scottish moralists and, via Smith and Ricardo, it became a
central element in economic theory. It remains so to the present. Look into
any book in modern economic theory and one will find that man is assumed
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to behave rationally, and in accordance with certain straightforward desires
or preferences. In stating these assumptions economists do not resort to
psychology as practised by professional or academic psychologists but, as
Hobbes did, to simple introspection. Numerous writers, especially over the
past half-century or so, have criticized economics for lacking a proper basis
in psychology, but no one has so far offered a union of the two disciplines
that has met with more than lukewarm and transitory interest.

Now, if introspection is a valid means of obtaining empirical knowledge, it
provides such knowledge about the individual. This can be generalized by
making the assumption that human entities are similar to one another. But it
would be clearly erroneous to claim that introspection can provide direct
knowledge about compound social things such as nations, corporations, the
working class, capitalism, and so on. One of the reasons why classical
economics adopted the principle of ‘methodological individualism’—reducing
social phenomena to the actions of individual persons—is that its use of
introspection tied it to the level of the individual. Modern mainstream
economics continues to embrace methodological individualism, in large part
because the theory with which it works relies upon introspection for some of
its primary factual propositions. This is not the whole story, by any means,
since methodological individualism is clearly connected with political and
ethical individualism. However, even one who is prepared to accept the theory
of ‘emergent properties’, viewing social wholes such as ‘nations’ or ‘classes’ as
in some sense more than aggregations of their component individuals, might
well be wary of abandoning methodological individualism for some form of
‘holism’, since introspection, while it may be a dull tool of knowledge, is better
than some others. When holists assert, as they are wont to do, that they possess
direct, immediate knowledge of the nature of such things as ‘the state’,
‘capitalism’, ‘imperialism’, and so on, they are not resorting to introspection
but to intuition, a very different thing.

3. The Latin term ceteris paribus, meaning literally ‘other things equal (or
constant)’, is often used in science to call attention to the fact that most ‘laws’
are conditional statements. For example, a physicist may say that ‘the volume
of a gas will increase when its temperature rises if pressure remains constant’.
Or he may say, more generally, ‘the volume of a gas will increase when its
temperature rises, ceteris paribus’, meaning if none of the non-temperature
factors that can affect volume alters. This is a potentially dangerous way of
talking, because, if we are not careful, we would simply be saying that a rise in
temperature increases gas volume except in those cases in which it does not!
But science could not proceed without making statements of restricted laws,
which is what a ceteris paribus statement is, and it is very convenient and
scientifically useful if instead of always saying vague things like “The volume
will most likely increase’ we can say, ‘If certain conditions are fulfilled, the
volume will increase.” An experiment is, of course, a way of fulfilling the ceteris
paribus conditions with a high degree of empirical reliability. Modern
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statistical methods are devised to enable one to approximate similar ceteris
paribus conditions in non-experimental work.

Any theory, whether in natural or social science, must employ ceteris
paribus. Otherwise every theory, no matter how small, would have to take
everything in the universe into account. So there cannot be any serious
criticism of classical political economy simply on the ground that it
constructed ceteris paribus theories. However, Ricardo and other classical
economists were not as clear about this matter as they should have been.
Ricardo sometimes spoke of the conclusions he had arrived at as ‘tendencies’
and sometimes as if they were certain. Properly stated, the conclusions were
analytically certain under the conditions of ceteris paribus, but they could be
construed only as empirically probable, because in the real world ‘other
things’ are not constant.

The chief source of difficulty with the ceteris paribus clause is that it can be
employed in four quite different ways, as follows. First, it can be used in order to
state, formally and precisely, the conditions under which a theory applies, such
as specifying the conditions of the Newtonian model when using it to construct
a theory of the movements of a pendulum. Secondly, it can be used as a
shorthand way of saying something like ‘Other factors are not constant, but
their influence is very small, so we can proceed pragmatically as if they were
constant.” Thirdly, it can mean that other factors are constant, or have been
made constant, as in a laboratory experiment. And finally, the ceteris paribus
clause can be used as shorthand for ‘Other factors are not constant but our
procedure is to build a simple model first by temporarily assuming that they are
and then go on to relax this assumption by taking the other factors
systematically into account in constructing progressively more complex models.’

Obviously, there is considerable room for confusion as to what a
theoretical model is if its use of ceteris paribus is not clear. Ricardo and the
other classical economists were indeed not clear and, when attacked, they
often resorted to shifting their position on this methodological issue. Hardly
any of Ricardo’s long-term predictions have been verified by the course of
economic history since he wrote. This means that, even if the internal logic of
his model is sound, it is not very useful if it locks up empirically important
factors in the ceteris paribus clause. Saying that the theory would apply if the
real world were different does not rescue a theory. Social scientists have more
difficulty in accepting this than natural scientists, because the ‘positive’ and
the ‘normative’ are more entangled together in social science. As pointed out
in Chapter 3 D, a positive proposition is tested by the real world but a
normative proposition serves as a test of the real world. When a positive
proposition disagrees with reality the theory should be altered, but when the
reality disagrees with a normative proposition this serves as ground for
contending that efforts should be made to alter the world. The necessity for
conceptual differentiation of positive and normative propositions is easy to
appreciate, but it is difficult to achieve in the social sciences.
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4. Leafing through a modern textbook in elementary economics, one is
struck by the copious use of diagrams, which are used not merely to plot
empirical information for visual inspection, or to illustrate a theory
geometrically, but to carry out theoretical analysis and provide logical proofs
of propositions. In advanced textbooks diagrams are rare but mathematics is
omnipresent. Economics has become the most mathematical of the social
sciences, more mathematical indeed than most of the natural sciences. This is
not surprising in view of the extent to which theoretical modelling has been a
central feature of economics since Ricardo’s construction of abstract
arguments about the functioning of economic processes. Recalling the
admiration of the eighteenth-century social theorists for the achievements of
natural science and their desire to emulate Galileo and Newton, one would
expect that mathematics would have been pressed into service early in the
history of economic theory. The Scottish moralists of the eighteenth century
were passionately enthusiastic about the use of mathematics in all fields of
investigation that aimed to be scientific. But, in fact, they made little effort to
apply mathematical techniques to economics or the other social sciences. In
Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations or Malthus’s Principles of Population
(1798) or his later Principles of Political Economy (1820) there is neither
geometry nor algebra, despite the fact that Smith probably and Malthus
certainly possessed a good knowledge of mathematics. Ricardo had no
training in mathematics. In his Principles he made extensive use of numerical
tables, but these served mainly to illustrate theoretical propositions that
Ricardo argued in verbal terms.

There were some efforts to employ geometrical and mathematical
techniques for analytical purposes in the early nineteenth century, most
notably by a Frenchman, Augustin Cournot, in his Recherches sur les
principes mathématiques de la théorie des richesses (1838), but these excited
no general interest. Mathematics and geometry did not really begin to be
employed until the development of neoclassical economics got under way in
the 1870’s. Alfred Marshall firmly established the use of geometry by his
Principles of Economics (1890). Leon Walras’s Eléments d’économie
politique pure (1874) is now regarded by historians as a landmark, in
economic theory itself and in the use of mathematics, but few economists
followed this lead; mathematics did not come into general use by economists
until the middle of the twentieth century.

We cannot devote space in this book to an extensive examination of the
history of mathematics in economics (and other social sciences), though it is
an aspect of the philosophy of social science of some importance. My object
in these few paragraphs is historical—to point out that though the
methodology of analytical abstraction that Ricardo established was
‘mathematical’ in nature, he did not use mathematics explicitly, nor did his
successors in classical political economy. Marx mainly used numerical
illustrations, as Ricardo had. There is a bit of algebra in Das Kapital but it is
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so simple that it cannot be described as mathematical analysis. At the urging
of his great friend and collaborator Friedrich Engels, Marx studied
differential calculus but neither he nor Engels was able to make effective use
of it in his social science writings.

Obviously, the methodology of modelling can be applied by a science only
if the worldly domain it investigates is orderly. If it were utterly chaotic, no
laws, or even loose generalizations, could be made. The ultimate form of the
view that the world is orderly is the notion that it is a perfectly harmonious
order, i.e. that it cannot be improved, in the normative sense, by human
intervention. This view has its roots in seventeenth-century metaphysics and,
in the nineteenth, became prominent in regard to the social domain, through
the doctrine of laissez-faire. The examination of this is the subject of the next
chapter.



Chapter 10

The idea of harmonious order

In our consideration of the philosophy of social science up to this point
attention has been mainly focused upon the branch of philosophy called
epistemology—the theory of knowledge. In tracing the origins of social
science special emphasis was put upon the importance of the physical
sciences which, during the period from Copernicus to Newton, established
canons of scientific method that the early social scientists aspired to emulate.
Only occasionally, as in discussing utopian social thought in Chapter 8, has
it been necessary to make reference to another branch of philosophy—
metaphysics. In this chapter I pursue this further in order to examine more
fully the foundations of the view that the organization of humans into social
collectivities is an aspect of a more general harmonious order of nature, and
to assess the influence of this view upon the development of modern social
science. I undertake this discussion following the examination of classical
political economy in the preceding chapter, since one of the prevalent
contentions in nineteenth-century social thought was that the science of
political economy had demonstrated, or claimed to have demonstrated, that
the principle of natural harmonious order was operative in man’s economic
relations with his fellows.

A. THE METAPHYSICS OF HARMONY

The notion that the world is a harmonious order, despite the manifest
appearances of conflict, muddle, and formless happenstance, has a long
history, going back to the great Greek thinkers of the classical era, but we will
confine our attention here to the development of the doctrine in the
seventeenth century. The accelerated interest of philosophers in non-
theological metaphysics in that period was in great part due to the scientific
advances then taking place, especially in physics and astronomy. Science was
challenging deeply held notions about the nature of the world, stimulating a
great burst of speculative thought which was the beginning of modern
philosophy. The immediate issue that gave rise to the metaphysical literature of
the seventeenth century was a problem in empiricism first clearly formulated
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by René Descartes (1596-1650). Descartes’s work initiated an unending
debate in philosophy that centred on the relation of physical phenomena to
mental phenomena—the problem of ‘dualism’. Descartes made a hard
categorical distinction between ‘body’ and ‘mind’, which stimulated intense
efforts by metaphysicians to re-establish a monistic unity, which still continues
in the present day. Even philosophers who regard metaphysics as meaningless
nonsense, and are scornful of these early attempts to resolve the Cartesian
dualism, have nevertheless had to contend with some very difficult problems
that are posed by it.

The specific issue raised by Descartes concerns this relation between mental
and physical phenomena. If they are categorically different, how can they be
conjoined, as common sense believes them to be? If one observes, say, the fall
of a leaf from a tree, there are two distinct occurrences: the fall of the leaf as a
physical phenomenon, and the perception of a falling leaf in the mind.
Common sense tells us that the two events are linked, but are they? And if they
are, how? We cannot here survey, even briefly, the various answers to these
questions that have been offered during the past three centuries, for that would
amount to a virtual précis of a large part of modern philosophy. Nor is it
possible to state the conclusion philosophers have come to on this issue, since
no proposed solution of Descartes’s dualism has been able to withstand fatal
criticism. A distinguished modern philosopher, writing in 1982, states that ‘the
question of what is implied by saying that one and the same event has both
mental and physical characteristics still waits for a sufficient answer’ (A.].Ayer,
Philosophy in the Twentieth Century, 1982, p. 190). It must suffice for our
purposes here simply to note that if it is possible to demonstrate that the world
is a complete harmonious order then all parts or aspects of it are in harmony
with all other parts or aspects; the harmony between a perception in the mind
and an event in the world is merely an instance of the harmonious nature of the
general order of things. This is the line of response to Descartes’s problem that
gave rise to much of metaphysical philosophy during the era of the scientific
revolution. T will here confine discussion to the ideas of Gottfried Wilhelm
Leibniz (1646-1716).

Seventeenth-century thinkers, impressed as they were with mechanical
inventions, especially clocks, often inclined to treat the mind-body problem
as being similar to that posed by the synchronization of two clocks, one
representing external phenomena and the other mental consciousness. We
could, for example, take two pendulum clocks and link their pendulums
together by a rigid rod so that they perforce must move together. This has
many difficulties as an analogy of the linkage of mind and body which we
cannot go into here. Another approach is to consider two clocks that are
perfectly made so that each keeps perfect time. If the two clocks are both set
going upon the same instant, they will keep in synchronization throughout
eternity, even though they are quite independent of one another. At first sight
this seems unpromising as an explanatory analogy for the mind-body
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relationship but it is, essentially, the one that predominated in seventeenth-
century metaphysics.

Before continuing further it may be worth our while to consider a
different metaphor, which provides us with three analogical possibilities of
harmonious synchronization. This, I believe, is more trenchant in orienting
the issue to the question of social harmony which is of course our main
concern, even though, at the moment, we may seem to be digging in
unpromising ground. Consider the ways in which the actions of the
musicians in an orchestra can be synchronized to play ‘in harmony’. (1) The
first corresponds to the second of our clock analogies. If the musicians were
trained to follow a score perfectly, and the score contained all necessary
instructions, and the score itself had been designed to harmonize the roles of
the various instruments, then all that would be necessary is for a starting
signal to be given and the music would be perfectly played by synchronized
musicians. This corresponds to the analogy of the perfect, but independent,
clocks. (2) A harmonious orchestral performance could also be attained if all
the musicians obeyed the instructions of a conductor. In principle, only the
conductor need know the score, which he could, of course, modify or even
create de novo as the performance proceeded. The actions of the various
musicians would be synchronized with one another, even though each
musician operated independently of the others. Of course, to make this
metaphor plausible we have to assume that the conductor somehow issues
completely detailed instructions and that the musicians obey virtually as
automata. This analogy is not without significance in applying the orchestra
metaphor to social phenomena. (3) The third analogy is to conceive of the
musicians as linked to one another through the information each receives by
listening to the sounds made by the others. In such a case there is no need for
a conductor. In principle there is no need for a score, either, since the music
could develop as the playing went along, as a collective phenomenon, such as
occurs, say, in some jazz concerts. The history of social theory, oriented as it
is to the problem of how order is attained in human activities, could be
written in terms of these three orchestral analogies, some thinkers having
stressed the pre-established harmony of (1), others the centrally directed
harmony of (2), others the interactive harmony of (3); while still other
thinkers, less inclined to metaphysics, have focused, in a pragmatic way, on
how these three elements can be used as instrumental methods that may be
mixed and combined in order to promote co-operative social organization.

1. The Leibnizian doctrine of harmony

Leibniz is the outstanding figure among those whose line of thought has been
governed by the metaphysical conception of the world as a ‘pre-established
harmony’—this phrase is, in fact, his own description and, according to
Bertrand Russell, it was this that he regarded as his greatest contribution to
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philosophy (A Critical Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz, 1937, p.
136). Leibniz did not simply assert that the world is a harmonious order, he
attempted to demonstrate this as a conclusion following rigorously from two
primary axioms: (1) the existence of God, a perfect being, who created the
world; and (2) the principle of ‘sufficient reason’—that nothing exists or
occurs without a reason and, moreover, nothing fails to exist or fails to occur
without a reason. The specific features of the world are in no way accidental,
for God himself does not (cannot?) act capriciously. The world cannot be
different from what it is, since, given the above axioms, the possibility of
alternative forms of existence for the things that actually exist is logically
contradictory.

God, according to Leibniz, created the world according to this principle of
sufficient reason, but he does not act as a continuing governor of it. Thus, to
advert to the second of our orchestral analogies, God is not construed as the
immediate conductor of on-going worldly events. The fundamental
constituents of the world are irreducible elements that Leibniz called
‘monads’. These are described as entities that are totally independent of one
another. They cannot interact, so the world is not constructed according to
the third of our orchestral analogies either. The world is a harmonious order
because God designed it to be composed of monads that are ‘compossible’, as
Leibniz put it; i.e. capable of existing together without contradiction. Each
monad, however, plays its role in the collective enterprise spontaneously,
without direction and without affecting, or being affected by, other monads.

Leibniz’s metaphysical conception corresponds to our first orchestral
analogy, or the analogy of the two perfect clocks. The harmonious nature of
worldly events is inherent in the initial constitution of things, so it is a ‘pre-
established” harmony. The world, then, is not after all a causal order, since
the usual conception of ‘cause’ would require that monads can affect one
another. Thus, according to Leibniz, the commonsense conception of
causality is merely an illusion, due to a failure to appreciate that everything is
as it is, and occurs as it does because of God’s pre-arrangement. Leibniz’s
metaphysics constructs a completely determined system. But the world is not
deterministic because everything is governed by laws of nature in a causal
order; it is deterministic because everything that occurs has already been
written in the score, so to speak, and the players in the orchestra function as
automata. This implication of his metaphysics worried Leibniz a great deal.
He was unwilling to accept determinism altogether and struggled mightily to
escape it sufficiently to provide room for free will and individual
responsibility. It cannot be said that his efforts in this regard did anything but
add additional obscurities to his metaphysical theory.

The main features of seventeenth-century metaphysics that are of special
interest to the historian of social science are the idea of the world as a
continuous plenitude of existence; and the doctrine that it is, of all the
possible worlds that could be, the ‘best’. The first of these is the subject of a
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famous book by Arthur O.Lovejoy, The Great Chain of Being (1936). I shall
draw heavily on this in outlining the idea of continuous plenitude and,
indeed, throughout the remainder of this section.

The notion that the world is a continuous plenitude of existence is, briefly
put, the view that the whole universe is filled with beings and that each of
these differs from those adjacent to it only to an infinitesimal degree, so that
the whole forms a continuous ‘great chain of being’. The physicist’s dictum
that ‘nature abhors a vacuum’ means little more today than a colourful way
of expressing the fact that gases and liquids flow down a pressure gradient,
but the modern saying reflects the seventeenth-century theological view that
God, literally speaking, can tolerate no void, and so filled the world with
objects. The dictum natura non facit saltum (nature does not make leaps) is,
similarly, employed today mainly as a colourful way of expressing the
continuity of temporal change, such as the process of organic evolution, but
in seventeenth-century metaphysics it expressed the view that a static world
is a continuum of infinitesimally differentiated things. There may appear to
be voids in the cosmos, such as the apparently vast empty spaces between the
stars, and there may appear to be discrete differences between the entities of
God’s creation, such as, for example, between a rock and a tree, but these are
only appearances, due to our inability to see the whole chain of being. If we
cannot perceive the continuous plenitude of existence, how do we know it to
be? By logically deducing it as an implication of the proposition that God is
perfect. In the late seventeenth century, and more so in the eighteenth, many
theologians attempted to ascertain the properties of God by inductive
inference from the perceived properties of nature, but metaphysicians such
as Leibniz were arguing in the opposite direction, deducing the ‘true’
properties of nature from the ‘undeniable’ properties of God.

Though this line of thinking looms large in Christian theology, its
fundamental roots are in Plato and Aristotle. Plato argued (though he presents
it as a ‘myth’) that God created the world because a failure to do so would
have been inconsistent with his perfection. To deny existence to other beings is
an act of envy, and enviousness is no property of God. (We can begin to see
here the grave difficulties of this theory: if envy, and other imperfections,
characterize the creations of God, how can God have created properties of
which he himself was totally devoid?) God, then, according to Plato,
necessarily had to create other beings and, indeed, he had to create all possible
beings, making the world full, a plenitude. The conception of continuous
gradation is implicit in this but it was made explicit by Aristotle, who, as a
biologist, was struck by the fact that the various organic species can be
arranged in a sequence, with no sharp distinctions between adjacent forms.
Even the broad distinction between animals and plants is not sustainable, since
there are some forms—the zoophytes—that belong to both classes. Long
before the discovery of viruses, Aristotle extended his view of the continuity of
nature to claim that no categorical distinction can even be made between living



216 History and philosophy of social science

and non-living forms of existence. The invention of the microscope in the
seventeenth century, disclosing as it did myriads of living and non-living forms
hitherto invisible to human perception, gave empirical support to that era’s
metaphysical conception of the world as a continuous plenitude. The
invention of the differential calculus by Leibniz, and independently by
Newton, provided powerful support also by showing how the infinite
gradations of continuous nature may be subjected to quantitative analysis, a
process previously possible only for phenomena ordered in discrete classes.

Since the seventeenth century the concepts of plenitude and continuity,
especially the latter, have enjoyed great appeal, outlasting the popularity of
seventeenth-century metaphysics. In natural science, apart from the general
use of the differential calculus, the main impact of the idea of continuity has
been on biology. Darwin, like Leibniz, was very fond of declaring that nature
does not make leaps. Occasionally, as in modern ecological romanticism, one
finds a recrudescence of the whole compound of seventeenth-century
metaphysics: continuity, plenitude, and natural harmony. In one area of
science, however, the principle of continuity has suffered a major blow—in
quantum mechanics, where physicists view nature at the sub-atomic level as
characterized by discrete packages and capable of making rather astonishing
leaps. The influence of the concept of continuity on social science has been
very large. The seventeenth-century concept, joined to Darwinism in the
nineteenth century, was an especially powerful influence on social science.
We leave this for later examination but it is worth noting here that on the
title page of the most important book in the development of modern
economic theory, Alfred Marshall’s Principles of Economics (1890), one
finds the Leibnizian motto: natura non facit saltum.

The concept of continuous plenitude involves something more: the idea
that the world is composed not merely of an infinite number of beings but of
an infinite number of kinds of beings. Plenitude alone could be achieved by
simply filling the universe with identical objects, like filling a jar with beads.
But this would not have the property of continuity, since that involves
differentiation. Plato contended that God’s creative power necessarily
resulted in a pluralist universe composed of all possible kinds. Leibniz argued
along the same lines. The modern saying It takes all sorts to make a world’
has a sardonic resonance but it could stand as a literal description of the
seventeenth century’s conception of the constitution of the plenitude. In the
social sciences, the closest we can come to identifying a similar notion is
Herbert Spencer’s doctrine that evolutionary development is characterized
by increasing differentiation, which, being a cosmic ‘law’ in his opinion,
characterizes social evolution as well as all other forms of progressive change
(see below, Chapter 15 A 4).

There seems, however, to be a contradiction in Leibniz’s views on this point
in that existence is conceived to be both pluralistic and monistic. Leibniz’s
attempt to resolve this involves one of the most obscure features of his
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metaphysics: the idea that the world is composed of a plurality of ‘monads’
each of which independently ‘mirrors’ the one whole. The efforts of
philosophers to translate Leibniz’s metaphor of the mirror into more direct
language have not been successful hitherto and I will not attempt it here.
Seventeenth-century metaphysicians were often satisfied to represent the
pluralist-monist character of existence simply by a motto, which was already
ancient in their time: “The One in the Many, and the Many in the One’. This
rather obscure saying was frequently expressed by Leibniz, and Alfred
Marshall used it as the epigraph of his second major book on economics
(Industry and Trade, 1923). Marshall had little interest in metaphysics and
almost certainly had never read any Leibnizian philosophy. Moreover, as a
social scientist he was clearly not a harmonist, but the appearance of Leibniz’s
two favourite metaphysical dicta in such prominent places in his writings is
curious. Perhaps it means that modern utilitarian social thought has been
affected more than it is wont to recognize by the metaphysics of the era that
witnessed the rise of science. Perhaps it says something also about the nature of
the intellectual evolution in a continuous culture like that of the West: the
immortality of fundamental ideas. Empires rise and fall; races and nations
flourish and then disappear; preachers of new doctrines are crucified or burnt
at the stake; heretical books are destroyed; but basic ideas never die. The
culture absorbs them, like an organism digesting the nutriment essential to its
existence, and the elements reappear, time and again, in new forms.

More germane to the immediate subject of this chapter is the Leibnizian
view that the world is endowed with inherent moral properties as well as
physical ones. This addressed itself to the ancient problem of the status of
evil. In the early Christian era a flourishing line of thought, derived from pre-
Christian sources, was Manichaeism, the doctrine that the world is a kind of
battleground between the forces of good and the forces of evil, the ultimate
outcome of which may be in doubt. St. Augustine embraced this doctrine in
his youth but rejected it upon his conversion to Christianity. As a way of
accounting for the existence of evil it has a strong appeal, and it has never
been fully extirpated from Christian theology, but it is clearly inconsistent
with the view that God is both all-powerful and good.

Leibniz’s solution of this problem was to derive the existence of evil as a
necessary feature of a world that is a plenitude of existence. Evil not only
does exist, it necessarily must exist in order to complete the plenitude. Recall
Leibniz’s ‘principle of sufficient reason’: nothing exists or fails to exist
without a reason; the reason for the existence of evil is that there would
otherwise be voids in the plenitude. But recall also the doctrine of ‘pre-
established harmony’. How is this made consistent with the existence of evil?
Leibniz’s answer is that of all the worlds that God could create with
‘compossible’ constituents, he perforce created the best possible world,
which is, despite the existence of evil, a manifestation of his goodness. In a
passage quoted by Lovejoy, Leibniz declares:
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It is true that one can imagine possible worlds without sin and without
suffering, just as one can invent romances about Utopias...but these
worlds would be much inferior to ours. I cannot show this in detail; you
must infer it, as I do, ab effectu, since this world, as it is, is the world God
chose.... (The Great Chain of Being, p. 225)

There is a certain circularity in this argument. God chose the best possible
world because he is good, and we know that it is the best because God chose
it. If the word ‘good’ has independent meaning, it cannot be made equivalent
to ‘best possible’. At most, Leibniz only demonstrated that evil is necessary.
But even this introduces a serious difficulty: if evil is a necessary constituent
of the world, man cannot be held morally responsible for his evil acts, as
Leibniz considered him to be.

The doctrine that this is the best possible world had numerous precursors
before Leibniz, but since the seventeenth century it has been indelibly
associated with his name. As a monumental example of the misuse of
intellect, what Israel Zangwill called ‘the higher foolishness’, it is without
equal. In the eighteenth century Voltaire wrote a classic burlesque based on
it, Candide, in which Leibniz appears as Dr. Pangloss, who, despite an
endless succession of terrible events, comforts the hero with assurances that
this is the best of all possible worlds. The black comedy potential of the
doctrine is apparently inexhaustible: in recent years Italian readers have been
entertained by Leonardo Sciascia’s anti-communist novel Candido and
American theatregoers by Leonard Bernstein’s musical Candide (‘What a
day! What a day, for an auto-da-fé!’). Justifying the ways of God to man can
be hazardous work.

2. Harmony and evolution

In Chapter 8 our attention was drawn to the antithesis between the idea of
progress and the idea of perfection. As our examination of utopian social
thought there showed, the scenarios of perfect social orders are not simply
more imaginative and less constrained versions of the idea of improvement,
but belong to a categorically different domain of thought. The ideas we have
been examining so far in this chapter, though more cosmic in scope, belong
to the utopian category. The fundamental conflict between progress and
perfection became evident in the eighteenth century, when Western thought
was reoriented to an historical conception of man and society, and the idea
of progress became dominant in social theory and social philosophy. The
shift in the utopian literature from locating the perfect society in another
place (like the kingdom of Prester John) to locating it at another time was
paralleled by a shift in the metaphysics of harmony to a temporal mode. In
the same era, and not unconnectedly, both utopian social thought and
metaphysics became more secular, appealing less to the perfection of God
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and more to the perfection of the laws of nature. Without an appreciation of
the temporalization and secularization of metaphysics it is difficult to see any
connection between the grand cosmic theories we have been discussing in
this section and the more mundane matters we will examine in section B.

The logical incompatibility between seventeenth-century metaphysics and
the idea of progress is evident upon a little reflection. Recall that the
perfection of existence is due to a pre-established harmony. To advert again
to the comparable orchestral analogy, it is a property of the musical score.
One must necessarily infer from this that any innovations on the part of the
musicians would introduce disharmony. The logic of seventeenth-century
metaphysics forbids progress as well as regress: if the world is worse now
than it was, it is clearly not perfect now; but if it is better now than it was, it
cannot have been perfect then. The concept of perfection belongs to the
realm of hard statics; it is incompatible with any kind of change.

It is difficult to believe that this crystalline view of the world was held by
even the most devoted believers in the great chain of being. Leibniz himself
expressed such an unequivocal belief in the possibility of progress and,
indeed, of progress without end that Robert Nisbet, in his recent History of
the Idea of Progress (1980), gives him a prominent role in the development
of this feature of modern Western thought (pp. 157 ff.). But, whether or not
anyone ever seriously embraced a static view of the world, it is clear that by
the later seventeenth century, and certainly by the eighteenth, the concept of
the chain of being was being overwhelmed by the idea of progress. The
Western intellect was entering its evolutionist era.

This transformation of thought wrote an end to the metaphysics we have
been discussing, but not to its component elements. Most of them found a secure
place in the new evolutionary model of existence. The concept of the plenitude
was less prominent, but the concept of continuity was even more so than in the
static model of the chain of being. The idea of harmony was also reoriented to
evolutionism, and the moral judgements embedded in it were recast in terms of
progress. In his Essay on Man, Alexander Pope declared that all the evils we
observe are really but part of the ‘universal good’ that is embodied in God’s plan
for the evolution of the world. Malthus tempered the gloomy conclusions of his
Essay on Population by suggesting that the pressure of population growth
against the supply of food is part of God’s plan to secure the progressive
development of man’s moral character by providing him with challenge. The
same view is contained in Immanuel Kant’s The Idea of a Universal History
from a Cosmopolitan Point of View’: the wise Creator endowed man with
selfishness, envy, and other ‘unsociable’ qualities that generate social conflicts,
for, otherwise, man would live a simple life of peace and contentment that
would not promote the development of his ‘rational capacities’. In the twentieth
century the same essential idea forms the foundation of A.J.Toynbee’s ten-
volume A Study of History (1934-54), in which man’s cultural evolution is seen
as the product of ‘challenge and response’.
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Tracing the ramifications of the metaphysics of harmony as it encountered
the idea of progress and changing conceptions of man’s own nature is beyond
our scope. We cannot even trace its full impact upon social thought, or on
social science more narrowly construed. Our study of social harmonism will
be restricted to the development of the idea that one part of the social order,
the economic system, is governed by laws which, in all essential respects, are
analogous to the Leibnizian pre-established harmony.

B. THE IDEOLOGY OF LAISSEZ-FAIRE

The idea that the world as a whole is a harmonious order does not necessarily
mean that every part of it is such an order considered by itself. Consequently, it
is not necessary for a metaphysical harmonist to contend that any particular
aspect or sector of the world is harmonious. Nevertheless, there is a strong tempt-
ation for the harmonist to view any part of the world that he considers especially
important as harmonious in itself. In this section we examine the notion that
the economic organization of a society can be a natural harmonious order.

As industry and commerce grew in importance during the latter part of the
eighteenth century and in the nineteenth, increasing attention was devoted to
the properties of the market system of economic organization. Specialization
and trade go back as far as archaeologists have been able to trace the record of
human social life, but they began to increase with extraordinary rapidity in the
eighteenth century. These developments, plus the great prestige of the natural
sciences, which we have already emphasized, led to efforts to construct
similarly scientific theories of the market system. In view of the great influence
of seventeenth-century metaphysics on all branches of European thought it
would be surprising indeed if the concept of inherent harmony were totally
absent from discussions of the structure and mechanics of economic
organization. In the outline of classical political economy in the previous
chapter we paid no attention to this and in the next chapter it will be argued
that economic theory was dominated by a very different philosophical
outlook, utilitarianism, but this does not mean that the harmonist view made
no significant appearance. In fact many historians have contended that
nineteenth-century economics was fundamentally harmonist, inspired by the
view that the market economy, if left to work by its own automatic processes,
would create the best of all possible worlds. Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’
was, in this view, a reflection of the Leibnizian doctrine of pre-established
harmony, through which the activities of the independent entities are ordered
without requiring the visible and tangible hand of any directing authority. This
is the doctrine of laissez-faire or, at least, the extreme version of it. The notion
that a hard ideology of laissez-faire was deeply embedded in classical political
economy and that it also dominated the actual economic policy stance of the
nineteenth-century state is an image of the era that modern historical research
has very greatly modified but it still persists strongly in popular opinion.
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In investigating this matter some preliminary remarks are necessary about
terminology. Some nineteenth-century writers used the term “laissez-faire’ to
refer to the conception of the world, or at least that part of it embraced by
the market system, as a natural harmonious order in something like the
Leibnizian sense. But others used the term simply to mean that the market
system is capable of performing co-ordination functions, without contending
that it can do so perfectly, or that it can function without the extensive
operation of auxiliary co-ordinating instruments such as those provided by
the coercive and constraining power of the state or by established custom.
Others used the term to mean that in considering the exercise of
governmental power the burden of proof should be on those who propose to
constrain private actions rather than on those who contend that they should
be let alone. In investigating here the role of laissez-faire as an ideology we
are not interested in such moderate and tentative defences of the market
system, even though the phrase laissez-faire was sometimes used as a label
for such views. We are looking for evidence of a stronger and more
doctrinaire contention: that the market system is capable of providing a
perfect mechanism of economic organization with no more assistance from
the state than the prevention of criminal acts against life and property and, in
the civil sphere, the enforcement of private contracts.

The qualification made at the end of the preceding sentence is necessary in
order to render correctly the views of most of those whom we shall
characterize as espousing an ideology of laissez-faire. Few of these writers
contended that a harmonious social order could function without government
altogether, but before we begin our study of the ideology we should take brief
note of the fact that such an ultra-laissez-faire doctrine occupies a position of
some importance in the literature of nineteenth-century political philosophy.
This is the theory of ‘anarchism’. It is the polar opposite of Thomas Hobbes’s
political philosophy, which we examined in Chapter 4. Not only is it not
necessary that the state should exercise unlimited power, but it is not necessary
to have a state at all. In the mid-nineteenth century, anarchism became
associated with socialist theory through the writings and political activities of
Pierre Proudhon and Mikhail Bakunin, but this was before ‘socialism’ became
identified, as it is today, with the advocacy of state power and comprehensive
governmental control of the economy.

The first person to give a clear formulation of anarchist theory was
William Godwin, in his Inquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), and in
numerous other writings. His son-in-law Percy Bysshe Shelley, one of the
great romantics of the era, expressed Godwin’s views in his poetry, most
notably in his long lyric drama, Prometheus Unbound (1820). Godwin’s
central idea was that any interference with individual freedom is both
unnecessary and unjust. If people were left to exercise their individuality
without constraint, a perfect harmonious order would result. In Godwin’s
view the argument that a government is necessary to assure that people act
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justly towards one another is ludicrous, since government itself is the chief
cause of injustice.

With what delight [says Godwin] must every well-informed friend of
mankind look forward to...the dissolution of political government, of
that brute engine, which has been the only perennial cause of the vices of
mankind, and which...has mischiefs of various sorts incorporated with its
substance, and no otherwise to be removed than by its utter annihilation!
(Political Justice, chapter 24)

Godwin declares in this passage that government is the ‘only perennial cause
of the vices of mankind’, but there are also others not ‘perennial’. In fact he
disapproved of any kind of collective activity that requires the individual to
accommodate to other persons, including such things as theatrical productions
and orchestral music, speaking of them as involving an ‘absurd and vicious co-
operation’. Godwin’s perfect social order can hardly be described as ‘social’ at
all. His extreme individualism projects one back to Leibniz’s conception of the
world as a pre-established harmony of totally independent ‘monads’, and
forward to the individualist element in nineteenth-century romanticism and, in
our own day, to such writers as Ayn Rand.

Anarchism is important in the general history of modern social thought,
but not in the history of social science. Like other utopians, Godwin made no
effort to construct theories or models of social phenomena that went much
beyond simple intuitive assertion. All he had to say about the economy was
to offer the assurance that it would work much better in a regime of
unconstrained individualism, but he does not say anything about how it
would work. In the remainder of this chapter we will look at the doctrine of
laissez-faire which, though it remains in its extreme form a branch of
anarchism, focuses specifically upon the economic aspect of social
organization and the role of the market system as an automatic mechanism
that co-ordinates the activities of independent individuals. The questions
that will concern our attention are the extent to which that doctrine reflected
a metaphysical view of natural harmony, and its connection with the
development of systematic economic theory.

1. Before the classical economists

As we noted in Chapter 3, the first systematic model of the economy was
constructed by the Physiocrats in the third quarter of the eighteenth century.
Francois Quesnay and his disciples are often represented in the history of
economic thought as deriving from their economic system a rigid doctrine of
laissez-faire but, as we shall see, such an interpretation cannot be sustained,
and one suspects that the mere fact that the doctrine has no native English
name but is designated by a French term is, in part at least, responsible for its
ascription to the Physiocrats. Similarly, the fact that there is no word for the
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doctrine in German, which earlier used the term Swmithianismus, later
replaced by Manchestertum, may account for the fact that in Germany it is
regarded as an English doctrine.

The associated French phrases laissez-faire, laissez-nous faire, and laissez-
faire, laissez-passer were not, in origin, due to the Physiocrats, but seem to
have come into use as early as a century before. The second of these (‘leave us
alone’) was apparently uttered by a merchant, one LeGendre, about 1680, as
a pointed reply to the solicitous inquiry of Colbert (chief economic adviser of
Louis XIV) as to what the state might do to assist industry. The Marquis
d’Argenson and Vincent de Gournay (first half of the eighteenth century)
used one or other of these terms fairly freely in their writings. The Sieur de
Boisguillebert (1646-1714), whose theories are of more interest to the
historian of economics, used the phrase laissez-faire in a manner that
suggests that he may fairly be considered a natural harmony ideologue.

It was their disposition to express themselves for literary effect in the
metaphysical terms of an Ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques
(the title of a book by Mercier de la Riviere) that undoubtedly was largely
responsible for the Physiocrats being looked upon as doctrinaire harmonists
by later commentators. But this is, at best, a superficial interpretation of
their views. Ronald Meek, the most thorough student of the Physiocratic
literature, points out that their identification of agriculture as the only source
of ‘net product’ in the economy was in fact used by them as the basis of a plea
for intervention by the state, positively, by stimulating demand for
agricultural products and encouraging investment in farming and,
negatively, by removing the host of constraints and interferences with which
that industry was encumbered at the time (R.L.Meek, The Economics of
Physiocracy, 1962, pp. 23 f.). Colbert’s economic policy, which was still in
the ascendant, employed the influence of government on behalf of
manufacturing and commerce. The Physiocrats were trying to orient it in
another direction. In using the phrase laissez-faire, as they did, they seemed
to mean only that if the king wished to be wise as well as energetic in
promoting the economic growth of his nation he would do well to use his
power in accordance with the laws of nature. This was not an ideology of
non-intervention, but the very different view that if one wishes to manipulate
the economy successfully, the laws that govern its behaviour must be known
and taken into account.

Physiocratic interventionism was not confined to agriculture, either. The
Physiocrats favoured state poor relief and education, and other activist
policies. Some of their contemporaries even accused them of excessive
paternalism. On freedom of trade and commerce, the issue that became the
prime object of laissez-faire dogma in the nineteenth century, they argued only
for freedom of internal commerce for agricultural products, and freedom of
exports. But they regarded the import trade as a worthy object of special
regulation, since, according to their theory, imports contribute nothing to the
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‘net product’ and, moreover, they impair the achievement of national self-
sufficiency, which was held to be a desirable objective of state policy.

In England, nothing that corresponds intellectually to the Physiocratic
grand system of the economy made its appearance prior to the nineteenth
century. With few exceptions, the writings of the so-called ‘mercantilist’ period
held the view that harmony in economic processes does not spring from the
natural play of individual interest, but must be created by the wise governor.
The necessity of state action in this fashion is to be found, for example, in the
economic writings of George Berkeley and Bernard Mandeville in the early
eighteenth century, and later in those of Sir James Steuart, who, if Adam Smith
had not written the Wealth of Nations, might well have initiated the science of
economics with his Inquiry into the Principles of Political Economy (1767).
Mandeville’s proposition that ‘private vices’ lead to ‘public benefits’ in his
famous Fable of the Bees (1714) has sometimes been interpreted as an
expression of harmonist doctrine, but more careful reading shows that, like
most of his contemporaries, Mandeville was seeking to discover the
opportunities for beneficial state action in the economic sphere rather than to
promote a doctrine of laissez-faire.

As the capitalistic market-oriented economy developed during the
eighteenth century and businessmen grew in power and influence, they urged
upon government both state intervention and laissez-faire. There is no
mystery in this. Men of business, then as now, desired the positive aid of the
state in some things but also wished it to refrain from other activities that
they regarded as objectionable. If we fix attention exclusively on the first, the
eighteenth century appears to be an age of almost ubiquitous state
interference with private economic activity; if we focus on the other, it
appears an age when laissez-faire was in the air. The general image of this
period that has come down to us in the historiography rests mainly upon the
first of these two alternatives, and the term ‘mercantilism’, when used to
denote more than the emphasis of the period on international trade and gold,
usually implies a general economic policy of state intervention, even
‘economic planning’ in something like the modern sense.

In the wider angle of view that time affords, however, it is clear that the
trend towards the relaxation of old restrictions on economic activity was the
more significant development. Many of the restrictive statutes of
mercantilist Britain were, in fact, never repealed but simply allowed to fall
into disuse. Acts of explicit repeal were often due to the fact that old statutes
had been rummaged out of the archives by those opposed to the economic
changes that were taking place in order to enlist the power of the courts on
their behalf. The manner by which the freeing of private enterprise thus took
place in the eighteenth century is itself significant. It demonstrates that the
most powerful influence at work was the press of economic events, not a
general theory or philosophy of economic policy.
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2. The classical economists

As a phase in the history of economic thought and policy, laissez-faire is
usually regarded as a nineteenth-century phenomenon, and an English one.
The established resonances of the term harmonize so well with the other
standard stereotypes of the Victorian age—narrow-mindedness, harshness,
sanctimonious moralism, philistinism, etc.—that it evokes immediate images
of the hard-eyed English manufacturer or merchant, ruling his business, as he
ruled his household, with stern confidence in his knowledge of what was best
for all. This is a general picture that modern historiography has greatly
revised, and, with it, a revision in our understanding of Victorian social
thought and policy has also begun to take place. The Victorian Age now
appears to modern students of the period as a rather confused mixture of
conflicting themes. If we had to give the era a name to match the Age of
Reason and Age of Enlightenment for earlier periods we should perhaps call it
the Age of Ambiguity. In nineteenth-century England there emerged the
world’s first truly pluralist society—differentiated within itself in economic
power, political authority, religion, and ideas. It does not resolve crisply under
the historian’s microscope, because it did not in fact resolve within itself.

A prominent feature of the earlier historiography of Victorian England is
that influential opinion was represented as dominated by the ideology of
laissez-faire, which, in turn, was traced to the theories of classical political
economy. A professor of history at Princeton, writing in 1913, characterized
Victorian England thus:

a paralysis of mind and soul crept abroad; for the spider’s web, fragile yet
clinging, enclosed and covered man, a web of laissez-faire, spun
ceaselessly by the metallic and remorseless brains of Ricardo, Poulett
Thompson, Nassau Senior, and the whole troop of classical economists.
(Water P.Hall, ‘Certain early Reactions against Laissez-faire’, American
Historical Association Annual Report, Vol. 1, p. 130)

The language is more extreme than that of most other commentators, but
this view of the Victorian era enjoyed wide currency until modern historical
scholarship began to undermine it. The popular view of the era, however, is
still dominated by the stereotype of a doctrinaire laissez-faire that was
promoted by the leading economists of the period.

In Chapter 7 we saw that Adam Smith, whose name is most often
associated with laissez-faire, did not espouse it as a doctrine, and the concept
of the ‘invisible hand’ in the Wealth of Nations does not reflect Leibnizian
metaphysics or any other variant of the view that the world is an inherently
harmonious order. On the contrary, Smith did not regard it as possible for an
economy to work without the exercise of governmental powers by the state,
not only to provide a legal framework for private activities but to furnish
numerous services that are beyond the capacity of the market system. That
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Smith regarded many of the economic activities of the eighteenth-century state
as doing more harm than good and advised their cessation is a testimony to his
good sense, not to the grip of a laissez-faire doctrine. The same is true of the
major figures who subsequently developed the analytical models of classical
political economy. Some of them used the term laissez-faire but more as a part
of their generally pragmatic and expedient view of the role of government than
as a motto expressing a philosophic conviction. The classical economists
entertained a general presumption against governmental interference and even
tended to speak of non-intervention as a ‘principle’, but they did not make use
of it as a maxim which rendered direct judgement on particular questions of
governmental intervention. In fact they favoured, on simple pragmatic
grounds, a great deal of specific intervention. This feature of classical
economics is supported by any reading one chooses to do for oneself of the
original texts, and in increased proportion to the amount of that reading.

A detailed examination of the classical economists on this point is not
possible here, but some discussion of them is necessary in order to come at
the question of the place occupied by the laissez-faire doctrine in our
intellectual history. Little need be said, in this connection, about David
Ricardo. His writings were too constrained by the requirements of rigorous
analysis, and he was too little given to philosophic generalization, to provide
grounds for characterizing him as a harmonist. Ricardo is often named in the
literature identifying classical economics with laissez-faire, but specific
statements of his are not quoted or referred to, and it seems apparent that his
name is included among the company of laissez-faire ideologues primarily
because of his distinction as the acknowledged theoretical leader of the
classical school. Aside from Adam Smith, J.R.McCulloch and Nassau
W.Senior are the classical authors that require most attention in this
connection, for it is with them that the doctrine of laissez-faire has been most
distinctly connected as an influence upon contemporary policy.

John Ramsay McCulloch (1779-1864) was the chief expounder of the
theories of classical political economy before this role was taken by John
Stuart Mill. In the first half of the nineteenth century he represented the
classical school to a greater extent than any other figure. He wrote
voluminously and with lucidity; he participated vigorously in public discussion
of economic questions; and his works were extensively reprinted and
translated into foreign languages. He wrote the important article on “political
economy’ for the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1824, and this, turned into a
monograph on The Principles of Political Economy (1825), became virtually
the first extensively used textbook in economics. Before J.S.Mill’s Principles of
Political Economy was published in 1848, McCulloch’s works were generally
used as the chief sources for the orthodox corpus of classical economics.
Because of his public prominence as an expositor of political economy
McCulloch became an object of hatred and ridicule by those who were
opposed to it for one reason or another. Thomas Carlyle, who viewed classical
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economics as a symptom of a decaying civilization, regarded McCulloch as the
very incarnation of its devilish work. In Thomas Love Peacock’s satirical novel
Crotchet Castle, McCulloch appears in the character ‘MacQuedy’ (the
reference is to the use of Q.E.D. in mathematical proofs) as a representation of
the rather special kind of intellectual foolishness and narrow-mindedness that
Peacock considered to be characteristic of the political economists.

In the 1840’s, when the great debate over the corn laws took place, a
laissez-faire ideology existed to be sure, but it is significant that McCulloch
was not then identified with it. The London Economist, for example, which
ran a doctrinaire crusade for general laissez-faire as a part of its campaign
against the tariff, regarded him as worthy enough when he produced editions
of Smith’s and Ricardo’s works, but his own productions were viewed as
evincing a deplorable lack of firmness on the great question of the role of the
state in economic affairs. By the 1880’s, however, it was almost customary
among economists to blame McCulloch for the doctrinaire image of classical
economics, and this has persisted down to the present. If one consults
McCulloch’s own writings, however, it becomes clear that the view that he
was a laissez-faire ideologue is not sustainable.

This is not to say that occasional passages implying such a doctrinaire
view are not to be found in McCulloch’s works. His Encyclopaedia
Britannica article on “political economy’, and his Principles, could be quoted
selectively in this way. His Discourse on the Rise, Progress, Peculiar Objects,
and Importance of Political Economy (1824) also might reasonably lead the
reader to infer that he held a harmonist viewpoint and advocated a laissez-
faire policy. But against such passages one must place explicit rejection by
him of laissez-faire as a general principle: in the Principles he notes that ‘An
idea seems...to have been recently gaining ground, that the duty of
government in regard to the domestic policy of a country is almost entirely
of a negative kind, and that it has merely to maintain the security of property
and the freedom of industry.” The matter, he felt, was ‘by no means so simple
and easily defined as those who support this opinion would have us believe’.
‘The principle of laissez-faire,” he observes in another publication, written in
1848, ‘may be safely trusted to in some things but in many more it is wholly
inapplicable; and to appeal to it on all occasions savours more of the policy
of the parrot than of a statesman or a philosopher.” One of McCulloch’s
favourite points was that the physical sciences differ essentially from the
‘moral and political sciences’ in that the principles of the former are always
true and that those of the latter are only true most of the time. In the
Encyclopaedia Britannica article and in the Discourse he pointedly applied
this specifically to the question whether people should be left free ‘to follow
the bent of their own inclinations, and to engage in such branches of
industry as they think proper’ and came to the conclusion: usually, but not
invariably.
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The list of recommended specific interferences that can be compiled from
McCulloch’s works is long enough to satisfy any utilitarian. Public education,
the relief of poverty, control of working conditions in factories, and public
health legislation, all items of sharp controversy in McCulloch’s day, received
his strong endorsement. He supported working men’s combinations on the
simple pragmatic ground that they would increase the strength of labour in the
wage bargain, and an article by him in the Edinburgh Review in 1823 was
influential in persuading Parliament to repeal the laws prohibiting trade
unions. He deplored monopoly practices by business and advocated
governmental supervision of business in industries where monopoly was
unavoidable, such as water supply and railways, and in banking, where
competition could not be expected to lead unambiguously to the public good.
He recommended the establishment of training standards and the compulsory
licensing of physicians, and the governmental certification of articles that
could not safely be tested by the buyer himself, such as firearms and ships’
anchors. He advocated the governmental provision of postal services.
Unfettered individual enterprise was, in his view, the primary instrument of
progress, but laissez-faire could not be a universal rule.

Freedom [of economic activity] is valuable only as a means to an end; and
whenever it can be shown that the end—the salus populi or public
advantage—will best be secured by the imposition of restrictions, they
ought, unquestionably, to be imposed.

The principle, then, to which McCulloch had final reference is not a
metaphysic of harmony and its derivative of doctrinaire laissez-faire, but a
utilitarian conception of the general welfare.

The object of the most intense obloquy by those who identified classical
economics with laissez-faire, and held both notions in contempt, was neither
Adam Smith, the founder, nor J.R.McCulloch, the leading expositor, of
classical economics. That distinction was reserved for Nassau William
Senior, the most prominent economic statesman of the period. Senior was the
chief economic adviser of the Whigs. He was a member, and an exceptionally
influential one, of a number of the important Royal Commissions of the mid-
century era. No economist of the period had a larger immediate influence on
governmental policy than he.

In his first term as Drummond Professor of Political Economy at Oxford
(1825-30) Senior advocated in his lectures a narrow caretaker-state role of
government, but this was a neophyte opinion and did not long remain his
attitude on the issue. He quickly adopted an essentially pragmatic stance,
viewing the responsibilities of government as determined primarily by the
wishes of the community in question, limited only by the practical problem
of the government’s ability to achieve the end desired. Senior was, however,
the inspiration and author of the famous (or notorious) report of the Poor
Law Commissioners of 1834 and the storm of controversy that focused on
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this report and the subsequent Poor Law Amendment Act, did much to
fasten on to him (and all economists) an image of hard-hearted
Malthusianism, with which doctrinaire laissez-faire was closely identified by
critics. In addition, he was the originator of the ‘abstinence’ theory of
interest; was widely thought to have advanced the proposition that
businessmen’s profits were due to the ‘last hour of labour’ of their work
force; and wrote some rather silly passages that romanticized the conditions
of work in factories. For these he was subject to much ridicule as an
apologist for the rising capitalist class, an attitude regarded by many as
intimately associated with a doctrinaire espousal of laissez-faire. This image
has clung to Senior’s name down to the present day.

If we examine Senior’s career, however, it is clear that he was, above all else,
a pragmatist. It is one of the ironies of history that while he was one of the few
economists of the early Victorian period who rejected the Malthusian theory
of population, his greatest work, the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, has
been generally characterized by historians as inspired by Malthusianism. The
Amendment Act did not in fact spring from Malthusian population theory, but
from the simple fact that the old Poor Law system had become an
administrative, economic, and financial monstrosity, and its revision required
the work of men endowed with practical and innovative capacity, not
ideology. Popular opinion of the 1830’s created a whole string of derogatory
characterizations of ‘political economy’ and it is perhaps not surprising that
Senior, the author of the hated Poor Law Amendment Act, was labelled with
them all, including the characterization of being a doctrinaire advocate of
laissez-faire. Senior may have been sensitive to this popular image of him
when, in the lectures he gave upon returning to Oxford in 1847, he made
unmistakably clear his attitude to the role of the state. Noting that some had
argued that since governmental intervention often fails to achieve its intended
results or even produces the opposite,

They have declared that the business of government is simply to afford
protection, to repel or to punish internal or external violence or fraud, and
that to do more is usurpation. This proposition I cannot admit. The only
rational foundation of government...is...the general benefit of the
community. It is the duty of a Government to do whatever is conducive to
the welfare of the governed. The only limit to this duty is its power. And...
the only limit to its power is its moral or physical inability. (Quoted in
Marian Bowley, Nassau Senior and Classical Economics, 1949, p. 265)

Nevertheless, the notion persists that Adam Smith, Ricardo, McCulloch,
Senior, and the other leading economists of the classical period were united
in espousing a general doctrine of laissez-faire. Henry Sidgwick’s lecture to
the British Association in 1885 on ‘The Scope and Method of Economic
Science’ pointed out that it was erroneous. This was the first of numerous
attempts to set the historical record straight on this matter, all of which have
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so far failed to dislodge the popular myth that the work of the early
economists was inspired by the metaphysical doctrine of natural harmony.
For some reason, many historians of nineteenth-century thought still appear
to have a compelling need to believe it.

3. Economic policy, popular political economy, and public debate

Let us move now from the plane of economic theory to the level of action
and popular opinion. During the heyday of classical political economy, was
there a laissez-faire ideology at work guiding the policy decisions of
Parliament and government and the public debates thereon? A strong
current of economic liberalization was in fact in motion even before the
publication of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations. This trend was not reversed
even by the national crisis of the Napoleonic wars. Britain did not revert to a
policy of economic regulation under the stress of what was, for the time,
‘total” war, but allowed economic activity to operate under the degree of
freedom it had by then acquired. This might be viewed as evidence of the
strength of laissez-faire ideology, but no one who writes of the existence of
such a doctrine of economic policy dates it as established as early as this and,
moreover, it is implausible that any abstract doctrine could have stood in the
way of state mobilization of the economy in the cause of national survival
under conditions of such intense fear of the French as then prevailed. It is
more plausible to interpret the policy stance of the British government in this
period as indicating that, by this time, few men of influence viewed the older
types of intervention as efficient. With the onset of peace, the current of
liberalization resumed and quickened. The second and third decades of the
century witnessed a great and almost continuous freeing of economic
activity from state regulation. Britain was now clearly embarked upon a new
approach in her economic policy. But this trend does not, in itself, prove the
existence of a guiding economic ideology such as laissez-faire is supposed to
have been. It is evidence, to be sure, but only prima facie, not conclusive.
Again, there is no lack of accusers, both contemporary and retrospective,
giving witness to the dominance of ideology over reason and humanity in the
economic policies of the Victorian Age. But, upon examination, the issue
becomes replete with ambiguity. To illustrate this, I draw attention here to
two well known contemporary writers, Charles Kingsley and Samuel Smiles,
whose political philosophies and reactions to the florescent industrial and
commercial capitalism of their time could not have been more different.
Kingsley was one of the founders of ‘Christian Socialism’, the first radical
movement to penetrate significantly into one of the established estates of the
realm, the Church of England. He was a radical activist both inside the Church
itself and outside, in working men’s movements and associations. He wrote
voluminously on social questions in essays, letters, poetry, and fiction. Literary
scholars remember him more today as the person who goaded John Henry
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Newman, upon the latter’s conversion to Catholicism, into writing his great
Apologia pro Vita Sua (1864) than for his own creations, but he was an
exceedingly popular author in his own day and some of his fiction is still read
for enjoyment by the young. His most important social novel, Alton Locke
(1850), is now almost forgotten, but it was a best seller (in both England and
America) when first published. As a story it is a real Victorian tear-jerker.
Alton Locke is a poor lad, apprenticed to a sweatshop tailor, but he thirsts for
learning and beauty and begins to read books. He is befriended by an old Scots
bookseller of radical views who guides his education. He writes poetry, which
brings him to the notice of some members of the upper classes and clergy, who
encourage him and promote the publication of his poems, though not without
some political editing which he later deeply regrets. Of course, he falls in love
with a beautiful girl of this class, and equally ‘of course’ it is impossible that his
love should be requited. He becomes a Chartist, is involved in a riot, arrested
and sent to prison. Later he takes part in the great Chartist agitation of 1848
but emerges disillusioned. Physically ill and sick at heart, he takes ship to
America, but dies en route. In the process of taking Alton Locke through this
stereotyped romance, Kingsley gives horrifying descriptions of the working
conditions of the poor, advocates working men’s associations, and preaches to
his fellow Anglican clergy that their proper mission is to spearhead and guide
the movement for social and political reform.

As one might guess from the narrative skeleton of Alton Locke, Kingsley’s
democratic sympathies were, to say the least, uncertain. He was equally
ambiguous towards political economy. He liked to regard himself as a man
of scientific attitude and advanced thought; to think well of and be thought
well of by the new intelligentsia; but there was much in political economy
and the idea of laws of nature in the social sphere that he deplored. In the
course of discussing the miseries of the labouring poor in Alron Locke,
Kingsley puts these words into the mouth of Crossthwaite, a needleworker:

But you can recollect as well as T can, when a deputation of us went up to
a member of Parliament—one that was reputed to be a philosopher and a
political economist, and a liberal—and set before him the ever increasing
penury and misery of our trade, and of those connected with it; you
recollect his answer—that, however glad he would be to help us, it was
impossible—he could not alter the laws of nature—that wages were
regulated by the amount of competition among the men themselves, and
that it was no business of government, or anyone else, to interfere in
contracts between the employer and the employed, that those things
regulated themselves by the laws of political economy, which it was
madness and suicide to oppose.

Now that seems to be plain enough, and it is a double-barrelled shot; it
identifies political economy as the intellectual basis of laissez-faire ideology
and it certifies the effective penetration of that ideology into Westminster.
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But if we use such a passage as an indicator of Kingsley’s own view of the
responsibilities of the state, we are on treacherous ground. A few years later,
when the price of bread rose sharply during the Crimean War and there was
threat of rioting, we find him taking a different stance. At a meeting of one of
the working men’s associations in which he was active, a member asked why
the government did not adopt what he called ‘Joseph’s plan’, that is, buy up
grain to prevent speculation and provide fair distribution. To this Kingsley
replied:

Yes, and why ain’t you and I flying about with wings and dewdrops
hanging to our tails? Joseph’s plan won’t do for us. What minister could
we trust with money enough to buy corn for the people, [and] power to
buy where he chose?

Then he went on to give the questioner an orthodox lecture on political
economy (M.Kaufmann, Charles Kingsley, 1892, p. 181). The fact is, even
those who castigated the state for insensitivity and inaction, and deplored
the theory they thought it was based upon, quailed at the prospect of
intervention when they considered the character of the government and
bureaucracy that was to do the intervening.

Samuel Smiles has achieved historical immortality as the very symbol of
Victorian individualism. He celebrated the orthodox virtues in books
devoted to Self-help (1859), Character (1871), Thrift (1875), and Duty
(1887). The first of these sold an astounding 20,000 copies in its first year
and was translated into all the major languages of the world. A whole series
of other books sang the praises of the great men of business and industry
who, by practising these virtues, had created the industrial economy that had
made Britain first among the nations of the world. He even practised the
virtues himself, sometimes to the despair of his family. If there is any author
of the Victorian Age in whose writings we should expect to find the
government advised to restrict itself to a severely limited role it is Samuel
Smiles, and so we do; but note this passage from Thrift:

When typhus or cholera breaks out, they tell us that nobody is to blame.

That terrible Nobody! How much he has to answer for! More mischief
is done by Nobody than by all the world besides. Nobody adulterates our
food. Nobody poisons us with bad drink. Nobody supplies us with foul
water. Nobody spreads fever in blind alleys and unswept lanes. Nobody
leaves towns undrained. Nobody fills jails, penitentiaries and convict
stations. Nobody makes poachers, thieves and drunkards.

Nobody has a theory, too—a dreadful theory. It is embodied in two
words: Laissez-faire—let alone. When people are poisoned by plaster of
paris mixed with flour, ‘Let alone’ is the remedy. When Cocculus Indicus
is used instead of hops, and men die prematurely, it is easy to say, ‘Nobody
did it.” Let those who can, find out when they are cheated: Caveat emptor.



The idea of harmonious order 233

When people live in foul dwellings, let them alone. Let wretchedness do its
work; do not interfere with death.

This is the most powerful indictment of laissez-faire to be found in the
literature of the Victorian Age. It beats anything in Carlyle or Dickens. ‘Let
wretchedness do its work; do not interfere with death.” Who would not blench
upon hearing that characterization of his social philosophy? Its date is 1875
and its point of focus is the presumed theory of classical political economy,
with its presumed dominance over social and economic policy. Following this
passage we find Samuel Smiles urging that there ought to be a law, indeed a
whole series of laws, about drainage, water, paving, ventilation, etc.—all this
from the leading apostle of Victorian self-reliance!

There is no doubt that the self-help doctrine was a fundamental
constituent of nineteenth-century liberalism. It is ubiquitous in the social
literature of the period, regardless of the political colouration of the author.
There is no doubt, either, that the appeal of such ideas was a ready-made
lever for laissez-faire propaganda; but when we find the leading popular
apostle of individualism exclaiming so bitterly that its tenets are excessively
applied, we have to pause and consider whether the Victorian faith in self-
help was quite as simple and straightforward as we have been led to believe.
Read by themselves, the passages quoted above from Smiles and Kingsley
seem to certify that an obtuse and insensitive doctrine had entrenched itself
in the bosom of the state, that government had chained itself to laissez-faire
doctrine. But, read with an eye to the surrounding ambiguities, passages of
this sort mean something else. They testify to the inactivity of government in
a purely relative sense—relative to the growing needs of the time. The world
was changing very rapidly, and the arts and acts of government were lagging
behind developments in industry and commerce. In such a situation even
Samuel Smiles was urging the state to be more active.

And, indeed, the Victorian state was active. Its seeming sluggishness was
only relative to the problems that economic change was presenting with such
rapidity, and it is this gap that contemporary and retrospective observers have
mistaken for ideology or torpor. But, relative to what preceded it, the Victorian
state was full of energy and innovation and was continuously straining against
the practical boundaries set by its political and administrative capacities. The
historian W.L.Burn remarks that some of the legislation of the period
‘contained startling exceptions to the laissez-faire doctrine’ over a wide field of
concern (The Age of Equipoise: a Study of the mid-Victorian Generation,
1964, p. 153). But it is ‘startling’ only because of the stereotype that has come
down to us. If we think of Britain as the first society in the history of the world
to experience the impact of industrialization, urbanization, and the
replacement of communal social organization by the factory system and the
widespread proletarianization of labour, our interpretation changes and we see
her struggling to cope with large and novel problems.
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As one surveys the legislative and administrative activity of the Victorian
period it seems impossible to state any general principle that would define what
the state then found it legitimate to do and what to leave alone. Some
inconsistencies approach the grotesque. For example, the government did
practically nothing to regulate the operations of railway companies, despite the
large number of accidents and the clear evidence of elementary negligence; yet,
at the same time, it enacted many measures to control the operation of
passenger ships. One might think that laissez-faire and caveat emptor were
regarded as the right rules for continuing British residents, but those who
voyaged or emigrated abroad would have to risk the moral dangers of a
regulated trade. Surveying the legislation of the mid-century decades, Burn
comes to the conclusion that ‘As “evils” came to light they were dealt with but
it is very difficult to see any principle of selection behind the dealing’ (pp. 160
f.). If we go further and try to discover how the ‘evils’ came to light, we will
often discover a Samuel Plimsoll or an Edwin Chadwick, men dedicated, even
obsessed, not by a general ideological principle, but by the need for particular
improvements. There were indeed those who deplored such a loose and ad hoc
attitude on the part of government, wishing to see the general principles of state
policy clearly defined and rigorously applied; and there were those among them
who argued that practical problems would be best solved by the free play of the
market, and the unconstrained exercise of self-interest. But those who regarded
this as the whole vade mecum of the legislator were few, and they did not
succeed in binding the practice of government to a hard doctrine of laissez-faire.

We have to remember that the institutions of government in Victorian
England did not possess much capacity for the efficient administration of an
interventionist economic policy. Many who opposed the market system found
themselves in a dilemma, because they were also reluctant to call for the
adoption of new responsibilities by a state apparatus which they regarded,
with considerable justification, as corrupt and incompetent. Charles Dickens,
for example, though he wrote in derogatory terms about the political
economists, and abhorred the market economy that they favoured, was also a
fierce critic of the government of his day and, on the few occasions on which he
expressed an explicit political philosophy, he made it plain that he entertained
little hope that the state could be a constructive force in social improvement
(see Humphry House, The Dickens World, 1942, chapter 7). No advocate of
laissez-faire, before or since, has produced as scathing a portrait of
governmental bureaucracy as Dickens’s description of the ‘Circumlocution
Office’ in Little Dorrit (1857).

Anyone who has been squeezed reluctantly through a college course in
modern economics, with its recondite graphs and diagrams, will find it hard to
believe that it was ever a popular subject. But in the second quarter of the
nineteenth century it was popular in England, even to the point of being a fad
in some quarters. Young middle-class ladies of ‘accomplishment’ were admired
if they could prattle political economy as well as play the piano or sing in tune.
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Instruction in political economy for the working classes was a rather more
serious business. The middle and upper class-sponsors of working-class
education held it as essential that the true principles of political economy
should be taught to the lower orders. And it was never too early to begin—in
the Birkbeck and other schools the working-class child was instructed on the
laws of political economy® as soon as he could read, or even before. When
Charles Dickens created his unforgettable schoolmaster, Mr Gradgrind, that
immortal portrait of fatuity was not entirely a work of imagination; it was
modelled upon real teachers, real schools, and real books.

The schooling of the Victorian working class recognized little distinction
between education and indoctrination. For that matter, neither did the
schooling of the comfortable and the wealthy. But whereas in the latter case
the objective was the social enculturation of the young, in working-class
schools the indoctrination had another purpose as well—the production of
political quietude. The advocates and practitioners of popular education in
political economy did not preach working-class resignation. They were in fact
full of advice as to how workers might improve themselves. Moreover, they
did not even advocate that class distinctions should be rigidly maintained. On
the contrary, many held the view that permanent improvement was most
assured for those labourers who adopted middle-class standards of behaviour,
personal habits, and aspirations. This didactic literature had political
objectives, however, in that it attempted to induce the working classes to
forswear violence and collective action of a class nature. It was not working-
class hopes of a better life that made the establishment uneasy; it was fear that
these yearnings might be channelled into revolutionary action. The message of
the economics teachers and preachers to the working class was: ‘Do not be led
into the ways of wickedness by political and labour agitators. These are false
friends. Your true friends are the laws of nature, including the laws of political
economy. Properly understood and properly heeded, they point to
improvement and happiness for all. Have faith in an economic system of
enterprise and competition, and in personal habits of thrift, hard work, and
self-reliance, which invariably lead to individual success in such a system.’ It is,
seemingly, but a step from this to the doctrine that the beneficent properties of
nature will be made manifest if it is left entirely unfettered, and many popular
writers made this ‘small’ extension. In the eyes of Carlyle, political economy,
middle-class apologetics, mammonism, capitalism, and laissez-faire were all of
a piece and should be flung into the abyss in a clean sweep. But one did not
have to be as angry and bitter as Carlyle to arrive at equations and judgements
of this sort. It is not difficult to see how a calm and rational reader of mid-
nineteenth-century popular renditions of political economy could have
reached the same conclusions.

So far as the working classes themselves were concerned, there is little
evidence that these efforts were very effective. Their leaders were, for the
most part, able to see the political economy instruction of the schools for
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what it mainly was: an attack upon their own growing political strength by
the anciently entrenched landed class and the new middle class, different in
form but not in essentials from the repressive measures by which working-
class radicalism had been combated in the disturbed years after Waterloo.
Britain was becoming more civilized, and the grosser forms of coercion were
giving way to more subtle and urbane ones: propaganda, in the educational
system and the mass media.

It is not possible here to review the various efforts at propagandization by
means of political economy, but in order to give the foregoing general
statements some concreteness I would like to pay some attention to one of
the most notable of these: Harriet Martineau’s series of novelettes published
under the general title of ‘Tllustrations of Political Economy” in 1832-4. At
first Martineau had difficulty in finding a publisher for her plan to write
stories which would illustrate the true principles of political economy as she
perceived them to be, but her conviction that the lower orders desperately
needed instruction of this sort proved to be in correlation with the market,
even though it is doubtful whether the working class provided many of her
actual purchasers. The stories were from the first an immense success. Her
publisher made a fortune, and Harriet Martineau herself was launched upon
a career as novelist, journalist, essayist, travel writer, popular philosopher,
and pundit so outstanding that she finds a prominent place today in the
history of feminism as one of those remarkable nineteenth-century women
who first breached the established male enclaves of status and power.

The stories, it must be said at once, were not immortal literature. They
were a cut above the worst of the cheap novels, to be sure, but there is little
in them in the way of character creation, narrative development, description,
or any of the other aspects of literary art that would serve to explain their
great popularity without reference to their didactic purpose. The largest part
of the explanation must be found in the Victorian passion for improving,
instructional, and inspirational reading, upon which was superimposed a
great interest in the new science of political economy. In the tales themselves
there was no direct instruction in political economy, and if the author had
not appended a ‘Summary of Principles Illustrated in this Volume’ at the end
of each, the didactic point of many of them would have remained an
enigmatic puzzle to the reader. It is difficult to say how important these
summary appendages were to the success of the novels, or to use them to
chart their influence upon contemporary thought. I myself cannot recall a
single instance of seeing them quoted in contemporaneous literature. It is
possible that the general title of the series and the summaries acted primarily
as certificates of indulgence; in an era when novel reading was regarded by
the middle and upper classes as a wasteful and possibly dangerous use of
time, as television is today, one could read Harriet Martineau without feeling
wicked. It was an age when anything that would permit one to take pleasure
and leisure openly and without a sense of guilt enjoyed a strong demand.
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If there are mysteries in Harriet Martineau’s popularity as a novelist, there
is no mystery in the message she wished to convey. All twenty-five of the
‘Summaries of Principles’ are worth reading i toto, but our purpose must be
served by a briefer series of quotations from them:

The interests of the two classes of producers, Labourers and Capitalists,
are ...the same: the prosperity of both depending on the accumulation of
CAPITAL. (No. II)

By universal and free [international] exchange...an absolutely perfect
system of economy of resources is established. As the general interest of
each nation requires that there should be perfect liberty in the exchange of
commodities, any restriction on such liberty, for the sake of benefiting any
particular class or classes, is a sacrifice of a larger interest to a smaller—
that is, a sin in government. (No. XVII)

Free competition cannot fail to benefit all parties: consumers, by securing
the greatest practicable improvement and cheapness of the article;
producers by the consequent perpetual extension of demand; and Society
at large, by determining capital to its proper channels. (No. XVIII)

The duty of government being to render secure the property of its
subjects, and their industry being their most undeniable property, all
interference of government with the direction of the rewards of industry is
a violation of its duty towards its subjects. (No. XXI)

As public expenditure, though necessary, is unproductive, it must be
limited.... That expenditure alone which is necessary to defence, order,
and social improvement, is justifiable. (No. XXIII)

A just taxation must leave all the members of society in precisely the same
relation in which it found them. (No. XXIV)

Here we have the whole doctrine of laissez-faire, bag and baggage: the
perfection of the competitive system; the harmony of interests that reigns
within a society so organized; the illegitimacy and perverse consequences of
governmental interference. It is not a Panglossian picture in that it does not
urge the reader to resign himself to a vile and miserable world because it is
the best possible; but it presents a harmonist thesis, promising eternal
progress if only natural economic laws are permitted to function.

In Harriet Martineau’s tales we find the true fusion of ideas and confusion
of understanding that is the essence of the doctrine of laissez-faire. She could
not distinguish between the ‘laws of political economy’ as a simple abstract
model whose focus is the heuristic one of assisting one to analyse the
complex processes of the real economy; ‘laws’ which are the findings of such
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an analysis; and ‘laws’ which are ethical precepts. The same air of certainty,
indeed necessity, is given alike to statements that are logical deductions,
empirical predictions, and moral exhortations. ‘Principle’ was one of
Martineau’s favourite words, but she could not distinguish the difference
between saying that a person is a ‘man of principle’ and the transitivity law
as a ‘principle’ of mathematics. Nor could she accept the fact that scientific
knowledge is partial and tentative; its certainty and completeness, too, were
matters of ‘principle’.

But let us regain perspective. Is it possible to believe that the great myth of
Victorian laissez-faire was the independent creation of myopic popularizers
of classical political economy such as Harriet Martineau? I think not. A
much larger part of the explanation must be traced to the use made of such
versions of political economy in public debate on concrete political issues.
Another series of Harriet Martineau’s didactic stories entitled Poor Laws
and Paupers, which she wrote at the request of Lord Brougham and the
Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge to drum up support for the
recommendations of the Poor Law Commission, was probably more
important. They did not sell well, but they identified the laws of political
economy with one side of a political issue on which interest and feelings ran
high. Discussion of Poor Law policy was so intense and general that one did
not actually have to read the stories to be aware of the claim that ‘political
economy’ had spoken. As historians now know, the leading economists of
the day were not simple-minded Malthusians and laissez-fairists on the
poverty question. Moreover, the Commission’s recommendations and the
resulting legislation were, if anything, the opposite of laissez-faire ideology
in the type of poor relief and the degree of central government
administration proposed. A true devotee of laissez-faire, a believer in the
social order of individualism and the complete beneficence of the market
system would, in logic, be compelled to advocate a Poor Law system by
which the poor, if assisted at all, would be given grants of money to spend in
accordance with their own preferences. The intent of the Amendment Act to
shift the system from ‘outdoor relief’ (i.e. cash payments) to the construction
of houses where the lives of the poor would be regulated by the parish
guardians was the antithesis of laissez-faire; it was a paternalistic philosophy
of poverty policy. Nevertheless, in the popular mind the debate over the Poor
Law in the 1830’s became a contest between hard-hearted and tight-fisted
individualism on the one side and compassionate generosity and concern for
communal values on the other. The oracular Miss Martineau left no doubt
that political economy was wholly on the former side.

Classical economics thus got a bad name in the 1830’s, in large part
because of its putative stand on the poverty and trade union issues, but the
label of laissez-faire was not firmly riveted upon it until the 1840’s, as a
result largely of the great debate over the tariff on imported food, the corn
laws. This was a controversy that punctuated, and for a time dominated, the
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whole range of English political life: newspapers, journals, pamphlets, tracts
and books, the speaker’s platform, the political club, the pub, the shop and
factory, Parliament, the political hustings, the farmer’s cottage, the working
man’s kitchen, the middle-class parlour, the upper-class drawing room. It
was a debate like a civil war, and it left a mark upon politics comparable only
to the political controversy accompanying the actual civil war of the
seventeenth century. The seventeenth century established the importance of
political zheory in Britain’s political life; the nineteenth the power of its
modern vulgarizations: propaganda and ‘public opinion’.

The corn laws were not merely a tariff; they were a symbol, an emblem of
the old constitutional order. The attack upon them was nothing less than an
attack upon the established order of privilege. The fact that the controversy
focused on an economic question is in certain respects fortuitous, but at all
events, it exerted a great impact on the history of economic thought and the
interpretation of that history. The character of the controversy, and the fact
that it resulted in a ‘great victory’ that dominated English politics in
subsequent decades, invested with special significance and qualities all that
had been involved in it. The corn law controversy was a prodigious political
foundry, full of noise and heat, in which were cast some of the most
distinctive moulds of Victorian stereotype. The facts of the case provide little
ground for interpreting the controversy as a debate over the general issue of
laissez-faire rather than the specific and much more limited one of free
international trade, and less for the view that the leading economists were
unambiguously ranged on one side of the issue. Like all groups, the
economists had mixed opinions. Some of them, like Malthus, strongly
opposed free trade in corn. Even the ‘Manchester school’ free-traders who
spearheaded the fight for repeal of the tariff and financed the massive attack
did not have a homogeneous set of ideas on economic policy. But the view
became firmly established that free trade was an application of the more
general doctrine of laissez-faire and that the political economists supported
it, not on the basis of Ricardo’s theory of international trade, but as an
aspect of the essential harmony of the market system.

In considering the relationship between the anti-corn law campaign and
the ideology of laissez-faire, it is essential to recognize that, for the great bulk
of free-trade advocates, it was free international trade itself that was the
basic faith. The leading orators and publicists of the Anti-Corn Law League
were willing to employ almost any instrument that would aid their cause,
and sometimes they spoke fervently of the harmony of an economic universe
left free to move according to the laws of nature. But an examination of their
thinking discloses no underlying Leibnizian metaphysic. The occasional bit
of laissez-faire harmonism in their expressions served merely as oratorical
rococo which the Leaguers found congenial and useful. They had a faith, to
be sure, but its bedrock was the unqualified merit and constructive power of
an international policy of free trade.
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There are, however, some notable cases of free-trade advocacy that were
clearly derivative from a general doctrine of laissez-faire, the most striking
being the weekly commercial magazine The Economist. It was created, in
1843, to promote the anti-corn law cause, but its founder and editor, James
Wilson, had earlier become a convinced laissez-faire doctrinaire. In the pages
of the Economist during the first dozen years of its life one will find a laissez-
faire ideology that was fully developed and consistently applied to all issues
of contemporary policy. This magazine contains the most elaborated and
consistent laissez-faire ideology to be found in the English literature of the
Victorian Age (see Scott Gordon, “The London Economist and the High Tide
of Laissez Faire’, Journal of Political Economy, 1955).

Despite such instances as Harriet Martineau and the Economist, it is
incorrect to equate free trade with the doctrine of laissez-faire. The equation of
laissez-faire with classical political economy is equally incorrect. James Wilson
of the Economist regarded the classical economists as insufficiently firm on the
principle of laissez-faire and, generally, he viewed Ricardian economics with
hostility. Harriet Martineau referred to political economy for support of her
harmonism but her knowledge of its theories was slight. The conclusion we
must arrive at is that a Leibnizian metaphysical outlook can be found, but not
easily, in nineteenth-century economic thinking. The reason for this is that the
outlook of the Victorian Age, in matters that concerned economics and
economic policy, was dominated by a very different philosophy—
utilitarianism—which we shall examine in the next chapter. Before we leave
this subject, however, it is worth shifting our attention briefly across the
Atlantic, to America, where the doctrine of laissez-faire found more fertile soil.

4. Laissez-faire and political economy in the United States

The picture that emerges from a study of laissez-faire in nineteenth-century
Britain is that, when viewed as an ideology, it is difficult to locate, and is
more commonly to be found in the eye of the beholder than in the object of
his attention. An examination of the intellectual history of the United States,
however, drives one to a different conclusion. There is an authentic laissez-
faire tradition in American economic thought; its advocates are neither few,
nor unimportant, nor are they exclusively popular writers or interested
parties; and the doctrine is not confined to brief or restricted periods of
American history.

Within the space that can be devoted to this topic, only a brief survey of the
history of American political economy is possible, but before we can begin
even this it is essential to note a characteristic that differentiates much of
American economic thought in the nineteenth century from the orthodox
British tradition: the difference between a nationalistic and a cosmopolitan
orientation of political economy. In the framework of classical economic
theory both orientations can find a compatible housing. Adam Smith
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effectively established a cosmopolitan orientation by his attack on the
mercantilist trade restrictions, and by the extension of his principle of division
of labour to international economic activity. One of the most notable of
Ricardo’s achievements was the analytical demonstration that, under almost
all conceivable (static) conditions, international trade is mutually beneficial to
the parties. The widely held mercantilist view that in such trade one nation’s
gain is necessarily another nation’s loss was thus overthrown, at least among
the cognoscenti of economic theory, and cosmopolitanism (which assuredly
had other strong bases of support as well) became an almost universal
characteristic of British economic thought. Even Richard Cobden, the greatest
of all the free-trade propagandists of the Anti-Corn Law League, was
fundamentally a philosophical cosmopolite, dreaming of a world of universal
and continuous peace secured by knitting together the various sovereign
nation-states by the bonds of mutually beneficial commerce.

But another, and contrary, orientation lay at the centre of political
economy in that it took the nation-state as the basic unit of collective action.
Thus political economy was, and is, inherently national housekeeping, and
policy was, and is, national policy. This could be overlooked to a
considerable degree in nineteenth-century Britain, enjoying as she did the
hegemony of world economic and political power, but in an undeveloped
country like nineteenth-century America the case was different. American
economic thought was often explicitly nationalist, and oriented towards the
promotion of national development. Without analytically demonstrating the
point in any succinct way, numerous American economists intuitively
perceived that the Ricardian theory of international trade did not necessarily
apply in a national context of economic development. No British advocate of
laissez-faire could have been a protectionist, but the tariff does not serve
even as a preliminary index of laissez-faire ideology in the United States.
There were laissez-faire ideologues in American economic thought who were
free-traders and there were equally committed ones who were protectionists.
For the latter group, laissez-faire was a prescription for domestic policy, and
the harmony of interest was viewed only as an intranational law of nature.
The basis of protectionist economic thought in America was laid very early
by one Tench Coxe, who wrote the famous document known as Alexander
Hamilton’s Report on Manufactures of 1791. The theory there embodied
was never made analytically explicit but it had a profound and long-lasting
effect on American economic policy.

The first American economist to receive any widespread international
attention was Henry C.Carey. His father, Mathew Carey, was an ardent
advocate of forced industrialization by means of the tariff, writing most of
the Addresses of the influential Philadelphia Society for the Promotion of
National Industry after the War of 1812, when the issue of industrial
protection was hotly debated, and continuing his advocacy thereafter in a
long series of books and pamphlets. Henry Carey followed his father in the
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publishing business, in independent authorship, and in advocacy of a
nationalist economy policy. But, beyond such practical matters, he was a
man with a grand metaphysical vision, which informed all his writings, from
his first Essay on the Rate of Wages (1835) through numerous other books,
including two three-volume treatises on Principles of Political Economy
(1837-40) and Principles of Social Science (1858-9), to his final effort to
describe the complete order of the universe in his Unity of Law (1872).
Carey saw human society as coalesced with the physical and natural world,
all of which displayed the design of a beneficent Creator. He admired
Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man, the poetic expression of Leibnizian
metaphysics. The title page of Carey’s Principles of Political Economy
contains as an epigraph the line from Pope that embodies the crucial
assumption underlying the application of this metaphysical theory to the
social order: ‘All discord, harmony not understood.” Carey’s mission was to
persuade man to understand the harmonious design of nature.

Within such a natural harmonious order there would seem to be no need
for government; Carey’s metaphysical view was coherent with philosophical
anarchism. But he made two major amendments: first, he did not consider
the law of harmony to rule in international relations between countries at
different stages of economic development, so the action of the sovereign
national power is necessary to promote progress in an underdeveloped
country; and secondly, he regarded man as an imperfect creature, not to be
relied upon to follow the golden rule without constraint, so there will be an
indefinite need for governmental power to preserve the security of person
and property. Beyond this, and within the national context, there is no need
for governmental action, the sole duty of legislators being ‘to refrain from
every measure tending to impair the right of individuals to determine for
themselves the mode of employing their time and their property’. If the
common stereotype of the English classical economists as laissez-faire
harmonists were correct one would expect Carey to have been a disciple, but
since it is not, one should not be surprised to find him a strong, even bitter,
opponent of them. He regarded classical economics as not merely
inapplicable to American conditions (a view held by many other American
economists) but as inherently erroneous. He spent much effort in attempting
to refute the central classical theories of population and rent, because he
considered them as falsely picturing the social world to be invested with the
disharmonious element of conflict of economic interest.

The quality of Carey’s philosophical reasoning cannot delay us here, but it
is worth noting that he was not a very good economist. His attack upon
Ricardo’s theory of rent displayed serious misunderstanding of the law of
diminishing returns upon which it was based, and his ‘refutation’ of Malthus
on population was nothing more than an assertion that the Creator, in his
benevolence, could not have ordered the world so and had, indeed, ordered it
differently by establishing the laws of conservation of mass and energy! In
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his later books he often evinced strong hostility towards ‘commerce’, that is,
buying and selling, as opposed to producing and consuming, and he did not
seem to conceive of the harmony of economic activity as resulting from the
play of competitive forces in a system of markets. As one reads Carey one
comes gradually to the conclusion that his economic harmonism was not
founded upon any economic model at all. His metaphysical belief was not
merely antecedent to his economic theory; the former rendered the latter
unnecessary as a serious intellectual challenge. But no matter; an economic
ideology does not necessarily have to be based upon a coherent economic
theory.

Carey viewed himself not only as advancing the law of harmonious order
but as having been the first to discover it. He virtually accused Fréderic
Bastiat, the leading French publicist of laissez-faire, of having plagiarized
him in the latter’s Harmonies économiques (1850). Karl Marx, who was a
keen student of the history of economic ideas, accepted this claim and
pictured Carey to be the originator of European harmonism, as represented
not only by Bastiat in France, but also by Eugen Dithring in Germany and the
free-trade laissez-faire ideologues of England. To one brought up in the
orthodox historiography this seems to present a strange picture of the
diffusion of ideas. But the more one examines the intellectual history of the
nineteenth century the more one appreciates the impact of America upon
European and English thought, even in the early nineteenth century.

Henry Carey was extremely influential in early American economic
thought. In a recent study of him, Paul K.Conkin says that, in the pre-Civil
War period, ‘he became something of a cult figure to many businessmen,
politicians, and journalists’ (Prophets of Prosperity, 1980, p. 309). But, so
far as the scientific aspects of economics are concerned, he was no American
Adam Smith or David Ricardo. He did not initiate the construction of a body
of economic theory that rivalled classical political economy as an analytical
model. So, in this sense, despite the large number of admiring disciples he
attracted, he founded no alternative school of economics. But he did
effectively begin an authentic American tradition in what might be called the
‘political philosophy of political economy’ by his effective promotion of the
view of society as a natural harmonious order. Let us look briefly at some of
the writers who continued to promote that philosophy in the development of
American economics.

One of the most prominent of these was Francis Wayland. He was
President of Brown University and Professor of Moral Philosophy when he
published his Elements of Political Economy in 1837. The book became the
leading textbook of economics in the United States and remained popular for
several decades. Despite Wayland’s insistence that economic questions should
be kept separate from moral issues, a strong odour of moralism, to the point
of sanctimoniousness, pervades the volume. The rights of property and the
duties of individual responsibility (except for those who are poor owing to the
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‘visitation of God’) were presented by him as basic conditions of order and
progress. Wayland considered the tariff at some length in the Elements, and
concluded that it was both unwise and unjust. Beyond the provision of ‘wise,
wholesome and equitable laws [which] protect the individual in the exercise of
his right of person and property’ Wayland considered that the role of the state
might be extended to education, the promotion of science, and the
encouragement of industrial experimentation. The last especially would seem
to have great elastic potential, but it is clear that Wayland had a very small
role in mind. He concluded his consideration of the question of state
intervention by saying that the government ‘can do much by confining
themselves to their own appropriate duties, and leaving everything else alone’.

Our next writer, Francis Bowen, was primarily a philosopher, whose chief
interest was in harmonizing philosophy with Christianity. He was, for a
time, editor of the influential North American Review. He was appointed to
the Harvard faculty in 1853, and three years later published his Principles of
Political Economy, Applied to the Condition, the Resources, and the
Institutions of the American People. Here, and in his later American Political
Economy (1870), Bowen argued for a distinctively American science of
economics. He was a nationalist to the point of isolationism, and there is a
general air of disdain for other nations in his writing. He opposed classical
political economy not only as being inapplicable to American conditions but
as indefensible in itself. But both his books begin with a firm statement of the
general principle of laissez-faire. The system of private enterprise and
competition is divinely ordered and the proper role of the state is to remove
impediments in its functioning and to prevent one person from infringing the
right of another to be ‘let alone’ in his own sphere. Under such a regime no
class has any cause of complaint, for it is impossible that any should be
improperly favoured. Inequality will still exist, because it is a law of nature.
This picture, however, is confined to the domestic role of the state. In
international matters the state has much larger responsibilities. It should
impose tariffs and embargoes whenever required to protect America from
the economic or political power of other nations. This, says Bowen, is ‘not an
infringement but an application of the laissez-faire principle [since] it is
designed to procure for [the American people] a larger liberty than they
would otherwise enjoy’. The key to Bowen’s thought is nationalism.
Cobden’s idea that free trade would knit the world together economically
and usher in an era of peace and prosperity was anathema to him. God had
ordained not only that there should be a laissez-faire economy but that the
world should be divided into nations, and only within each nation did the
laws of natural harmony prevail.

One can go on, finding such distinct representatives of laissez-faire ideology
among American economists—up to the close of the nineteenth century.
Amasa Walker, who was widely regarded, both abroad and at home, as the
leading American economist of the mid-century period, definitely qualifies.
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His widely read Science of Wealth (1866) was filled with the characteristic
clichés and moralistic certitude that are authentic indexes of laissez-faire
ideology, and his investigation of economic questions did nothing to contradict
his general conclusion that ‘Economically, it will ever remain true, that the
government is best which governs least.” Arthur Latham Perry of Williams
College, whose Elements of Political Economy (1865) was for more than two
decades the most widely used textbook in economics, was similarly
doctrinaire, though not quite so florid in his rhetoric as Walker or Bowen. He
was a dedicated fighter in the cause of free trade and pursued an unremitting
attack on the tariff. But, more generally, he was a firm believer in the general
concept of natural economic harmony, which he apparently derived from
Bastiat rather than from Carey, and was critical of classical economics because
the theory of rent raised doubts about this harmony.

There are [he declared] no deep-seated antagonisms within the sphere of
exchange; not even between landlords and the foodless poor. If there be
such antagonism...it comes from the maladministration of men in
government, not from the fundamental laws of Economy.

And then, of course, there is William Graham Sumner of Yale, who was first
inspired to study political economy when he read (and avidly re-read)
Harriet Martineau’s Illustrations of Political Economy as a young teenager.
So much has been written about Sumner’s laissez-faire doctrinairism that
there is little need to say more here. The picture of him as a ‘Social Darwinist’
is somewhat misleading in that it construes his social philosophy deriving its
fundamental inspiration from the biological theory of evolution. There is no
doubt that Sumner found support in Darwin, but his basic vision of the order
of nature was formed by what he conceived to be the message of political
economy, not biology, and it was to the philosophy of political economy that
he devoted his life’s work.

Beyond the academic political economists there are good representatives
too. Simon Newcomb, who was one of the best known of American physical
scientists of the later nineteenth century, wrote a theoretically significant
Principles of Political Economy (1886) and many articles on economic and
political questions in the North American Review and other journals. There
were some ambiguities in his thought, and he tried to draw an interesting
distinction between the ‘let alone’ principle and the ‘keep out’ principle of
political economy, but there can be no doubt that he held a laissez-faire view
in the sense required by our terms of reference in this chapter. The influential
magazine Dial, having in mind no doubt that he was an astronomer by
profession, presented his Principles of Political Economy as embodying a
‘vivid conception of economic life as a symmetrical organism or system in
which there is constant harmonious circulation’, The issue of ‘socialism’ was
at this time reviving in public debate. Newcomb disposed of it summarily in
the penultimate chapter of his Principles with the assertion that:
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The fact is that, under the present arrangements, men are working for
each other in the most effective way that it would be possible for them to
work under the supervision of the wisest government. We have already a
system of socialism marvelous in its perfection. The most admirable
feature of it is that those propensities of men which we consider most
selfish lead them to work for the good of their fellow-men.

In the field of public service, there was David A.Wells, who was chairman of
the important Revenue Commission of 1865, became a leading expert on
public finance, and also played a large part in the development of
governmental statistical services. He held important offices and enjoyed a
close association with the senior levels of bureaucratic power, even up to the
presidency. He was well known abroad, too, and was chosen foreign
associate of the French Academy of Political Science in 1874 to fill the
vacancy left by the death of John Stuart Mill. In a series of articles, books,
and reports Wells persistently promoted the principle of laissez-faire as the
best rule of government. The David A.Wells essay prize at Harvard, which
became the most prestigious award to which a young American economist
could aspire, was established under a grant from him which, as a condition,
ruled out any essays of a radical character.

With Wells, Sumner, and Newcomb, the laissez-faire tradition in American
intellectual history extends to the end of the nineteenth century and into the
twentieth. In some of the historiography it is this era (which Mark Twain both
lamented and baptized as the ‘Gilded Age’) that is depicted as the zenith of
laissez-faire. The picture is ambiguous, however; many historians present
laissez-faire in this period not as a philosophy of political economy founded
upon an economic theory or a metaphysical theory, or both, but as a simple
slogan used by the growing plutocracy of business to support its own self-
interest and to keep governmental power either at bay or in alliance. The thesis
has been advanced, most fully by Benjamin Twiss (Lawyers and the
Constitution: How Laissez-faire Came to the Supreme Court, 1942), that
laissez-faire became in this period an established legal ideology, embraced and
promulgated by the highest court of the land. There can be no doubt that the
Supreme Court was generous to business in its interpretation of the
constitution, but some question remains whether one can interpret this as a
victory of laissez-faire ideology. A non-lawyer is ill advised to enter very far
into these labyrinthine passages, but it seems to me that the cases upon which
this interpretation rests have as much, or more, to do with defining the legal
status of the corporation as with the issue of non-intervention by the
governmental power. The two questions are not unrelated, of course, but they
are by no means the same thing. A legal decision to give corporations the same
status and rights as natural persons says nothing in itself about the limits
deemed to be imposed upon government in interfering with those rights. The
matter requires further study.
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Despite people of the stature of Sumner, Newcomb, and Wells, the
continuing use of Perry’s textbook in the colleges and universities, and the
possible extension of laissez-faire ideology into the bureaucracy and the
judiciary, the hegemony of laissez-faire as a philosophy of professional
economics in America really came to an end in the 1880’s. A new period
opened then, with a great influx into the colleges and universities of young
and energetic economists, many of whom were committed to the view that
there were unnecessary evils and injustices on vivid display in the world, and
that a good society should use the sovereign power of the state in their
amelioration. The American Economic Association, now the professional
society of American economists, was founded in 1885 by young men seeking
to overthrow the established laissez-faire orthodoxy of academic economics.
Richard T.Ely, the initiator of the Association, expressed himself as wishing
to draw together ‘economists who repudiate laissez-faire as a scientific
doctrine” which he further declared to be ‘unsafe in politics and unsound in
morals’. This view sufficiently prevailed at the founding meeting for item I of
the ‘Statement of Principles’ there adopted to aver that ‘“We regard the State
as an agency whose positive assistance is one of the indispensable conditions
of human progress.” When Charles Dunbar, who succeeded Bowen in the
Chair of political economy at Harvard, became the first editor of the first
professional economic journal in the English language, the Quarterly
Journal of Economics, he devoted his lead article in the inaugural issue of
1866 to “The Reaction in Political Economy’, saying that the new school of
economists were in agreement on the point that there was need for ‘a vast
increase in the functions and activity of the State’.

The American Economic Association and the other social science societies
appraised the status of laissez-faire at their 1917 meetings. They thereupon
officially declared the doctrine deceased. But ideas that have had a strong
impact upon a culture over a lengthy period never really disappear. Although
the dominance of laissez-faire in American professional economics ended a
century ago, there have been repeated revivals in the economic literature
down to the present. If we consider social science more broadly, and include
notice of popular social philosophy and politics, the ideology of laissez-faire
and, indeed, anarchism as a political philosophy remains a continuing
feature of American social thought.



Chapter 11

Utilitarianism

On numerous occasions in the preceding chapters the early development of
modern social science was described as taking place in an era that was
powerfully influenced by the philosophy of utilitarianism. In the present
chapter we shall examine this aspect of the history and philosophy of social
science, which requires that we pay more attention than we have heretofore
to that branch of philosophy called ‘ethics’. Our main interest in this book
centres upon epistemology, but just as we found it necessary in the previous
chapter to give some consideration to metaphysics, so we must now do
likewise for ethics. Utilitarianism was the first and most important attempt
to develop a thoroughly secular theory of ethics, oriented to man’s palpable
welfare in this world rather than to any presumed requirements of his
transcendent spirit or his relation to God. This alone is sufficient to make
utilitarianism an important part of the intellectual history of the West with
special significance for any efforts to develop scientific theories of social
phenomena.

The reader who is familiar with nineteenth-century history may object at
once that it is a gross distortion of that era to represent it as dominated by the
utilitarian philosophy. It was also the era of romanticism, a very different set
of ideas, which undeniably had an enormous impact on the Western intellect,
especially in literature, music, and the arts generally, but also in political and
social thought, and in formal philosophy. Romanticism will be discussed
briefly below in an appendix to this chapter, but we shall be mainly
concerned here with the development and influence of utilitarianism.

As an ethical theory, utilitarianism is the doctrine that man’s worldly
happiness is the only good, and the only test of his social institutions. To a very
considerable degree Thomas Hobbes was a utilitarian in arguing that
unlimited sovereign power is justified as a necessary condition to assure
security of life and property and permit man to enjoy ‘commodious living’.
John Locke also was a utilitarian in considering human happiness to be the
highest good. But Hobbes and Locke should not be singled out in this regard,
since the basic idea, that social institutions must be judged by reference to the
criterion of man’s worldly welfare, is a theme that recurs repeatedly in the
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older literature, going back at least as far as ancient Greece and Rome. The
philosophy called Epicureanism, named after Epicurus of Samos (341-270
B.C.), is virtually a synonym for utilitarianism. Titus Lucretius Carus (c. 99
B.C.—c. 55), the Roman whose remarkable poem De Rerum Natura we took
special note of in Chapter 2, held a utilitarian view of ethics as firmly as he held
a materialist epistemology. It is obvious from our discussion of the Scottish
Enlightenment in Chapter 7 that a focus upon worldly happiness was a central
element in the ethical philosophy of the Scottish moralists. Francis Hutcheson,
the first member of the group, was the one who coined the motto that later
came to represent the utilitarian credo: ‘the greatest good of the greatest
number’. But precursors are only precursors, after all. It is Jeremy Bentham
(1748-1832) who must be acknowledged the founder of utilitarianism,
because he did not merely state the principle; he commenced to build upon it
an edifice of positive and normative social analysis, which his followers
elaborated and extended throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
without diminution of influence down to the present day.

Young Jeremy Bentham was a precocious child who read adult literature at
the age of three and had a good knowledge of Greek and Latin by the age of
six. His father expected great things of him and aimed his son for a career in
law. At twelve years old he was ready for university, so he was sent to Oxford,
where William Blackstone, the most renowned authority on law in Britain,
was teaching. After graduation he went on to one of the London Inns of Court,
the next step in becoming a practising barrister. But young Bentham had a
mind of his own that survived the assiduous efforts of parent and teachers to
turn him into a great lawyer. His study of law convinced him that what the law
needed was not another practitioner who could argue cases with a great
display of learning and scholastic reasoning, but someone who would
undertake to reform the English legal system, root and branch, changing not
only the substantive content of the law but its basic philosophical foundations.
So Bentham’s father educated a son to become a distinguished lawyer, perhaps
even a Lord Chancellor and elevate the Bentham family line to the aristocracy,
only to have raised instead a thoroughgoing radical, who never practised,
never held office, and, since he remained a bachelor, did nothing even to
continue the Bentham name, let alone raise it to the peerage.

The term ‘radical’ has a somewhat different meaning in our day than it
did in Bentham’s. It is derived from the Latin word radix, meaning ‘root’, as
in a tree, say. Bentham’s followers called themselves ‘philosophic radicals’,
by which they meant to describe themselves as those who get to the root of
things, by philosophic method. As we saw in Chapter 7, ‘philosophic
method’ meant, to the eighteenth-century thinkers, proceeding by the
methods established in the physical sciences. Early in youth Bentham decided
to abandon the logic-chopping scholasticism practiced by orthodox jurists
and apply to law the methods of Bacon and Newton. At the age of twenty he
had an inspiration as to how this could be done, which guided all his future
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work: the principle of utility could serve in social science the role that gravity
plays in Newton’s model of the physical universe.

So far as the legal system of England was specifically concerned, Bentham
mounted a frontal attack upon Blackstone, whose Oxford lectures,
published as Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765-9), formed the
first comprehensive synthesis of English law and jurisprudence. Blackstone
held that the essential law of England is embodied in the decisions of judges
and juries more than in the statutes passed by Parliament. He was not merely
arguing that the English system of case law regards judgements on old cases
as precedents that are germane to new ones; he viewed the accumulation of
case judgements as embodying a steadily refined moral wisdom which is
superior to any explicit ethical philosophy or any rational assessment. The
moral merit of the law lies in its tradition. Good law is that which is
continuous with customary practice. Reason, thought Blackstone, is a fragile
instrument whose serviceability in dealing with the complex problems of
social life is severely limited, but man can draw upon something that is much
more reliable: the transcendent wisdom of tradition. To Bentham this was
sheer mysticism. Customary practice might be morally defensible, but not
because it was customary. The law is a human artefact that man makes, and
changes, to serve his purposes. Whether the law is good or not has nothing to
do with its history, but only with its consequences or effects, which must be
rationally and empirically assessed, and evaluated according to the criterion
of ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ of the members of society.

In Bentham’s view the utilitarian criterion applies not only to law but to
all social institutions and practices. His followers, inspired by this, asked
searching and often embarrassing questions about politics, economics,
religion, and all aspects of the social order. To the modern ear the term
‘radical’ has the connotation ‘subversive’. The philosophic radicals did not
form revolutionary cadres dedicated to overthrowing the established order
by force, but they were subversives in their own way, placing the institutions
of society under philosophical attack by challenging their defenders to
demonstrate that they contributed to the general welfare. The inability to
deflect that challenge made the nineteenth century the Age of Reform.

The basic legal system was less immediately affected by utilitarianism than
other aspects of the social order were. In England, and countries whose legal
system is derivative from England (including the United States), Blackstone’s
theory of law continued to dominate throughout the nineteenth century.
During the twentieth, however, even the lawyers became infected with
philosophic radicalism, a development that has accelerated recently with the
insertion into legal theory and practice of the findings and methodology of
modern economics and sociology. But in one area of legal practice
utilitarianism led to significant reforms much earlier. Bentham’s contention
that public policies must be judged in terms of the greatest happiness of the
greatest number, when coupled with the view that criminals are members of
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society like everyone else, led to the proposition that punishment inflicted
upon the criminal can be justified only by a greater benefit to others. This did
a great deal to undermine the view that punishment is the proper retribution
for immoral acts or that it is justified because the offender has broken God’s
law, not merely one enacted by the state. The vicious barbarity of criminal
justice in Bentham’s time was greatly ameliorated during the nineteenth
century because it failed to meet the utilitarian challenge. One has only to look
at the practice of criminal justice in countries where it is still dominated by
religious or political fundamentalism to recognize the contribution of the
philosophic radicals to the growth of a humane civilization.

A. BENTHAM AND THE MILLS

In the opening section of his Introduction to the Principles of Morals and
Legislation (1780), Bentham announced the central principles of
utilitarianism:

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign
masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought
to do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On the one hand the
standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects,
are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all
we think: every effort we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve
but to demonstrate and confirm it. In words a man may pretend to abjure
their empire: but in reality he will remain subject to it all the while.

If we read this carefully we see that Bentham advanced two fundamental
propositions, not one: first, the psychological proposition that man is by
nature a being whose behaviour is governed by desire for ‘pleasure’ and
aversion to ‘pain’ (i.e. ‘happiness’); and secondly, the ethical proposition that
this is the only objective that is morally worthy. If Bentham had contended
that the second is justified by the first he would have committed the error
that Hume pointed out in his argument that ‘ought’ statements and ‘is’
statements are categorically different and that one cannot be derived from
the other. In his anxiety to become the Newton of moral philosophy
Bentham frequently spoke as though he had found a solid foundation for
ethical judgement in facts of nature, but it is not necessary to argue in this
fashion to be a utilitarian. One can take the view that the two propositions,
one positive and the other normative, are both valid, but each has its own
independent validity, neither being dependent on the other. Since Bentham,
proponents and critics of utilitarianism have frequently connected its
positive and normative propositions intimately together, but most of the
main utilitarian writing does not, and I shall, in what follows, treat the
psychological and ethical propositions of utilitarianism as logically
independent.
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As a positive proposition in human psychology Bentham’s greatest
happiness principle is open to some doubt. All of us have observed actions,
by ourselves and others, that clearly seem to contradict it. There is something
in the claim that men can and do act out of motives that are ‘higher’ or
‘nobler’ or, at least, different from those of individual material self-interest.
Of course, one may argue that such actions are only ‘apparently’ non-
utilitarian; that ‘at bottom’ they are motivated by the desire to further one’s
own happiness. The man who gives up his place in a lifeboat to another, or
the person who murders his family and commits suicide, can be described as
one who believed that doing so would make him happy. But if we argue in
this way the happiness principle is turned into a tautology: happiness is the
motive of human acts, but we know what makes a man happy by observing
his acts. This gets us nowhere. In order to make utilitarianism viable as a
psychological principle the much looser proposition must be held that people
sometimes do act against their personal interests but that ‘general’ or “for the
most part’ they do not, and, in analysing social phenomena, it is reasonably
safe to assume that they will act according to these interests. Bentham
himself was inclined to hold the utilitarian principle as an exceptionless
proposition in psychology, but many of his followers, most notably J.S.Mill,
were content to adopt the looser version as a pragmatic or instrumental
assumption that is useful in the analysis of social phenomena.

Moreover, if it were true that people always act out of self-interest, it would
be meaningless to assert that they ought to do so. An act is subject to moral
evaluation only if the doer could have acted differently. In a deterministic world
there can be no ethics, utilitarian or otherwise. In framing social policy designed
to promote the greatest happiness, it may be useful to assume that people will
generally pursue their own interests, and in analysing social policy it may be
wise to assume that those who frame it will also be motivated by self-interest,
but in making moral valuations of social policy it is necessary to believe that the
world could be different (better or worse) than it is. The utilitarians who
promoted the political and social reforms of the nineteenth century pressed
their psychological and ethical principles very far but one of their notable
characteristics is that they did not press them to the point where they became
nonsensical. Utilitarianism, because of its rather loose, commonsense character,
was the first ethical philosophy that obtained wide popular support without
being the object of extensive religious or political indoctrination. Because of
their tolerance of incompleteness in their ethical philosophy, the utilitarians
were able to promote social progress in a pragmatic spirit, not becoming
enchanted and spellbound by the utopian dream of social perfection.

In the discussion of Adam Smith in Chapter 7 we noted that an important
feature of the Wealth of Nations is that the ‘nation’ is conceived by Smith as
embracing all its people. The idea that the ‘lower orders’ are full members of
society whose welfare counts in considering the wealth of the nation was not
widely held in Smith’s day but it became an increasingly important feature of
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nineteenth-century social thinking. At least part of this development must be
attributed to the firmness with which the utilitarians asserted that the
greatest happiness principle means the happiness of all. As we have already
seen, Bentham would not even exclude criminals from the calculus of
pleasure and pain; the pain of punishment to them must be justified by a
greater benefit to others. He would not totally exclude animals, either: “The
question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they talk? but Can they suffer?’
(Morals and Legislation, chapter XVII). This line of thought shifts attention
from the maximization of happiness to the minimization of misery, which is
sometimes described as ‘negative utilitarianism’.

How do we compare the criminal’s punishment with the benefit it confers
on others in doing our utilitarian accounting? For that matter how do we
compare anyone’s utility with that of anyone else? Bentham took the view
that such comparisons are inherently impossible. ‘One man’s happiness,” he
asserted, ‘will never be another man’s happiness:...you might as well pretend
to add twenty apples to twenty pears’ (quoted by M.P.Mack, Jeremy
Bentham: an Odyssey of Ideas, 1963, p. 244). This is the main difficulty of
the greatest happiness principle as a normative rule for social policy. Very
few social policies do not have a mixture of benefits and harm to different
individuals. How then do we ascertain the net balance without making
interpersonal comparisons? The pragmatic utilitarian reformers did not
worry greatly about this. They were prepared, as we have already noted, to
apply the utilitarian principle in a rather rough-and-ready fashion. The main
implication they drew from this problem is that not only should social policy
be aimed at the general welfare but the political process, which generates and
administers social policy, would be more effectively utilitarian the wider the
participation in that process by the people at large. This view was a powerful
force in the political reform movement of the nineteenth century which led to
the creation of the modern democratic state.

Not all utilitarians were content with such a loose philosophy. In the social
sciences, economics embraced utilitarianism more firmly than any other
branch but it has devoted much effort to the problem of dealing with the
aggregation of pleasures and pains. In the later nineteenth century
EY.Edgeworth, an important figure in the development of neoclassical
economics, looked forward to the day when a science of ‘hedonometry” would
have been created which would permit quantitative measurement of pleasures
and pains and therefore calculation of the net value of a social policy
(Mathematical Psychics, 1881). But most of the economists followed Bentham
in regarding this as inherently impossible. The modern branch of economic
theory known as ‘welfare economics’ holds to the principle that interpersonal
comparisons are technically impossible yet accepts the fact that the pragmatic
necessities of social policy require such comparisons (see below, Chapter 17 B).

Edgeworth’s vision of a science of hedonometry is unrealistic but it is
worth noting that even if it were possible it would not solve the main
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problem of utilitarian ethics. Suppose that psychologists and engineers had
succeeded in constructing a device that would measure pleasure and pain in
standard cardinal units as a calorimeter, say, measures energy. If we could
calculate the aggregate happiness by adding up the several happinesses of the
members of society, would it follow that social policy should be aimed at
maximizing this aggregate? Not at all. The aggregate happiness is not, in
itself, the happiness of any one person, so why should we maximize it? There
are two possible answers to such a question. The aggregate might be
regarded as constituting the happiness of some external observer such as
God; or one might conceive of the social collectivity as, in itself, a sentient
being and the aggregate utility as ‘its’ happiness. One can see how by means
of such reasoning a theist or a believer in the organic conception of society
might be persuaded to adopt a practical utilitarianism, but a true utilitarian
individualist would have to reject these contentions.

Ethical controversy would not end if we were able to construct and install
an Edgeworthian hedonometric system. The plane of discourse would only be
shifted. We would no longer dispute whether a policy would in fact raise or
lower the aggregate happiness, for that could be ascertained direct from the
empirical data. Instead, we would debate the merits of the distribution of the
aggregate happiness. We would have to ask whether it was right or just for
Albert, say, to have five times the happiness of Bertha even if the aggregate
happiness would thereby be maximized. Also, we would have to consider the
ethical merits of those things that give people pleasure. If the data were to
show that the public execution or flogging of criminals would increase the
aggregate happiness, should we do it and have the proceedings televised?
There are at least some who would be dubious about the ethical merits of such
a policy. One cannot be ethically neutral concerning what it is that makes
people happy, and especially so since that is not a universal given of human
nature’, but is a component of culture and a consequence of enculturation. As
a society changes, the internal mechanism of the hedonometer would undergo
alteration, giving more weight to some pleasures and pains, and less to others,
and one cannot regard such changes in values with ethical indifference. In
effect, there is no way by which the utilitarian can avoid the fact that, when he
says it is good that people should be happy, he does not thereby render
meaningless the proposition that it is also desirable that people should be made
happy by ‘good’ things and not by ‘bad’ ones.

Let us now give some further attention to the influence of utilitarianism on
the political thought of the nineteenth century. The main figures in this are
James Mill and his son John Stuart Mill. The Age of Reform is notable not only
for adopting the utilitarian criterion of social policy but also, and perhaps
more importantly, for the steady growth of the view that the utilitarian
objective is best furthered by a democratic and liberal political system. As a
social philosophy, utilitarianism is not inherently democratic or liberal. One
can argue that a dictatorship is the most efficient way of producing the greatest
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happiness of the greatest number, and any despot can claim that ‘true’
happiness consists not in the people being free to promote their happiness as
they themselves perceive it, but in having what he, in his superior judgement,
considers to be in their best interest. As we have observed, Thomas Hobbes
can be regarded as a utilitarian in the sense that he argued that, since men are
miserable in a state of anarchy, the establishment of a sovereign with
unrestricted power to compel obedience and enforce order is a necessary
condition for the promotion of the greatest happiness of the greatest number.
Utilitarianism could have become a philosophy of repression, yet another of
those political monstrosities that do not hesitate to offer unlimited human
sacrifices upon the altar of the abstract greatest good.

James Mill, friend and disciple of Bentham, perceived clearly the crucial
weakness of the argument that the greatest happiness of the greatest number
can be efficiently promoted by dictatorial power. Moreover, he argued
against it on the basis of the utilitarian psychological principle that became
the foundation of analytical social science. In his Essay on Government
(1820) Mill applied Bentham’s principle that man is by nature a self-
interested being to the problem of determining the best form of government.
For practical reasons, all government involves the exercise of power by the
few over the many. Since those who govern, like all other men, seek to serve
their own interests, it is an illusion to believe that good government will
result from placing power in the hands of benevolent men. No men are
benevolent, and none is satiable in his desire to exercise power over others.
The problem of government therefore is one of constitutional design: one
must construct a political order which assures that the only way in which
those who hold power can serve their own interests is to act in ways that
promote the greatest happiness of the greatest number. Reasoning this way,
James Mill advocated that power should lie in the hands of representatives
elected on the basis of a broad franchise (or broad at least by the standards of
the time, well before even the Reform Bill of 1832). In this way, with
frequent elections, those who hold power will be aware that they can
continue to hold it only if they serve the wants of the electorate, and so their
own interest becomes identical with the general interest.

James Mill was over-optimistic about the virtues of representative
democracy. It is difficult to discard altogether the view that good
government requires public-spirited men as much as it requires ones who
walk in constant fear of losing the next election. Nevertheless, his basic
argument, if it is regarded as advancing the notion that representative
democracy, while not perfect, is a better constitutional order than any other,
is a sound one. Moreover, his view that one must assume that men are self-
interested, while incomplete, is a workable assumption for the scientific
analysis of social phenomena. Though it has often been attacked and
decried, no alternative view has demonstrated an equal capacity to serve as
foundation for the systematic study of man as a social animal.
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Democratic liberalism may be contrasted with dictatorial politics in terms
of their structures of political organization, but even more fundamental is
the difference in the degree of intellectual freedom that they allow. Under a
dictatorial regime the most offensive of all evils is heresy. The minions of
power are sensitized to recognize its faintest odour and they labour
conscientiously to cleanse the sources from which it emanates. And why not?
Why should error be tolerated and its misguided or evil authors permitted to
corrupt the minds of others? John Stuart Mill undertook to answer these
questions in his great essay On Liberty (1859).

John Mill argued, to begin with, that the most pernicious of all
philosophical errors is the belief that truth is already known, especially with
regard to moral and social questions. Progress in these matters is possible
and needful, and it can be achieved only by the advocacy of new ideas and
the critical appraisal of established beliefs. Truth, though it can never be
pure, can be progressively refined if it is made malleable by the heat of
controversy and hammered on the anvil of rational debate. The empirical
soundness of this view is hardly contestable when it is applied to scientific
matters, but in respect of moral issues it can appeal only to one who is
blessed by the possession of philosophic doubt. For those who are certain
that what is good and what is bad are already known it can carry little
weight. For them, however, John Mill advanced another argument. Moral
truths, like scientific ones, will harden into dogmas unless they are subject to
the heat and hammer of debate. Even those who are certain of the truth must
want it to be an animating force in men’s lives rather than a lifeless canonical
doctrine which is embraced unthinkingly and repeated mechanically like a
paternoster. To know the truth, then, is insufficient: criticism, even to the
point of heresy, serves to complement it; it vitalizes truth, keeping it abloom
with the freshness and energy of youth.

One should note that John Mill did not defend freedom of thought and
expression on the ground that man has a ‘natural right’ to them or because
they are intrinsically good in themselves. The argument is utilitarian: these
freedoms are useful. They are like a knife and fork, instrumental in the
service of worthy human purposes; not ends in themselves, but means in the
service of something other than themselves. Mill’s argument is a strong one
and it was a major contribution to the development of democratic liberalism
as a social and moral philosophy. But I do not think that it really penetrates
to the centre of that philosophy, since, in my understanding at least,
democratic liberalism holds that man does have a natural right to freedom,
and that freedom is intrinsically good.

Before leaving John Mill’s defence of liberty we should note one of its
features more explicitly than we have so far done. The argument is based
upon a belief in the constructive, progressive, and vitalizing power of
competition. It brings into social and political philosophy the same view that
Adam Smith had adopted in laying the foundations of economic analysis.
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Some critics of democratic liberalism have argued that the acceptance of this
social philosophy during the nineteenth century was merely a reflection of
the developing market economy of the period. That contention is valid,
except for the ‘merely’. To some minds, competition is the antithesis of co-
operation and must be stamped out of social processes and removed from
man’s psyche if a humane civilization is ever to be achieved. This is, in my
view, erroneous scientifically and dubious ethically. Adam Smith argued that
economic competition and co-operation are not inherently antithetical;
given appropriate conditions they are complementary. James Mill’s Essay on
Government and John Mill’s On Liberty were efforts to show that the same
is true of political and intellectual competition. Whatever the defects of their
arguments, that feature of them is valid, and of great importance to social
philosophy.

John Mill was not a totally convinced utilitarian. He was attracted, at
least emotionally, to certain features of romanticism. One aspect of this
should be noted. In his essay Utilitarianism (1861) he tackled the problem of
how one may compare different types of pleasure, since, in his view, some are
‘higher’ or more worthy than others. He began by arguing that if we observe
that a person capable of appreciating two pleasures chooses one and eschews
the other it is apparent that the former is superior to the latter. As the
argument proceeds, however, it undergoes a significant transformation, with
Mill contending that some persons are superior to others in evaluating the
cultural and moral qualities of different types of pleasures. Pushed to its
conclusion, this would propose that a cultural or moral aristocracy should be
established, the superior members of society determining what is best for
others. Some nineteenth-century, writers, particularly the romantics, did not
shrink from this conclusion, but Mill himself did, despite his own argument.
Like many others who value progress but are suspicious of perfection, Mill
was prepared to leave his position on the matter ambiguous.

As noted above, one of the features of the utilitarian philosophy, as it was
used by the pragmatic reformers, was its commonsense antipathy to
rationalistic extremism. The history of philosophy shows that intellectual
space has, so to speak, a curvature in it which makes ideas, when logically
extended very far, turn back upon themselves and become the antitheses of
their originals. Christianity, the doctrine of universal love, led to the
Inquisition and the wholesale murder of the Albigenses and other heretics.
Marxism, which originally viewed the state as an instrument of oppression,
became the foundation of the modern totalitarian state. Romanticism, which
celebrated the value of individualism, became a doctrine claiming that
‘society’ is an organism and individual persons are merely its members.
Utilitarianism could have become a repressive ideology too, but because of
its disciples’ tolerance of ambiguity it developed into a philosophy of
democratic liberalism and a consistent opponent of the absolutist doctrines
that were generated in abundance during the nineteenth century.
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B. HENRY SIDGWICK

As the main animating force of social policy in democratic societies
utilitarianism still functions today with the momentum provided by the
initial formulation of Jeremy Bentham and the contributions of James and
John Stuart Mill. But any sketch of the place of utilitarianism in the history
and philosophy of social science must also pay some attention to the work of
Henry Sidgwick (1838-1900). Unlike Bentham and the Mills, Sidgwick
spent his life in the university. As a student at Cambridge he achieved first
division honours in both mathematics and classics and became a fellow of
Trinity College. He was appointed to the Chair of moral philosophy in 1883.
He played an important role in making Cambridge the leading centre of
academic philosophy that it became in the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, and continued to be for half a century after his death. He was also
important in the rise of Cambridge to outstanding prominence in the social
sciences. He lectured on economics until Alfred Marshall was appointed
Professor in 1885, and his book The Principles of Political Economy (1883)
is, though only recently fully recognized by historians, an important
landmark in the development of the theoretical foundations of state
intervention in the market economy. The orientation of Marshall’s work to
what is today called ‘welfare economics’ was due in part to Sidgwick’s
contribution to economic theory and his connection of it to the philosophy of
utilitarianism. He also wrote a book on political science, The Elements of
Politics (1891), which contains an important argument concerning the
problem of interpersonal comparisons. EY.Edgeworth, who, as noted above,
looked forward to the solution of this problem through the construction of a
science of ‘hedonometry’, was a great admirer of Sidgwick and embraced the
version of ethical utilitarianism that Sidgwick advanced in his most
important philosophical work, The Methods of Ethics (1874).

In the following discussion of Sidgwick’s utilitarianism I shall, in the
interest of brevity, sketch it in much more definite terms than he himself did.
Like the other utilitarians he had an aversion to philosophic finality,
dreading the dogmatism it generates. When arguing a point Sidgwick not
only gives all the arguments for his own position but all those against it as
well, often including objections which no one else had thought of. More than
one of his Cambridge colleagues remarked that whenever Sidgwick
proposed something in college or university councils it was invariably
judicious, liberal, and wise, but if no voice of criticism was raised, he would
go on to elucidate the flaws and weaknesses of his proposal himself!

In his Methods of Ethics, Sidgwick made a strong distinction between
‘intuitionism’ and ‘utilitarianism’ as different ‘methods’ of moral reasoning.
He did not intend to reject the role of intuition altogether, recognizing that
no ethical theory can be constructed without using some primary intuitive
principle. His object was to restrict intuition to this unavoidable role. The
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intuitionism he opposed was the view that man possesses an inherent moral
sense that enables him to construct a priori a complete code of specific moral
rules that, in themselves, give direct judgements concerning actions or classes
of actions without reference to the consequences of the actions, and without
establishing general principles to which particular cases may be referred. His
own first principle was Bentham’s: the purpose of human existence is human
happiness, and whether something is good or bad depends upon its effect on
that happiness. He followed Bentham, too, in regarding happiness as a
concept that is meaningful only for the individual; social collectivities are not
sentient beings, and social happiness is only the aggregate of the happiness of
individual persons. The ethical problem then becomes a matter of dealing
with the existence of conflict between the interests of different individuals.
Bentham thrust this problem aside by emphasizing the principle of
psychological hedonism (that all men are by nature driven to seek only their
own benefit) and, as we have seen, the problem of politics for James Mill
was, consequently, one of devising a constitutional organization that would
channel the actions of egocentric governors to the social good. Sidgwick
rejected this ‘method’ of ‘egoistic hedonism’ as he called it, in favour of
‘universalistic hedonism’.

Man, according to Sidgwick, has a capacity for objectivity. He is not a mere
behavioural respondent to his own pleasures and pains. He can take the
happiness of others into account and, as a consequence, he is capable of
making moral judgements. As we saw in Chapter 7, this was the view Adam
Smith had put forward in his Theory of Moral Sentiments. The fundamental
issue then becomes the matter of weighting: how much weight ought one to
give to another man’s happiness compared to one’s own? Sidgwick’s answer
was that they must be given equal weight: to act ethically means that one must
not discriminate between oneself and others. In one’s personal behaviour and,
a fortiori, in the determination of social policy, all human beings must be
treated as equally capable of happiness. Recall the interpretation of Hume’s
ethical theory given above in Chapter 7: Hume argued that man has the
capacity to take the welfare of others into account but that an individual is
justified in discounting the welfare of others to the extent that they are distant
from him in space, time, biological relationship, culture, or other factors.
Sidgwick’s contention was that no such discounting is ethically permissible.
This is what he meant by describing his utilitarianism as ‘universalistic’.

Despite his aversion to philosophic finality Sidgwick attempted to
construct a complete system of ethics on the basis of his principle of non-
discrimination. His system breaks down, as all philosophic systems do, when
we try to extend it very far. The merits of Sidgwick’s universalism are plain
enough when we apply it to gross cases of bigoted discrimination against
others who differ from ourselves only in race, religion, or sex, but Sidgwick’s
application of universalism was not restricted to such cases. Let us look at
some of the difficulties this creates.
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In considering our own welfare as compared to that of future generations,
do we give persons yet unborn the same weight as those now living? In effect
do we apply a positive rate of interest as a discounting factor in determining
social policy concerning such things as capital investment and the
conservation of natural resources? In Sidgwick’s view we must not
discriminate between ourselves and others, so such discounting is ethically
impermissible. We cannot here analyse the consequences of such a rule but a
moderate acquaintance with economic theory is sufficient to convince one
that it is a prescription for inefficiency and waste in the use of resources. In
effect it treats time as economically irrelevant, which may be true in heaven,
but not on an earth inhabited by people who have finite life spans and,
reasonably, value the known present above the unknown future.

In recent years we have had demonstrations of the difficulty that is involved
here in the practical efforts at economic planning undertaken by socialist
countries such as the Soviet Union. In Marxian theory there is a strong
objection to interest rate discounting on the ground that it represents the
exploitation endemic to a capitalistic economy. This is a different argument
from Sidgwick’s but its practical import is the same. The issue has been the
subject of much debate and analysis by both Marxist and neoclassical
economists and it now seems clear that a policy of zero discounting is
unacceptable on simple grounds of economic efficiency. The economic planner
or policy-maker cannot be indifferent as between production processes (of
identical physical output) which require different lengths of time. Time is
scarce, and without a positive rate of interest the organization of economic
processes (whether capitalist or socialist) would be very wasteful. The real
policy dilemma that resides here is that we know that there must be some
discounting of the future; but there is no way of establishing what rate is the
correct one to employ. Neither the capital market of a capitalistic economy nor
the administrative processes of a socialist planned economy can generate a
magnitude that one could call a ‘true’ rate of time-preference for social policy;
but we do know that it cannot be zero.

The application of Sidgwick’s universalism to social distance is equally
difficult to fulfil. One would have to regard the pleasures and pains of all
members of contemporary humankind as equal in weight to one’s own and
one’s family and friends. A man could not sit down to eat his dinner in
ethical peace unless he had ascertained that there was no one else in the
world who would enjoy it more. The fact is, not only do we discount the
happiness of others in some proportion as they are distant from us, but we
must do so in order to make practical action possible.

Bentham’s ethical principle that happiness is the only good, when
construed to mean that the sole criterion of social practices and policies is the
maximization of aggregate happiness, does not permit one to make any
independent value judgement concerning the distribution of that aggregate.
If, in a society of two persons, one is ecstatically happy while the other is
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minimally so, it cannot be asserted that it would be a better arrangement if
there were greater equality in the distribution of happiness, unless such a
redistribution would raise the aggregate. It is not correct to say, as some
interpreters of utilitarianism have, that utilitarianism is indifferent to or
disregards the distribution of happiness (or income, or power). What is
implicit in Bentham’s formulation of the utilitarian principle is that
distribution, as such, does not have any ethical merit. That specific
distribution is best, whatever it may be, which maximizes the achievable
aggregate. Sidgwick was convinced that human happiness is good, and the
more of it the better, but he was unwilling to accept the distributional
implication of Bentham’s principle. If, in our hypothetical society of two
persons, each were to disregard the condition of the other, they would be
practising ‘egoistic hedonism’, which Sidgwick regarded as morally
unacceptable. Sidgwick’s universalism does not require the abandonment of
the greatest happiness as an ethical principle; it means that in considering
what will maximize it one must not discount the happiness of others solely
because they are others. If Alfred will be made more happy by a piece of pie
than Bertha he should have it; Bertha herself is ethically obligated to give it
to him without recourse to considerations other than the capacity of the pie
to generate happiness. If Bertha’s ability to turn pie into happiness is greater
than Alfred’s, even though she has already eaten two pieces and Alfred none,
she is obligated to consume the next piece herself. Neither self-sacrifice nor
selfishness is permissible in Sidgwick’s moral world.

The difficulties of Sidgwick’s prescription are severe. In order to determine
whether Albert or Bertha should have the pie, it is not sufficient that Bertha
should disregard characteristics that are palpably irrelevant such as Alfred’s
sex or the colour of his skin, she must be able to compare his ‘utility function’
with her own. This is difficult to do within a small social organization such as
a family whose members are well known to one another; the difficulties
increase enormously as one widens the domain to embrace other members of
society, including, as Sidgwick did, those of future generations. Sidgwick’s
contribution would have been negligible if he had been content to advance his
principle of universalism as a superior ethical intuition, regarding the practical
problems of implementing it as none of his concern. His most important
contribution resulted from his efforts to deal with the deficiencies of his own
doctrine of universalistic hedonism, the crucial issue being that of determining
the proper distribution of economic goods and political power.

An ethical person may be morally obligated not to discount the happiness
of others but, Sidgwick recognized, this tells one nothing about the proper
distribution of wealth and income, since that is dependent upon an empirical
matter, the utility functions of different persons (i.e. their capacity to turn
objective wealth and income into subjective happiness). If one rejects
Edgeworth’s view that it is possible to construct a scientific ‘hedonometry’
which will provide this empirical information, one must, instead, make some
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assumption about utility functions. If no specific assumption is more tenable
than any other, then utilitarian social philosophy cannot provide guides for
social policy on the basis of the greatest happiness principle. Concerning the
distribution of economic goods, for example, it is demonstrable that
different assumptions concerning utility functions lead to quite different
distributional conclusions. If Albert’s utility function and Bertha’s are
identical, and both are characterized by diminishing marginal utility, then it
follows that the aggregate happiness will be maximized by an equal
distribution of the available pie. If the utility functions are identical, but
characterized by constant marginal utility, it does not matter how the pie is
distributed; all distributions generate the same aggregate. If Albert and
Bertha equally enjoy the first bit of pie but Alfred’s marginal utility is
constant while Bertha’s diminishes, then maximizing aggregate utility
requires that Albert get virtually all the pie and Bertha virtually none. Other
assumptions about utility functions lead to the conclusion that the proper
distribution of pie depends critically on how big the pie is; for example, it is
easy to construct a case, without making psychologically bizarre
assumptions, in which the pie should be shared unequally if it is either very
small or very large, but a pie of intermediate size should be shared equally.

The utilitarian ship of state would seem to be afloat upon an uncharted
sea; no one knows how to set a course for the land of maximum happiness,
since it can lie in any direction. But some course must be set, none the less. Is
it possible to do so by arguing that one of the possible assumptions about
utility functions is more tenable than any other? Sidgwick did not attack this
problem in the explicit analytical terms I have employed here but he was able
to make a powerful argument on behalf of equality of distribution, rather
than merely asserting it as an intuition or deriving it from the questionable
assumption of zero discounting.

If we cannot make empirical utility comparisons in order to determine the
proper course for social policy, then any course we do adopt is very likely to
be in error. But there is no reason to think that all policies are subject to the
same degree of probable error. If it is determinable that one assumption
about utility functions is exposed to less error than any other, it would be
plausible to contend that this is the one that should be adopted. This is the
prudential ‘minimax’ rule of modern decision theory: adopt the policy that
minimizes the maximum error exposure.

To explain this, let us suppose that one is a participant in a game of chance
which consists of making blind draws from a box in which black balls and
white balls have been placed. If information is given concerning the proportion
of black to white balls in the box, the chance of losing is minimized by making
one’s bet in accordance with that information. If the proportion in the box is
known to be two-to-one in favour of black, then one should expect that, in a
series of draws, black will be drawn twice as often as white, and bet
accordingly. But suppose that one is given no information at all concerning the
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proportions; what assumption minimizes the maximum risk of loss? The
rational gambler should proceed on the assumption that the chance of a black
being drawn is the same as a white. This is the same strategy that it would be
rational to adopt if one knew that white and black balls are present in equal
numbers. Utopians are, by contrast, not rational gamblers. They always bet
their “favourite’ colour regardless of the odds against it. They prefer any small
chance of being right over any large chance of being wrong. Or they proceed
with confidence that they know what colour will be drawn regardless of the
empirical facts, or lack of them. Utopians, in effect, are either imprudent in the
face of known facts, or they regard facts as irrelevant.

The important point about this is that rational analysis prescribes that
when one knows nothing about a distribution, the minimum exposure to
error is achieved by acting on the assumption of equal probability. John
Locke, in his Letter on Toleration (1689), used a similar argument, noting
that there is a danger that everyone will be in doctrinal error if all obey a
single religious authority, whereas, if everyone obeys his own conscience, the
danger will be smaller. So, he concluded, tolerance of all religious doctrines is
prescribed. Since we do not know which one is correct, we must proceed on
the assumption that all are equally likely to be correct. Two centuries later,
Sidgwick argued this way concerning utility functions. If we know nothing
about the utility functions of Alfred and Bertha, the proper distribution
between them is the same as if we know them to be identical. The pie must be
equally shared. In Sidgwick’s view, this leads one to unambiguous
conclusions in the domain of politics. All members of society must be
presumed to be equally capable of exercising political power. There is,
therefore, no warrant for restricting the franchise or other opportunities for
participation in political processes. Sidgwick did not contend that all persons
are equally wise, equally competent, or public-spirited to an equal degree. It
is not necessary to make such a questionable factual assertion in defence of
democratic liberalism; it is sufficient to recognize that empirical assessment
of comparative political worth is impossible. Everyone must be assumed
equal in the political domain because their merits are hidden from view, and
will always remain so. The ship of state minimizes the chances of sailing to
absurdity when all aboard have an equal opportunity to participate in the
collective decision-making process, though this does not guarantee that it
will not do so.

The observant reader will have noted that the preceding discussion of
whether utility functions may be compared was carried out in terms of the
economic problem of the distribution of income, but, in indicating the
implications of the minimax principle, attention, was shifted to the political
problem of the distribution of power. Sidgwick was well aware that parallel
arguments can be made on these two issues. If the minimax principle requires
one to regard all members of society as equally worthy political entities, why
does the same reasoning not compel one to conclude that the best
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distribution of income is a perfectly equal one? Sidgwick was emotionally
drawn to egalitarianism in all respects, but he rejected equality of income on
the ground that such a rule of distribution would seriously impair the
productive efficiency and growth of the economy. Economic goods must be
produced in order to be distributed, and if their production requires human
activities that will not be undertaken unless rewarded, it follows that the best
distribution may not be an equal one. Indeed, it is very unlikely to be equal,
since, if everyone knew that he would receive a pro rata share of the national
income regardless of his own productive effort, little such effort would be
likely to be forthcoming. The production system is interwoven with the
distribution system in a complex way, since distributions act as production
incentives.

This is a theme that recurs over and over again in the modern literature of
economics and the other social sciences. Many (perhaps most) social
scientists have strong leanings towards economic equality as a normative
criterion of social policy, either on simple intuitive grounds, or because they
believe that all people are in fact identical in their utility functions, or
because of Sidgwick’s minimax argument. But the equality of universal
poverty has little appeal, so we find that while modern pragmatic utilitarians
are inclined to argue that economic inequality should be reduced, they rarely
advocate its complete elimination. Once again we find that there is a great
difference between those who seek progress and those who will settle for
nothing less than perfection.

C. UTILITARIANISM AND ECONOMICS

Utilitarianism makes little appearance today in the writings of professional
philosophers. Part of the reason for this is that it was not a complete
philosophical system, since it had very little to say about any branch of
philosophy besides ethics. But even ethical philosophers are not inclined to
view utilitarianism with much favour. John Rawls, whose A Theory of
Justice (1971) comes as close to espousing the greatest happiness principle as
any late twentieth-century utilitarian might wish, is nevertheless at pains to
describe his ethical theory as non-utilitarian. Philosophers seem to view the
role of utilitarianism in the history of their discipline as something of an
embarrassment and, at any rate, now deceased. But utilitarianism, in much
the form given it by Bentham and the Mills, lives on in two areas of modern
thought: in the unsophisticated social philosophy of ordinary people,
journalists, and those engaged in practical politics; and in the theoretical
models of neoclassical economics.

The utilitarian roots of economic theory go back well before Bentham.
Both psychological hedonism, the positive proposition that men act in
accordance with their material interests, and ethical utilitarianism, the
normative proposition that human happiness is the highest good, are evident
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in much of the mercantilist literature, and even the Physiocrats can be loosely
described as utilitarians. The presence of positive and normative
utilitarianism in the economic writings of David Hume and Adam Smith is
not merely a secondary characteristic of their thinking but provided the
epistemological and ethical foundations of it. Bentham’s explicit statement
of utilitarian principles supported a line of development in scientific
economics that would probably have continued without him but it provided
much intellectual comfort for the classical economists of the early nineteenth
century, living as they did in an age when it was still considered necessary for
any science to have the imprimatur of philosophy.

Virtually all the classical economists were utilitarians. Their essential
conception of human nature was Bentham’s. All the classical theories,
concerning value, wages, rent, profit, population, and economic
development, depend upon viewing human action as motivated by desire for
‘pleasure’ and aversion to ‘pain’. Man plays his role in the classical economic
models as a being whose essentially hedonistic nature is not appreciably
altered by such things as religious beliefs, philosophical principles, or the
characteristics of his particular culture. In classical political economy the
secular and individualistic conception of man was embraced more fully than
in any other branch of social science. Likewise, in their discussions of state
policy, concerning the Poor Law, the tariff, factory regulation, or other
matters, the classical economists adopted the utilitarian view, evaluating any
policy in terms of its consequences for the general happiness rather than
according to any criteria of inherent merit. When the classical economists
disagreed over policy, their contradictory proposals reflected differences in
specific positive analysis, not in their normative objectives.

The classical economists, however, did not provide explicit models of how
men act as individual producers or consumers. Nor did they provide a
coherent model that defines the theoretical conditions under which the
general happiness would be maximized. Utilitarianism was therefore only
half visible beneath the surface of their theories. The explicit and detailed use
of utilitarian positive and normative assumptions that one finds today in all
standard textbooks of economics is due to developments that began in the
1870’s when utilitarianism was combined with the differential calculus. This
development of economic theory is sometimes referred to as the ‘marginal
utility revolution’. In the sense that this introduced into economic theory the
incisive concept of the ‘margin’ it was indeed a revolution, a revolution of
analytical technique; but in that it focused upon ‘utility” it was no revolution
at all, being rather a continuation of the utilitarian tradition in economics.
All the great figures in the development of neoclassical economics, such as
W.S. Jevons, Léon Walras, EY.Edgeworth, PH.Wicksteed, Alfred Marshall,
and Vilfredo Pareto, were utilitarians or, if they had doubts about
utilitarianism, as J.S.Mill had, they thrust them into the closet when it came
to doing economics.
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The history of economics was not completely utilitarian, however. Karl
Marx was fiercely opposed to utilitarianism in all its aspects, and the line of
economic theory extending from him is distinctly non-utilitarian. Economic
historians, until recently, did their work in a non-utilitarian mode which
emphasized the cultural continuity of social life rather than the role of the
happiness-oriented individual. The strong opposition of the members of the
historical school, such as Gustav Schmoller in Germany and William
Cunningham in England, to abstract modelling in economics was motivated in
part by aversion to the utilitarian foundations of the procedure. The
opposition to economic theory by American institutionalists such as Thorstein
Veblen and John R.Commons had a similar foundation. But these lines of
scholarship were peripheral to the mainstream of development in economics.

APPENDIX: ROMANTICISM

Historians of ideas generally agree that one of the most important forces
shaping modern Western thought was the romantic movement of the early
nineteenth century. In current literature this is most often treated as a
development in the world of the fine arts that witnessed a general transition
from the rational and objective to the emotional and subjective, as
represented by the difference in styles, for example, in the poetry of Dryden
and Pope as compared to that of Coleridge and Wordsworth, in the music of
Bach and Haydn compared to Beethoven and Brahms, and in the painting of
Gainsborough and Reynolds compared to Turner and Delacroix. But the
romantic movement was equally important in philosophy and social
thought. There is no article on romanticism in the International
Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, but that stands as a reproach to its
editors, not as evidence that the romantic outlook was not, or no longer is, a
significant feature of social thought.

Though historians generally agree on the importance of romanticism,
they are far from clear when undertaking to describe it. The romantic style in
poetry, painting, and music is unmistakable, but when one tries to state what
constitutes romantic social philosophy and the romantic approach to the
study of society the subject proves to be elusive. One historian calls
romanticism ‘a complex clutter of ideas’ (Crane Brinton, ‘Romanticism’,
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1972) while another suggests that the best way
to describe it is ‘contradictoriness’ (H.G.Schenk, The Mind of the European
Romantics, 1966, p. xxii). I shall not attempt to bring order into this
‘complex clutter’ but will focus upon those features of romanticism that are,
even though contradictory, germane to understanding its role in the history
and philosophy of social science.

Along with many other observers of the early nineteenth-century social
scene the romantics were repelled by the economic changes that we now call
the industrial revolution. After much controversy on the matter modern



Utilitarianism 267

historical research has shown that the standard of living of the English
working class was not deteriorating during this time (except perhaps for a brief
period during the Napoleonic wars and the depression that followed) but it
would have been difficult for the ordinary contemporary observer to believe
that. The poor, previously hidden away in the countryside, were now all too
visible in the new factory towns. The dirt and smoke of the factories and the
architecture of the new towns were an offence to anyone with aesthetic taste,
and the conditions of employment, especially since women and children were
included in the factory work force, repelled anyone with even moderately
refined sensibilities. Thomas Carlyle, enraged at what he had seen in the
factory towns, published the most scathing indictment of industrialism, Pasz
and Present, in 1843, but well before this many others had expressed serious
misgivings at the direction of change in the British economy and society.

One line of reaction to this was taken by the reform movements, which
attempted to use the authority of the state to modify working conditions,
town life, and other aspects of industrialism. But the romantics took a
different view. Britain’s troubles, they felt, were not due to the steam engine
and the power loom; these were merely the surface manifestations of a
profound spiritual and philosophical malaise that was the inevitable
consequence of two centuries of growing reliance upon science and reason as
sources of knowledge, and the resulting suppression of religious faith,
intuition and imagination, feeling and emotion. Coleridge, for example, at
first an admirer of Hartley’s association psychology (see above, Chapter 7 B,
Note 2) later rejected it totally because it represented the human mind in a
materialistic way, not accounting for its most important features, its creative
freedom and its capacity for intuitive insight. These powers, in the
romanticist view, are stunted and suppressed by the detached, rational, and
empirical approach of the scientist. Truth comes from within man, not from
the formulation of coherent theories and empirical evidence.

In formal philosophy the classical expression of this aspect of romanticism
was given by the German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860),
who celebrated the human ‘will> as being more real than material
phenomena. Moreover, this will is unknowable and unpredictable, moving
the world in inexplicable ways. The English romantics did not go quite so far
but their philosophy was essentially anti-rationalist, anti-materialist, and
anti-empiricist, emphasizing, as Schopenhauer did, the supreme importance
of the ineffable powers of man’s ‘spirit’. A common theme running through
the romantic literature is that it is a philosophic illusion to believe that there
is objective truth. The real philosopher does not seek truth, he creates it by
the power of his imagination. The romantics did not merely claim that
empirical observation contains subjective elements and is ‘theory-laden’, a
view that many modern philosophers have admitted; they went much further
than that, making a high philosophic virtue out of what many others would
regard as an unfortunate infirmity of empirical science.
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The romantics made no attempt to attack the physical sciences in any
specific fashion. At bottom they were more interested in social and political
questions than in science. They viewed utilitarianism and the new science of
political economy as prime examples of the decline of civilization. Thomas
Carlyle was the most outspoken critic. Utilitarianism was, in his judgement,
a ‘pig philosophy’ and political economy a blasphemy in its attempt to
interpret man as subject to scientific law. There is no evidence that Carlyle
had read any of the classical economists; he did not need to. Samuel Taylor
Coleridge was more open-minded and he was certainly acquainted with the
economic literature. He regarded Sir James Steuart as a more important
economist than Adam Smith, probably because of Steuart’s argument that
close governance of economic processes is necessary, which fitted Coleridge’s
view that society should be firmly guided and directed by its superior
members. Unlike Carlyle, Coleridge thought that political economy could be
a worthy discipline if it were rescued from utilitarianism. His own efforts to
write on the subject, however, were negligible, or worse. John Stuart Mill,
who admired Coleridge’s poetry and was attracted to some of his social
ideas, said of him that ‘in political economy...he writes like an arrant
driveller, and it would have been better for his reputation had he never
meddled with the subject’. Despite some recent attempts to rehabilitate
Coleridge as an economist, Mill’s judgement still stands.

Of the English romantics the one who made most of the necessity to
construct a ‘true’ political economy to replace the detestable doctrines being
promoted by Ricardo and the other utilitarians was the great art critic and
essayist John Ruskin. He attacked orthodox economics in articles in the
Cornbill Magazine in 1860 which raised the ire of the utilitarians. He wrote a
small book, based on public lectures, called The Political Economy of Art
(1857) and made numerous comments on economic matters in his other
writings. Ruskin regarded himself as an important economist and was bitterly
indignant that this view was not widely shared. In fact he did not write on the
subjects that the classical economists were debating and he once remarked that
the only economist he had in fact read was Adam Smith. His writing on
‘political economy’ was directed more at sociological questions, and some
commentators regard him as a precursor of modern ‘social economics’, whose
supporters contend that the disciplines of economics and sociology should be
joined more closely than they now are. Despite its defects and limitations,
economic theory has had to work with the conception of man laid down by
Bentham in his doctrine of psychological hedonism. The romantics were
unwilling to accept such a conception even as a heuristic device. They regarded
it as both false and immoral, symptomatic of the general degradation of
culture and society by scientists and rationalists.

The romantics devoted much of their energy to deploring the state of
contemporary society, and its trends as they perceived them. This accounts
for a great deal of their popularity: woe and calamity have always had a
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ready market. But their role as dissenters goes only a short distance in
explaining the longer-run impact of romanticism. That influence is largely
due to their vivid expression of both the individualistic and holistic
conceptions of man and society.

In The Great Chain of Being Lovejoy argues that romanticist
individualism was an outgrowth of the idea that in completing the plenitude
of existence God had filled it with an infinity of different beings, each one of
which is unique. Whether or not this intellectual connection is sustainable, it
is certainly true that romanticism was a celebration of the uniqueness of the
individual personality. This was carried to the point where the romantics saw
great value in personal behaviour that recognized no constraints or rules.
Bizarre, quixotic, or capricious behaviour was regarded, not as deplorable,
but as welcome evidence of individual freedom. Romanticism and
utilitarianism were both individualistic, but in ways that were so different
that no common term can correctly be applied to them.

On the other hand, one of the most important features of romanticism in
nineteenth-century social thought is the view that the human individual is
part of a larger entity—society, the race, the nation—which is itself a kind of
living organism, and one that is more philosophically significant than its
constituent members. On this aspect of romanticism the most important
philosophers were J.G.von Herder (1744-1803) and G.W.EHegel (1770~
1830). Some historians describe Hegel as the most influential philosopher of
the nineteenth century. This is mainly due to his influence on Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels and his impact on formal academic philosophy, but it is also
due in part to his role in the romantic movement of giving expression to what
has become known as the ‘organic theory of society’. Bentham never tired of
asserting that society is an aggregation of individuals and has no interests
apart from that of its members. Coleridge, and other romantics, regarded
this as totally wrongheaded. Society is an entity in itself, with interests of its
own that transcend those of the individual both factually and morally. Thus
we can see that on the one hand romanticism was much more individualistic
than utilitarianism and, on the other, much less. This may seem
contradictory, but it is part of romanticism’s great appeal. Everyone wants to
be free to do as he pleases and to have his individuality respected, while at
the same time being a member of a social group and feeling united with
others in communal oneness. Most serious social philosophers have felt a
need to face up to this contradiction, taking one side or the other, or
sketching the constitution of some middle course. The romantics were
content to leave it as it was (after all, life is contradictory, is it not?) and so
their writings gave inspiration to individualists and communalists alike.

Some historians have drawn a straight line from Schopenhauer and Hegel,
through the romantic movement, to Adolf Hitler and the racist nationalism
of German fascism. There is something in this contention, as the Nazi
literature celebrating the transcendent value of the German Volk shows, but
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it must not be carried to the point of arguing that human behaviour is a
‘necessary’ consequence of philosophy. That would simply be another form
of determinism; the Nuremberg court that condemned the Nazi leaders
should have issued a posthumous damnation of Hegel and Schopenhauer
instead. Christianity did not ‘necessarily’ result in the Inquisition, or
Marxism in Stalinism, or utilitarianism in commercial television. The test of
a philosophy is what people do with it more than what it ‘inherently’ is. But,
given the strong currents of racism and nationalism that ran in Western
thought during the nineteenth century, it was fortunate that the utilitarian
emphasis upon mundane Epicurean values was present to act as a
counterweight to the romantic vision of the transcendental virtues that lie
beyond the understanding of ordinary men and require, for their realization,
that the artist should be king.

Note: Some passages in this chapter have been taken from my Welfare, Justice, and
Freedom (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980).



Chapter 12

French positivism and the beginnings
of sociology

It would be helpful if we could begin this chapter with a clear definition of
the term “positivism’ but, unfortunately, that is not possible, since it has been,
and continues to be, employed in varied ways. In the context of French social
thought the terms ‘positive science’ and ‘philosophy of positive science” were
apparently first introduced by Madame de Stael, a popular novelist and a
leading figure of French romanticism, in her influential book De la
littérature considérée dans ses rapports avec les institutions sociales
(Literature Considered in its Relation to Social Institutions, 1800). Inspired
more by Condorcet’s utopianism than by Montesquieu’s analytical approach
to social questions, de Stael was the centre of a group of French intellectuals
who contended that the perfectibility of man and society is possible, since all
social problems are soluble by the use of scientific methods and the
application of scientific knowledge in a state governed by scientists. As we
shall see, a similar view played a central role in the development of
positivism by Saint-Simon and Comte. But this is as far as one should go in
trying to define early nineteenth-century French positivism in a general way.
It is best to allow its meaning to emerge from a specific examination of the
ideas of its main figures.

The term ‘sociology’ is almost as problematic as ‘positivism’ when one sets
out to discover its ‘beginnings’. Some historians of sociology start with the
ancient Greeks, or earlier (see, for example, H.E.Barnes, An Introduction to
the History of Sociology, 1948) while others are reluctant to go back even as
far as the early nineteenth century, as we are doing in this chapter (see, for
instance, the articles on ‘Sociology’ in the International Encyclopedia of the
Social Sciences, 1968). The subject matter of sociology is much more difficult
to specify than that of the other social sciences. When a writer discusses the
tariff, or the supply of gold, or market prices, we know that he is at least
talking about economic matters and it is relatively easy to determine whether
he is making use of a theoretical model or being otherwise systematic. But
when a writer discusses the family, or crime, or culture he may be doing
sociology, but not necessarily, since the frame of his discourse may be theology,
or political philosophy, aesthetics, ethics, psychology, or.... And even if he is
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indeed talking about sociological phenomena it is not always easy to ascertain
whether he is proceeding in a systematic way, since such phenomena do not
lend themselves to the degree of conceptual and empirical quantification that
economics can achieve by the use of the common numeraire of money
measurement. Moreover, sociology embraces substantively all social
phenomena, and such boundaries as it imposes upon itself are purely
conventional. Human intellectual activity is itself a social phenomenon, so
sociology includes within its subject matter the study of the social organization
of science, including social science, not excluding itself. This point is of more
than passing interest, since, as we shall see, one of the most important features
of the thought of the early French sociologists was their focus upon the
organization and development of science and other intellectual activities, as
social phenomena. Auguste Comte’s main thesis was that there are laws of
intellectual evolution which govern the development of the human mind. He
used the term ‘positivism’ to describe the epistemic culmination of this
development and invented the word ‘sociology’ to denote the science that he
himself would create as the final synthesis of all knowledge.

In Chapter 1 we noted that man is an extraordinarily ‘altricial’ animal,
the young of the species requiring many years of growth and preparatory
training before they can assume the functions of mature persons. During this
time a process of ‘enculturation’ takes place which fits the individual for life
in a particular society or culture. We also noted that, as a social animal, man
is unique in being ‘multisocial’, that is, the individual may belong
simultaneously to numerous social groups such as occupational associations,
religious associations, recreational associations, etc., whose membership
may overlap. If we consider the discipline of sociology to be the branch of
social science that is especially concerned with these aspects of human
sociality the beginnings of sociology should probably be located in
eighteenth-century France and Scotland.

In France, the Marquis de Condorcet should be mentioned, since his
emphasis upon the development of man’s knowledge and intellect as a
phenomenon of social evolution focuses upon the aspect of sociality that
became the centrepiece of Comte’s sociology. His Esquisse d’un tableau
historique des progres de lesprit humain (Sketch for a Historical Picture of the
Progress of the Human Mind, 1795) was one of the great pieces of literature
reflecting the outburst of enthusiasm for social reconstruction of the early
period of the French Revolution and, through Saint-Simon and Comte, one of
the most influential. But more important as a sociologist was Montesquieu,
whose De lesprit des lois (1748) had more influence on social thought and
theory in Scotland and America than in France. Montesquieu’s emphasis upon
the enculturating role of social institutions, the great diversity of such
institutions, their causal role in historical events, and their interaction within a
culture that can be viewed as a whole system, supports the contention of some
historians that he should be considered the first sociologist.
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The Scottish moralists of the second half of the eighteenth century have
already been discussed (Chapter 7 A) and it is clear that they must be regarded
as at least precursors of modern sociology. Recent historians have singled out
Adam Ferguson and his Essays on the History of Civil Society (1767) for
special notice in this regard, but strong claims can be made on behalf of all the
main figures of the Scottish Enlightenment, including David Hume and Adam
Smith. The chapter headings of Louis Schneider’s book of selections from the
writings of the Scots (The Scottish Moralists, 1967) reads almost like a
syllabus for an introductory course in sociological theory. Nevertheless, T will
say no more here about Montesquieu and the Scots. As a social phenomenon a
science ‘begins’ when a line of continuous development can be traced back to
such an origin. This is the sense in which Montesquieu, Hobbes, and Locke
can be regarded as the originators of political science and Adam Smith as the
founder of economics. By the same criterion, the claim may be made that
Saint-Simon and Comte should be regarded as the founders of sociology.

Once again, however, we should note that many modern sociologists
would deny any intellectual indebtedness to Saint-Simon and Comte, and the
historian has no warrant to foist upon the practitioners of a science a lineage
that they reject. The sociology of Saint-Simon and Comte was very different
from that which one finds today in a modern university curriculum,
especially in the United States. Its closest modern counterpart is the academic
and research sociology of the Soviet Union and other Marxist countries.
Saint-Simon and Comte were engaged in what might be called Grand
Sociology, the attempt to construct a comprehensive theory embracing in a
unified synthesis all aspects of human sociality and its historical evolution
down to the present and, beyond, into the future. Their most notable
aspirant to this was Karl Marx but we should also include James Frazer,
Herbert Spencer, and historians such as Oswald Spengler and A.J. Toynbee as
non-Marxist practitioners of Grand Sociology. Emile Durkheim and Max
Weber did not have quite so large a view of sociology but the discipline did
not really commence to lose its grandeur of scope until the twentieth century.
Today, Marxists again excepted, sociologists emphasize empirical research
and, to the extent that they use theoretical constructs which are more than
ad hoc empirical research instruments, they employ what Robert K.Merton
has aptly called ‘theories of the middle range’.

The social theory we will examine in this chapter belongs to a period in
the history of Western Europe that witnessed a climactic transition between
two worlds: from an old world of small agriculture, handicraft industry and
limited trade, social localism and intimate community, and the confinement
of political power to a small hereditary oligarchy; to a new world of large-
scale machine industry, ubiquitous commerce, urbanization and the
proletarianization of labour, a social psychology of nationalism, and the
emergence of new classes to positions of political influence and power.
Without excessive exaggeration it may be claimed that the social sciences are
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the products of social change, being intellectual responses to great and rapid
alterations in traditional modes of social organization and the disorder, often
punctuated by violence, that accompanied them. Without much more
distortion, modern political science may be regarded as a product of the
English Civil War of the seventeenth century and the American Revolution
of the eighteenth, economics as a product of the industrial revolution, and
sociology as a product of the French Revolution.

The destruction of the ancien régime in 1789 brought forth in France a
great flood of literature, espousing all sorts of social theories, and grand
plans for reconstruction of the social order, which continued in spate
throughout the successive phases of the revolution, the Napoleonic
dictatorship, and after Waterloo. The English Civil War generated a similar
flood, but in the discussion of the beginnings of modern political theory in
Chapter 4 our attention was restricted to the writers who were of dominant
importance in the subsequent development of the subject, Thomas Hobbes
and John Locke. Similarly, in this chapter we will focus only upon the two
commanding figures, Henri Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte, neglecting
others who, in a more complete history, would require notice. I shall not
undertake here to sketch the general historical background of French
positivism and sociology detached from specific examination of Saint-Simon
and Comte but, before concluding this introduction, it will prove useful later
if we take some brief notice of the French system of higher education.

Saint-Simon and Comte both adopted an idea of Condorcet’s, which he in
turn had derived from Francis Bacon: the conception of a utopian social
order governed by men of science. In the England of Bacon’s time this was
seen to call for the creation of a great new institution with unquestionable
status, prestige, and authority, which was brought to pass, some thirty years
after Bacon’s death, by the establishment of the Royal Society. In nineteenth-
century France the necessary structure was already in existence, in Comte’s
view, in the form of the Institut de France, its several academies, and the
system of special schools, chief among which was the Ecole Polytechnique.

State policy in eighteenth-century France sponsored the creation of
specialized senior institutions for training and research outside the established
universities, which, because of their roots in medieval scholasticism and
Renaissance humanism, were considered unsuitable for the proper promotion
of science and technology. The great school of public works engineering, the
Ecole des Ponts et Chaussées (School of Bridges and Roads), was established
as early as 1715. By the time of the revolution there were more, and better,
higher institutions of science and technology in France than in any other
country in Europe. They were prestigious institutions, admission to which
was in itself a certificate of intellectual superiority, and because of their state
sponsorship entry was sought not only by those who wished to practise a
profession, but also by the sons of families who desired to elevate their social
prestige and to secure a better place in the hierarchy of political power. The
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aristocracy, seeing their traditional status thus threatened, tried, with some
success, to restrict admission to the children of aristocratic families, but this,
like the rest of the apparatus of the ancien régime, was swept away by the
revolution. Not the schools themselves, though; their importance was
appreciated, and they were promoted, by the successive revolutionary
regimes, by Napoleon, and by the rulers of France after Waterloo. The
modern historian of the Ecole Polytechnique, Terry Shinn (L’Ecole
Polytechnique, 1794-1914, 1980), notes that during the half-century after
1830 the graduates of the special schools, now coming mainly from the
middle class, not only dominated the professional sectors of French society
but exercised great political influence. This was the period when Auguste
Comte was constructing his positive philosophy.

A. HENRI SAINT-SIMON (1760-1825)

Henri Saint-Simon was born into an aristocratic family of modest wealth
and social status. He was a rebellious youth and although he was the oldest
son he was left no inheritance when his father died in 1783. At the age of
sixteen he obtained a post as an officer in the French army and, after rising to
the rank of captain, he volunteered to serve in the expeditionary force sent to
assist the American revolutionaries. He was in America for only two months
but it was during the decisive phase of the revolutionary war and he
participated as an artillery officer in the battle at Yorktown in 1781. In later
years he was inclined to exaggerate his role as one of the founders of
American liberty but more important than his effect on America was its
effect upon him. He was greatly impressed by a society without an
aristocracy, which could even achieve great military successes with an army
that was led by officers drawn from the people. The emphasis in his
subsequent writings on the importance of individual talent and ability, not
restricted by hereditary caste, was due to his brief American experience as
well as his personal rebellion against his family.

When the French Revolution broke out in 1789 Saint-Simon was one of
the first to renounce his aristocratic title and to identify himself with the
revolutionaries. This did not save him from the Terror, however. He was
arrested in 1793 and only narrowly escaped the guillotine. His eleven months
of imprisonment, under constant fear of execution, made a lasting impression
on him, reflected in the emphasis in his later writings on the evils of anarchy
and the supreme importance of social order. Like Thomas Hobbes, whose
political theory was moulded by the turbulence and uncertainty of the English
Civil War, Saint-Simon’s social thought was permanently dominated by his
own, more personal, experience of the consequences of civil disorder.
Imprisonment also had an enduring psychological effect upon him, or served
to exacerbate neuroses to which he was already subject. He suffered from
hallucinations, in one of which Charlemagne appeared before him and
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predicted that he would become a great philosopher whose ideas would
regenerate the civilization of Europe. In later years he repeatedly experienced
similar hallucinations and sometimes regarded himself as the literal
reincarnation of Socrates or Descartes, a messiah destined to change the
world through the power of ideas, as Charlemagne had done by force of
arms. He suffered a nervous breakdown in 1812 and spent some months in a
mental institution. In 1823 he attempted suicide. The modern student of his
writings and of the activities of his disciples who is familiar with Saint-
Simon’s personal history is easily tempted to categorize the Saint-Simonian
doctrines as madness but, if so, it must be recognized as a madness that has
had profound effects upon modern social thought.

During the early years of the revolution Saint-Simon became heavily
engaged in speculative enterprises mainly having to do with the sale of land
and property that had been confiscated from the Church and the aristocracy.
These activities were the immediate cause of his imprisonment. After the fall
of Robespierre he renewed his speculations and became very wealthy. But he
spent lavishly, entertaining persons of high status, including especially the
professors of the Ecole Polytechnique. His luck in business ran out as well,
and by 1805 he was penniless. By this time, however, he had begun to write
on social questions, and the realization of the prediction made to him in
prison by Charlemagne became the dominant purpose of his life. He
obtained money wherever he could and without scruple, but only to buy the
necessities that were essential for his great work.

Saint-Simon did not, however, conceive his mission to be that of a
scholarly philosopher who would construct, all alone, a new system of social
thought. Charlemagne had not conquered Europe single-handed; he was the
commanding genius who had inspired others and had organized them for the
task. So, likewise, Saint-Simon viewed his role as providing the leadership
for an intellectual crusade that would be carried out, under his direction, by
the best scholars and scientists of the day. Throughout his life as a writer he
aimed to become the impresario and conductor of a great co-operative
enterprise that would achieve a complete systematization of all knowledge
on new philosophical foundations. Unlike the other social scientists we have
studied so far, Saint-Simon’s ideas cannot be located in a single great treatise
or a few major works. He spent his energy writing pampbhlets, prospectuses,
and periodical articles, never completing any methodical or comprehensive
statement of his ideas. Nevertheless, in these disorderly pages one finds a
system of ideas or, at least, the embryonic elements that developed into the
positive philosophy of Auguste Comte.

Saint-Simon was, apparently, a brilliant conversationalist and it was his
talk rather than his writings that began finally to attract the disciples he
longed for. Augustin Thierry, who later won fame as a popular historian,
became his assistant in 1814 and three years later Comte succeeded Thierry.
During Saint-Simon’s last years a band of young intellectuals gathered
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around him, forming after his death a movement dedicated to the creation of
a new religion and to spreading its doctrines throughout Europe, led by
Prosper Enfantin, an engineer who had received his training at the Ecole
Polytechnique. Within a few years some hundreds of young graduates of the
Ecole joined the movement and, for a period, it seemed that Saint-Simon’s
dream of a new religion based upon science would sweep through Europe.
The Saint-Simonians sent evangelical emissaries to England and elsewhere,
published numerous periodicals and newspapers, and gave public lectures
that attracted large audiences. But internal dissension and the adoption of
bizarre rituals that invited ridicule and generated repugnance weakened the
movement. Enfantin, who now called himself the ‘Father of Mankind’, was
arrested and imprisoned, along with other leaders, and the movement came
effectively to an end in 1832. Saint-Simonism revived in the 1840’s, and
obtained the support of Napoleon III in the 1850’s, but it again declined as
the original disciples died out. Its main impact on modern social thought was
through Auguste Comte and Karl Marx.

The disorderly and flimsy character of Saint-Simon’s writings, compared
with Comte’s systematic and weighty treatises, invites one to discount the
role of Saint-Simon in the development of positivism. But reappraisal of
Saint-Simon by modern historians has established his importance beyond
reasonable doubt. The rudiments of positivism are present in his early
writings, even before Thierry became his assistant. Comte first met Saint-
Simon when he (Comte) was nineteen and remained a devoted disciple for
four years. Despite his later insistence that he owed nothing to Saint-Simon,
it is unlikely that Comte’s experience as Saint-Simon’s young assistant, fresh
from the Ecole Polytechnique, revelling in his release from its strict discipline
and heavy curriculum of studies, was unimportant in his intellectual
development. Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that Saint-Simon’s
writings before his association with Comte, and after, contain only the
undeveloped and unsystematized elements of positivism, and I shall not
attempt to treat them as more than that.

One of the confusing features of positivism as a philosophy of science is
that it seems to be both rationalistic and empiricist. The modern philosopher,
whether or not he calls himself a ‘positivist’, inclines to resolve this conflict
by recognizing the complementary roles of theory and empirical evidence in
the advance of knowledge. Saint-Simon’s resolution was of a different kind.
He had the idea that a priori theory and the a posteriori study of facts
operated not as collaborative methods but as temporally alternating modes
of scientific investigation. This is the Saint-Simonian “law of alternativity’.
European science, in Saint-Simon’s view, had been for more than a century in
a fruitful phase of empiricism, under the influence of Newton and Locke, but
its constructive potential was now exhausted and it was necessary to shift to
the other mode and move forward to a new rationalistic synthesis. He saw
himself as the leader of such a development.
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Saint-Simon’s writings contain nothing of interest on any substantive topic
in physical science or mathematics and, in fact, he knew very little about them.
His scientific knowledge consisted only of what he picked up from the table-
talk of the scientists he had entertained when he was a man of wealth, before
he embarked on his mission to regenerate the civilization of Europe. But he
was confident that his genius transcended the workaday activity of scientists
and that his vision would point a way that they would follow.

In his earliest writings Saint-Simon’s admiration of science was an
idolatry which he not only celebrated as a personal conviction but
recommended for general adoption. In his very first publication, Lettres d’un
habitant de Geneve a ses contemporains (Letters from a Resident of Geneva
to his Contemporaries, 1803), he proclaimed the foundation of a ‘Religion of
Newton’ and recommended the creation of a ‘Council of Newton’ composed
of twenty-one distinguished scientists, scholars, and artists who, taking their
inspiration from physical science, would be the authoritarian priesthood of a
new social order. Like Madame de Stael and her circle, Saint-Simon
entertained the hope, briefly, that Napoleon would be the instrument of such
a new order, but disappointment in this did not substantially alter his
utopian vision. The same essential idea of a world governed by an elite in
accordance with principles of science is contained in his last work, published
shortly before his death, Nouveau christianisme (New Christianity, 1825).
Between his first and last writings there occurred, however, a significant
change in Saint-Simon’s thought, from physics as the paradigm for social
science to biology and physiology, and from intellectuals as the elite class to
men of industry and commerce; but he did not alter his initial conviction that
experts should, and will, become the governors of society and that peace,
order, justice, and the welfare of the masses required that they should have
unrestricted authority. The role of such an elite, in contrast to the aristocratic
elite that had constituted traditional political authority, was described by
him in a striking passage that has become known as ‘Saint-Simon’s parable’:

Let us suppose that France suddenly loses fifty of her first-class doctors,
fifty first-class chemists, fifty first-class physiologists, fifty first-class
bankers, two hundred of her best merchants, six hundred of her foremost
agriculturists, five hundred of her most capable ironmasters, etc.... Seeing
that these men are its most indispensable producers, makers of its most
important products, the minute that it loses these the nation will degenerate
into a mere soulless body and fall into a state of despicable weakness in the
eyes of rival nations, and will remain in this subordinate position so long as
the loss remains and their places are vacant. Let us take another
supposition. Imagine that France retains all her men of genius, whether in
the arts and sciences or in the crafts and industries, but has the misfortune
to lose on the same day the king’s brother, the Duke of Angouléme, and all
the other members of the royal family; all the great officers of the Crown;
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all ministers of state, whether at the head of a department or not; all the
Privy Councillors; all the masters of requests; all the marshals, cardinals,
archbishops, bishops, grand vicars and canons; all prefects and sub-
prefects; all government employees; all the judges; and on top of that a
hundred thousand proprietors—the cream of her nobility. Such an
overwhelming catastrophe would certainly grieve the French, for they are a
kindly disposed nation. But the loss of a hundred and thirty thousand of the
best-reputed individuals in the State would give rise to sorrow of a purely
sentimental kind. It would not cause the community the least
inconvenience. (Quoted from L’Organisateur, 1819, by Charles Gide and
Charles Rist, A History of Economic Doctrines, 1915)

Despite his sojourn in America, Saint-Simon did not consider that a republic
could also be a democracy. The leaders of men can be recruited from the
people but they must rule over them with unlimited power.

Saint-Simon’s political theory was intimately connected with his
philosophy of science. It is a profound mistake, in his view, to regard scientific
knowledge as growing by the simple accumulation of the results of methodical
research. The many working men of science must be commonly inspired by the
insight of the philosophical genius who, in an intuitive fashion, grasps the
inner meaning of the phenomena of nature. Without him there can be no
scientific progress. Likewise, the governing elite of society must be united by a
common devotion to realizing the social vision of the unique genius who
understands the essence of social phenomena and is able to perceive the laws,
hidden to lesser men, which govern human history. This genius need not be a
scientist or scholar; his intuitive insight provides truths of a more profound
sort than methodical research can discover. This is no mere speculation, for
such men of genius have walked on earth before, and now one has come again
to save Europe in her hour of crisis—who else but the author of these thoughts
himself? In Saint-Simon’s megalomania we see a union of the philosophy of
science and political ideology, or, more correctly, the subordination of the
former to the latter, which repeatedly reappears in the history of nineteenth-
and twentieth-century social science and social philosophy.

In the modern literature of the philosophy of science there is a continuing
controversy concerning the role of that discipline, whether it should restrict
itself to describing the methodology of scientific practice, or attempt to
ascertain the rules of correct practice and employ them as critical criteria and
prescriptive norms. In early nineteenth-century French positivism, the
descriptive and prescriptive orientations of the philosophy of science were
fused together in the view that man’s intellectual development proceeds
necessarily through three stages, the ‘theological’, the ‘metaphysical’, and
the ‘positive’. This is the so-called “law of the three stages’, a central pillar of
Comte’s philosophy of history. Positivism, on this view, is not only a
descriptive term for the most recent stage, but also a prescription of



280 History and philosophy of social science

methodological rules that should henceforth govern all scientific practice.
The essentials of the law of the three stages are contained in Saint-Simon’s
writings of 1813, four years before he met Comte.

One of these 1813 publications is entitled Mémoire sur la science de
I’homme (Memoir on the Science of Man). The scientific study of human
social phenomena, in Saint-Simon’s view, must adopt the methodology of
the natural sciences. Saint-Simon had entertained this view from the time of
his earliest writings on social matters, and perhaps earlier, since this may
have been one of the reasons why, when he was a man of wealth, he had
taken up residence near the Ecole Polytechnique and sought the company of
its distinguished scientists and mathematicians. Saint-Simon’s philosophy of
science, however, went beyond the claim that the study of social phenomena
could be effectively modelled after the natural sciences. He was convinced
that all phenomena, whether physical, chemical, biological, or social, reflect
the operation of a single principle. After much consultation of his intuition
he concluded that this monistic principle was Newton’s law of gravitational
attraction. As usual, however, he did not explain this but wrote a pamphlet,
Travail sur la gravitation universelle (Work on Universal Gravitation, 1813),
urging scientists to follow his insight, and claiming that the civilization of
Europe could be rescued if they were to do so. Terms describing the science
of society as ‘social physics’ or ‘social physiology’ in the early positivist
literature prior to Comte’s introduction of the neologism ‘sociology’ reflect
Saint-Simon’s epistemic monism.

From his earliest thinking on social questions it is evident that Saint-
Simon felt that a new social science can, and must, be created that would,
like modern natural science, be ‘positive’. But after a few years of association
with the engineers and mathematicians of the Ecole Polytechnique (who then
showed no inclination to become his disciples) he shifted his residence to the
vicinity of the Ecole de Médecine and cultivated the company of physicians,
physiologists, and biologists. Society, he came to believe, is a living organism,
not a machine or a planetary system, and a scientific social science must be
modelled upon the life sciences.

The view of society as a kind of super-organism, in which individual men
and classes of men play roles akin to cells and organs, can be traced back to
Greek antiquity, but it began to play a prominent role in social thought only
during the nineteenth century. The first profoundly influential philosopher to
advance this view was the leader of the early German romantic movement,
Johann Gottfried von Herder, most notably in his four-volume Outlines of
the Philosophy of the History of Man (1784-91). Saint-Simon probably did
not read Herder, or Hegel, who presented a similar view of society, but he
adopted the concept of society as organism and was an important conduit
through which the idea penetrated into social philosophy and social science.
Auguste Comte and, subsequently, Emile Durkheim and Herbert Spencer
were deeply influenced by it. Durkheim in particular was profoundly
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impressed by Saint-Simon’s idea that a society, being an organism, possesses
a consciousness of its own, which transcends and, indeed, determines that of
its member individuals (see below, Chapter 15 B). The concept of collective
consciousness or, in its most extreme form, the notion of a ‘group mind’ was
enlarged subsequently by Carl Jung, second only to Sigmund Freud as father
of psychoanalysis, who contended that each society also has a collective
subconsciousness, lying beneath the shared beliefs and mental perspectives
that are its sensile culture, which preserves in subliminal memory its past
history as a collectivity. The impact of this set of ideas on modern literature
and art, and their perceptions of social phenomena, has been enormous.
Throughout the modern history of social science the concepts of organism
and mechanism have warred against one another, and still do. The conflict
between holism and reductionism as methodologies of social research is in
considerable part a reflection of these two alternative metaphysical concepts
of society. This also characterizes one of the notable distinctions between
sociology and economics as social sciences, sociology leaning towards
organicism and holism, mainstream economics towards mechanism and
reductionism. I say ‘mainstream’ economics because one of the outstanding
features of Marxian economics, the historical school, institutionalism, and
social economics has been an emphasis upon the organic and evolutionary
features of society. But even mainstream economics has not been impervious to
the appeal of holism and organicism; in the writings of Alfred Marshall, the
most important figure in the early development of neoclassical economics, one
finds that he viewed his own contributions to economic mechanics as
preliminary to the development of an organic theory of society. Social
scientists have always had difficulty with the concept of ‘society’, in large part
because they have been reluctant to regard society as a categorically distinct
existential entity. Some social scientists tend to view societies as merely
aggregations of individuals while others regard them as organisms, or at least
‘like’ organisms. The war between these concepts reflects the monism that
characterizes academic philosophy, each side claiming to be the true
metaphysical One. But organisms are not the same as mechanisms and
societies are not the same as either. Metaphysical pluralism is not neat, but one
of its merits is that it permits one to view societies as societies, and to study
their organization without excessive dependence upon analogical crutches.
The organic conception of society was firmly welded to the theory of
evolution in the period following the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin
of Species (1859), but a similar conjunction of organicism and evolutionism
is present in Saint-Simon’s writings of half a century before, and even earlier
in Herder’s philosophy of history. There is, however, a fundamental
difference between Herder and Saint-Simon on this point. In Herder’s view,
every age and every society has its own unique character, just as every
organic species is distinct from others. History, therefore, is a record of the
pluralistic development of culturally different societies. Saint-Simon, on the
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other hand, viewed the variety of cultures as merely superficial. All social
development takes place according to an underlying plan; human history is
no less governed by monistic law than the planets are in their motions. Saint-
Simon was not the first writer to hold such a view of history but he was the
first to contend that conflict between economic classes constitutes the central
dynamic force of social evolution. Independently of Hegel he had the idea of
dialectical history, and prior to Marx he identified the economic class aspects
of society as its foundation. Thus he may be regarded as the originator of
dialectical materialism.

Saint-Simon had no doubt that man’s social future is as law-governed as
his past. The laws of history are the laws of destiny, which will inevitably
conduct society to a determined end, the perfect social order that his intuitive
vision had revealed. Saint-Simon was not, however, an absolute determinist.
That is equivalent to fatalism and would make nonsense of any programme
of social action such as he constantly urged. The general laws of history are
unbreakable and their ultimate end is inevitable, but it is within man’s power
to affect details and, most important, the ease and speed with which these
laws work. Moreover, not only can the individual affect the historical
dynamic in this way, but he is morally obliged to act in harmony with
historical law. It is a moral crime for one to try to stop or alter the force of
history and a moral virtue to assist and hasten it. Thus, in effect, one is
morally as well as intellectually obliged to acknowledge Saint-Simon as lord
and guru and to join the Saint-Simonian movement. There is a great deal in
the thought of Saint-Simon that resembles views later expressed by Karl
Marx and developed by his disciples. Marx and Lenin criticized Saint-Simon
for engaging in a utopian delineation of the detailed structure of the future
social order but, none the less, an obelisk stands today in Moscow’s Red
Square which includes the name of Saint-Simon among those honoured as
significant precursors of Marxism-Leninism.

In modern Marxist theory a distinction is drawn between ‘socialism’ and
‘communism’ and between ‘utopian socialism” and ‘scientific socialism’. The
term ‘communism’ is reserved for the ultimate end of the process of social
evolution, while ‘socialism’ refers to the transition period following the
revolution and preceding the establishment of ‘communism’. The distinction
between ‘utopian’ and ‘scientific’ socialism in Marxian theory reflects the
basic difference Marx and Engels saw between themselves and the long line
of writers we surveyed above in Chapter 8 B who drew sketches, and
sometimes complete blueprints, of a perfect social order. This was most
clearly stated in Engels’s Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (1880), which
was aimed immediately at the writings of Eugen Karl Dithring, a German
critic of Marx, but was also a general attack upon all utopianists. The
construction of plans for a new social order, in Marx’s and Engels’s view, is
idle speculation, devoid of scientific foundation. A socialism that is truly
scientific does not concern itself with this but concentrates upon the analysis
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of the dynamic processes that will bring about the destruction of capitalism
and the inauguration of a new historical era. Thus ‘scientific socialism’, in
Marxian terminology, does not mean that the new era is characterized by the
scientific organization of society, as Saint-Simon and Comte advocated, but
refers to the ‘laws of history’, discovered by Marxist science, which
demonstrate that the coming of socialism is inevitable.

Engels was more sympathetic to Saint-Simon than Marx, perhaps because
he perceived in Saint-Simon’s disorderly writings, in addition to description
of a new social order, the contention that he was also predicting a historical
development that must come to pass. Saint-Simon does not really qualify as
a precursor of Marxian ‘scientific socialism’, since he offered little in support
of this prediction beyond revealing it as an intuitive vision. From his first
writings to his last, however, he made much effort to describe, in
considerable detail, how the new society would be organized. In this respect,
therefore, Saint-Simon was a ‘utopian’. Whether he should be called a
‘socialist’ is a question on which interpreters disagree. The first appearance
in French of the term socialistes has been traced by historians to the Saint-
Simonian newspaper Globe, in 1832, where it was introduced as a
description of the believers in the New Christianity. But, like most political
labels, ‘socialism” and its cognate terms have gone through many variations
during the past century and a half, and it is a waste of time to argue over
whether Saint-Simonism is accurately characterized by a word that now
embraces a polymorphous miscellany of ideas.

We noted above that Saint-Simon’s imprisonment during the Terror
impressed upon him the supreme value of social order. Such order, in his
view, requires unlimited control by the sovereign power of the state. He
rejected the concept of spontaneous order that was a central thesis of
classical political economy and was hostile to the pluralistic liberalism taking
root in England. The new society that he advocated, and predicted, was to be
authoritarian and totalitarian, with all the activities of its members subject to
the control and direction of a governing elite. Saint-Simon provided the
foundations for this in his own writings, in which he constantly argued that
the solution of all man’s problems is to be found in the organization of his
society by deliberate general planning and detailed administrative direction.

Like all utopians, Saint-Simon and his followers had little to say about the
economy of the new society. Their negative view of the market system was
sufficient to convince them that a planned economy would be superior, but
one finds no discussion in their writings of the technical problems of
economic planning and how they would be handled. Some historians of
Saint-Simonism have interpreted it as an economic theory but this is
incorrect. It is primarily a political and sociological theory, whose occasional
notice of economic issues is unilluminating. Like many utopians, also, Saint-
Simon is somewhat ambiguous in his view of government. On the one hand,
government is the instrument that controls and directs society; on the other
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hand the full maturity of the new society will be characterized by such
profound alterations in man that it will operate smoothly without need of
coercion. In Saint-Simonism we find the germ of Marx’s idea that under full
communism the state will ‘wither away’ and Lenin’s view that central
economic planning is a matter of simple clerical ‘administration’.

Leaving such visions of the ultimate aside, Saint-Simon’s delineation of
the organization of the new society is a blueprint for an authoritarian
totalitarianism. It differs from the ancien regime, however, in two important
respects: the governing elite will be recruited from all sectors of society,
according to talent rather than birth, and the duty of the elite is to govern for
the benefit of all. In Saint-Simon’s writings one finds frequent quotation of
Bentham’s formula ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’, and the
first expression of the rule that Marx later made famous, ‘from each
according to his ability; to each according to his needs’. We do not, however,
find any recognition of James Mill’s problem, how to structure a
constitutional order so that the governors, however they are recruited, will
act in the interests of the whole. In Saint-Simon’s view, unlike Mill’s, the
governors of the new society could be relied upon to suppress their personal
interests and perform their duties as trustees of society conscientiously.

The new society was to be a society of inequality. The elite would rule and
the mass of the people would obey. This, in Saint-Simon’s view, would be in
harmony with nature, since men are by nature unequal in their talents and
abilities. In his early writings Saint-Simon regarded scientists, scholars, and
artists as constituting the natural elite; later he placed more emphasis upon
the tycoons of industry, commerce, and finance, viewing them as engineers
who are capable of dealing with the practical problems of the new social
order. It should be clear, Saint-Simon felt, that such an organization of
society is in the interests of the masses, and he first addressed his message to
the proletariat as well as to the graduates of the special schools. But he later
came to the conclusion that the proletariat were too ignorant to appreciate
his philosophy. Recognizing the effectiveness of religion as an instrument of
social control, he advocated the creation of a new religion to serve this
function in the new social order. The elite would be devotees of positive
philosophy, sophisticated masters of pure and applied science; but the
proletariat would be indoctrinated into a faith appropriate to their limited
capacities and designed to fit them for their role as complaisant workers.
This faith, in terms of the title of his last pamphlet, was to be a ‘New
Christianity’. Saint-Simon considered himself a Christian, but it is doubtful
that he meant this in any theological sense or that he believed in the existence
of any supreme being, let alone the divinity of Jesus. What he really believed
in was bistory, and he had no doubt that he had been selected to fulfil its
great plan. In the service of that transcendent end, no means are forbidden.

Modern interpreters of Saint-Simon have represented him as fitting into the
intellectual and political history of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in
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various ways: as a precursor of Marx; as an advocate of central economic
planning and opponent of the market system of economic organization; as
precursor of fascism and other modern forms of totalitarian social philosophy;
as an early political philosopher of technocracy, the doctrine that the world
should be governed by engineers; as the originator of ‘scientism’, the view that
the methodology of the natural sciences is the appropriate methodology for
the study of social phenomena; and as an early metaphysical philosopher of
‘historicism’, the conception of man’s past and future as governed by general
‘laws of history’. From our survey of Saint-Simon’s ideas it is evident that there
are solid grounds for all these contentions. Since he did not produce any
systematically integrated philosophical treatise, it is difficult to capture the
various elements of his thought by a single term. But some further
understanding of Saint-Simon’s place in the history and philosophy of social
science may be attained by recognizing the close affinity of his main ideas to
those outlined in the appendix to Chapter 11, and classifying them under the
heading of romanticism. In that discussion we noted the antipathy of the
romantics towards the growing market economy of their time and to classical
political economy and utilitarianism; their emphasis upon the great value to
society of its few members who are endowed with creative talent and the gift
of intuitive insight; their claim that ordinary rules of conduct do not apply to
such ‘heroes’, to use Carlyle’s term; their view that the mass of mankind
should, in their own true interests, worship such men of genius and submit to
their governance; their conception of society as an organism that is healthy
and happy when each part of it plays its proper role in the communal whole.
Many of Saint-Simon’s ideas can be stated in similar terms. His political
theory, especially the idea of the need for a reconstituted state religion suitable
for an organic society, bears much resemblance to Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s
Constitution of Church and State (1830) the most important political treatise
of the English romantic movement.

Some of Saint-Simon’s views seem to be opposed to romanticism, most
notably his views on industrialism and science, but upon closer examination
they too have romantic properties. Many of the romantics viewed the
growing industrialism of their time with abhorrence and praised the
civilization of earlier periods, especially the Middle Ages, when life was, in
their view, simpler and more communal, society more organic and
hierarchical, and the individual less alienated. They initiated the practice,
which is still prominent in social thought, of distorting the past in order to
condemn the present. Saint-Simon celebrated the merits of industrialism, but
the new society he envisaged was one in which the great virtues of the
medieval era would be restored through a new communalism. He opposed
the Enlightenment belief that there had been progress, arguing that true
progress awaits the emergence of a perfect social order in which the modern
industrial economy would be incorporated in a political and social system
that will be a centralized version of medieval feudalism. The romantics were
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hostile to science and especially to the idea of a scientific study of man and
society, while Saint-Simon admired natural science and urged the application
of its ‘positive’ epistemology to social phenomena. But Saint-Simon was
severely critical of classical political economy, as the romantics were, and,
when we look closely, we find that natural scientists and social scientists do
not occupy the topmost position in his hierarchy of talent. That position is
reserved for the ‘genius’ who discovers truth by intuition rather than through
methodical research and analytical modelling.

The romantic movement and the development of social science during the
nineteenth century are usually viewed as antithetical and antagonistic
streams of social thought. Generally speaking they were, but Saint-Simonism
was a conduit through which romanticism penetrated into social science. It
would perhaps be naive to believe that, but for Saint-Simon, modern social
science would not be infected with romanticism, but it is he who played the
historical role of first distributing that pathogen widely in Europe.

B. AUGUSTE COMTE (1798-1857)

Auguste Comte was born into a middle-class family at Montpellier in the
south of France a year before the French Revolution was ended by the coup
d’éat of Napoleon. His parents, who had remained steadfast supporters of
the Bourbon monarchy throughout the revolution, were also ardent
Catholics and baptized the child Isidore August Marie Francois Xavier,
including among his preparations for this world the name of the founder of
the Jesuit Order. Their son would, however, renounce Catholicism when still
a boy and spend his life laying the foundations for a new religion which,
though it did not succeed in becoming the official faith of civilized nations as
its author hoped, has had a large, and still potent, influence upon Western
social thought.

After schooling in Montpellier Comte gained admission to the Ecole
Polytechnique in Paris in 1814. He was a brilliant student and would
probably have gone on to become a faculty member of the Ecole or one of
the other prestigious special schools if he had not offended the strict
discipline of the institution by leading a student rebellion. He was expelled
just before he would have taken his final examinations. His relations with
the Ecole were not completely broken, however; he was permitted to act as a
mathematics coach for Ecole students. Prior to becoming Saint-Simon’s
assistant, and again after the rupture of their relations, Comte earned his
living in this fashion, and later as an examiner for the Ecole, which gave him
the free time he needed for his writing. After his work became known he was
able to count on fees and royalties, and occasional donations by admirers, to
sustain his modest style of living.

Comte married in 18235 but the marriage was not a happy one. A year later
he suffered a mental breakdown which culminated in attempted suicide. He
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recovered, but not completely, and the rest of his life was marked by periods of
mental instability and a melancholia that even his faith in the coming of a new
social order could not banish. At the age of forty-seven he fell deeply in love
with a woman whose death, a year later, left him inconsolable.

It was while he was a student at the Ecole Polytechnique that Comte
conceived the idea that philosophy could be constructed on purely scientific
foundations and that scientific methods could be applied to social problems,
yielding results as certain as those of physics, chemistry, and mathematics,
thereby eliminating the differences of opinion that are such potent sources of
political instability and social conflict. Comte felt that his few years at the
Ecole Polytechnique had equipped him with all he needed to know about
science and he studied little thereafter. Moreover, he feared that a creative
genius such as himself risked contaminating his originality by too much
reading of the works of others and he practised what he called ‘cerebral
hygiene’, reading nothing except a bit of poetry while engaged in the
composition of his own works. This, as modern scientists and scholars
would be quick to recognize, has its own dangers. No matter how good one’s
initial education, and no matter how brilliant one is, obsolescence comes
rapidly if one disregards the work of others. Some of Comte’s
pronouncements upon contemporary science demonstrated this amply: he
opposed, for example, cellular theory in biology; the shift by astronomers
from the solar measurement of the earth’s rotation to the use of the fixed
stars as points of reference; the development of probability theory; and, in
general, he denigrated the use of experimental procedures to obtain
empirical data and to test theories. These views, and his own reliance upon
intuition and a priori methodology, made his ‘positive philosophy’
unattractive to working scientists, but it was precisely Comte’s view that he
knew enough science to construct a scientific philosophy and a science of
society that attracted as disciples men of literary and artistic bent who had
little taste for laboratory work or analytical modelling. To be assured that
one may safely disregard the substantive content of science and yet speak of
one’s views as having the authority of science was (and is) a great comfort.
Three centuries before, Giordano Bruno had taunted the theologians who
felt that they had no need of science in evaluating the Copernican theory.
‘Ignorance is the most delightful science in the world,” he remarked, ‘because
it is acquired without labour or pains and keeps the mind from melancholy.’
The high benefit-cost ratio of such ‘science’ was rediscovered in the
nineteenth century, assisted greatly by Comtean positivism.

Comte wrote an enormous amount. Unlike Saint-Simon, he was
methodical and embodied his ideas in large, systematic treatises. The first of
these was the Cours de philosophic positive (Course of Positive Philosophy),
which was originally begun as a series of lectures in 1826 and was finally
published in six volumes between 1830 and 1842. In this work he surveyed
all scientific knowledge, attempted to establish the general philosophy of
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positivism, and commenced its application to social matters. His second
major work was Le Systéme de politique positive (System of Positive Polity),
which appeared in four volumes between 1851 and 1854. This outlined his
conception of a society organized on positivist principles. At his death in
1857 he was at work on another large treatise on technology.

There has been some difference of opinion among historians as to the
uniqueness and originality of Comte’s main ideas, especially his degree of
indebtedness to Saint-Simon. Comte was Saint-Simon’s assistant for seven
years before he began his own work, and, in my view, all the central
propositions of what today is called ‘Comtism’ were anticipated by Saint-
Simon. The reader will find that the following outline of Comte’s ideas
parallels those discussed in section A with only minor differences. Comte and
Saint-Simon broke their association in 1824, but there is no evidence of any
substantial disagreement between them on points of philosophic doctrine,
social analysis, or conception of the new social order. Their rupture primarily
reflects only Shakespeare’s observation that ‘when two men ride one horse,
one must ride behind’. Neither Saint-Simon nor Comte, both megalomanic
personalities, was prepared to take second place in the Pantheon of greatness.

Like Saint-Simon, Comte lived in the dark shadow of the French
Revolution. He had no personal experience of waiting day after day to be
called to the guillotine, as Saint-Simon had during the Terror, but he was no
less fearful of social disorder. The motivating force of his social thought was
the supreme importance of avoiding the kind of political and social anarchy
that gripped France after 1789 and had been only imperfectly and
temporarily suppressed by Napoleon. When he began writing the Cours he
was convinced that he had discovered a philosophy that would banish
disorder from human civilization forever and make it permanently
harmonious, just, and prosperous. It was not, or so he thought, a political or
an ethical philosophy, but a scientific philosophy, as solidly grounded in
reality as Newton’s laws of physics. By calling it the ‘positive philosophy,’
Comte meant to emphasize its absolute certainty, which distinguished it
from all other philosophies previously conceived.

Comte nowhere gave a succinct definition of positivism, perhaps
assuming that any reader who knows what science is will know what
positivism is. In all his voluminous writings there is no significant extended
discussion of the problems that have occupied the attention of philosophers
under the heading of ‘epistemology’, so we cannot compare his specific views
directly with those of Hume or Kant, or with modern ‘logical positivism’, or
any other school of the philosophy of science. In general terms, however, he
makes his position clear. Under the heading “The Character of the Positive
Philosophy’ in the Cours he says:

the first characteristic of the Positive Philosophy is that it regards all
phenomena as subject to invariable natural Laws. Our business is...to



French positivism 289

pursue an accurate discovery of these Laws, with a view to reducing them
to the smallest possible number.

The governance of these laws embraces human and social phenomena as well
as physical and biological phenomena, for they are all part of a seamless order
of nature. In Comte’s view, the task of the positive philosopher in so far as
human and social matters are concerned, is to discover the laws that have
governed and will continue to govern the historical evolution of civilization.
Comte did not conceive of this as requiring an investigation of economic
history or political history; the fundamental laws concern man’s intellectual
history, the evolution of his way of thinking about himself and the world
around him. Thus restricted, Comte was convinced that he had fulfilled the
basic requirements of the positive philosophy by discovering what he called
the law of the three stages and its corollary, the hierarchy of the sciences.

As we noted in Chapter 7, the idea that human history proceeds according
to some pattern and that this pattern is essentially a succession of distinct
‘stages’ is present in the writings of the Scottish moralists of the eighteenth
century. Comte applied this, by his day familiar, idea to intellectual
development. In this he had precursors in Turgot, Condorcet, and Saint-
Simon, as well as the Scots, but the idea is now indelibly associated with
Comte’s name because of his extensive exposition of it in the first volume of
the Cours and his utilization of it as the keystone of the positive philosophy.
It deserves to be emphasized, however, that Comte did not regard the law of
the three stages as a heuristic device constructed by the scholar to assist him
in the study of history, but as constituting the essential nature of historical
evolution. He had not devised the law of the three stages any more than
Newton had devised the law of gravity. The law had been at work since the
beginning of man’s life on earth. Comte was not its inventor but its
discoverer. Attention to this point is important, since, throughout the history
of science, and perhaps most significantly of social science, there has
persisted a fundamental difference of view concerning the nature of scientific
laws, some regarding them as representing inherent properties of nature and
others as man-made artefacts, hypotheses employed in the attempt to
ascertain the properties of nature. Comte clearly belongs to the former
category as a philosopher of science. As he succinctly put it:

From the study of the development of human intelligence, in all directions,
and through all times, the discovery arises of a great fundamental law, to
which it is necessarily subject, and which has a solid foundation of proof,
both in the facts of our organization and in our historical experience. The
law is this: that each of our leading conceptions—each branch of our
knowledge—passes successively through three different theoretical
conditions: the Theological, or fictitious; the Metaphysical, or abstract;
and the Scientific, or positive....
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In the theological state, the human mind, seeking the essential nature of
beings, the first and final causes (the origin and purpose) of all effects—in
short, Absolute knowledge—supposes all phenomena to be produced by
the immediate action of supernatural beings.

In the metaphysical state, which is only a modification of the first, the
mind supposes, instead of supernatural beings, abstract forces, veritable
entities (that is, personified abstractions) inherent in all beings, and
capable of producing all phenomena. What is called the explanation of
phenomena is, in this stage, a mere reference of each to its proper entity.

In the final, the positive state, the mind has given over the vain search
after Absolute notions, the origin and destination of the universe, and the
causes of phenomena, and applies itself to the study of their laws—that is,
their invariable relations of succession and resemblance. Reasoning and
observation, duly combined, are the means of this knowledge.

In other words, Comte felt that in the earliest stage man’s view of nature was
theistic or animistic; all natural phenomena are regarded as resulting from
the operation of forces essentially similar to human powers of will and
action, whether these powers are exercised by a single supernatural being, or
by particular spirits that inhabit stones, trees, and other natural objects. This
‘theological stage’ lasted, in Europe, up to the fourteenth century. The
‘metaphysical stage’ was characterized by a belief in Aristotelian ‘essences’.
The phenomena of nature are not attributed to man-like forces but to
abstract properties that are part of the inherent nature of physical objects.
This stage, according to Comte, dominated European thought from the
fourteenth century until the French Revolution. The true significance of the
revolution was not that it was a landmark in Europe’s political history but
that it dated the beginning of a momentous transformation in man’s
intellect, the beginning of the ‘positive stage’, the mature age of science,
which would in due course explain all phenomena in terms of the operation
of laws of nature and usher in a new social order.
Another passage from Comte’s Cours is worth quoting:

The progress of the individual mind is not only an illustration, but an
indirect evidence of that of the general mind. The point of departure of the
individual and of the race being the same, the phases of the mind of a man
cor respond to the epochs of the mind of the race. Now, each of us is aware,
if he looks back upon his own history, that he was a theologian in his
childhood, a metaphysician in his youth, and a natural philosopher in his
manhood All men who are up to their age can verify this for themselves....

Comte was here generalizing his own intellectual development as he saw it—
his personal passage from the theological stage to the metaphysical when he
renounced his parental religion at the age of thirteen, and his maturation into
the positive stage during or shortly after his studies at the Ecole Polytechnique.
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As verification of the law of the three stages Comte cited his personal
experience during his attacks of melancholia: he found himself regressing into
the metaphysical stage and then into the theological, the process being
reversed as he recovered. Comte obviously regarded introspection as a reliable
empirical procedure but he relied upon it to supply data of much more cosmic
scope than we noted above in our studies of Hobbes and Adam Smith. We also
see here indications of Comte’s organicist view of human society and
anticipation of the theories developed later by Durkheim and Jung, which
attributed to society the property of a collective ‘mind’ with conscious and
subconscious components.

Comte was an able mathematician and in his early years he was attracted
to Laplace’s view that one could construct a mathematical model of the
physical universe which, when supplied with the necessary existential data,
could predict exactly all future phenomena and completely reconstruct the
past. In the beginning of the Cours he toyed with Saint-Simon’s idea of
reducing all phenomena to the ‘law of universal gravitation.” He never lost
his faith in Laplace’s cosmic view of the power of science, but he came to the
conclusion that mathematics and physics, though necessary, are insufficient
to deal with human history. Mathematics is the most general of the sciences,
a necessary basis for astronomy, which, in turn, is a necessary basis for
physics, and so on, with chemistry and biology occupying successively higher
positions, dealing with increasingly complex phenomena. This is his theory
of the Hierarchy of the Sciences. The history of the development of the
various sciences exemplifies the law of the three stages, all of them having
passed through the theological and metaphysical stages in their early
development, and now being mature, i.e. ‘positive’ disciplines. This having
been accomplished, says Comte, it is possible to complete the positive stage
in man’s intellect by constructing the crowning science of the hierarchy, the
science of man as a social creature, which would disclose the laws by which
human history is governed. This new science, which Comte himself set out to
create, was first described as ‘social physics’ but later, in the fourth volume of
the Cours, he compounded Latin and Greek roots into a new term, sociology.

One should note the absence of economics in Comte’s hierarchy of the
sciences. He did not view the economic aspects of society as important in
human history and he had a very low opinion of classical political economy.
It was Marx who gave weight to the idea that the key to understanding the
laws of history lies in the analysis of economic relations in society in its
different stages of economic evolution. Marx, to use his own term,
‘materialized’ the sociology of Comte.

As a sociologist Comte must be viewed mainly as a practitioner of what I
have called Grand Sociology, which many modern Western sociologists,
especially in the United States, would regard as too speculative a mode to be
called sociology at all. But there are some elements in his thought that provide
more substantial grounds for treating him as, at least, a protosociologist.
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Unlike the classical economists, he did not approach the study of social
phenomena by examining the behaviour of man as an individual but insisted on
viewing him, as Montesquieu had emphasized, as inherently social in nature.
For Comte, sociology is the study of the social whole, which is not reducible to
its individual members. The individual, indeed, having been shaped by his
culture, is not an independent entity, and to treat him as such is to engage in the
kind of abstraction characteristic of the ‘metaphysical’ stage of intellectual
development. Society as a whole is more primary, and indeed more concrete,
than individual persons. Though he carried his holism to extremes, Comte did
draw attention to the fact that human society is not a mere aggregation and
that, in attempting to understand how it functions as an organized structure,
one must examine the cultural elements that create social solidarity and serve to
integrate the behaviour of individuals into a communal enterprise. This aspect
of human consciousness, which is undeniable as a simple matter of fact, was
overburdened by Comte’s rather mystical organicism, but those who interpret
him as the progenitor of even American sociology can find support in his view
that one needs to know how individuals view their world, how they think, and
what they believe, in trying to understand and predict how they will behave.

In Comte’s third, or ‘positive’, stage of human evolution, sociology is
established as the ‘Queen of the Sciences’, but the role of the sociologist is
not restricted to a purely intellectual sovereignty. As we noted in beginning
our examination of his thought, Comte was motivated by the conviction that
social disorder is the greatest of all evils and he embarked upon writing the
Cours in the conviction that he had found a complete and permanent cure
for this recurrent disease of the social body. From the beginning of his work,
he intended that the new science he would build should be a practical one,
having the same relation to politics as physiology to medicine. In a famous
aphorism he announced that ‘to know is to predict, and to predict is to act’.
We proceed now to examine the main features of the new social order that
Comte proposed as the remedy for the malaise of civilization.

Just as the various sciences naturally constitute a hierarchical order, so, in
Comte’s view, do the various elements of a society. Thus a peaceful and
progressive social order must be based upon social differentiation. This was
construed as not only desirable but inevitable, since the study of history
reveals that as societies evolve there come about both increasing
specialization of individual functions and increasing integration of the
whole. Comte abhorred the pluralistic liberalism that was steadily becoming
more characteristic of English society. This, in his view, meant only that
society would be racked by repeated upheaval. Individualism of this sort he
called ‘the disease of the Western world’.

For a brief period after Waterloo Comte was attracted to the doctrine of
economic liberalism and the conception of an economy built upon
competitive enterprise and organized through markets. He was a close friend
of Jean-Baptiste Say (1767-1832), sometimes called ‘the French Adam
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Smith’, but he soon realized that economic liberalism was incompatible with
his social philosophy and came to regard competitive economic activity as
symptomatic of society’s disorder rather than an ordering mechanism, as
classical political economy contended. Comte followed the utopian tradition
in saying very little about how the economy of the new society would
function. In the light of his general political theory one must assume that he
viewed it as being centrally directed, as everything else was to be. Unlike
Marx, he saw no special significance in the ownership of industrial property,
since, in the new society, the owners of such property would, like other
members of the higher orders of the hierarchy, eschew individual self-interest
and manage their property in the spirit of social stewardship.

The role of government, as we have seen, was somewhat ambiguous in
Saint-Simon’s vision of the new society, but not in Comte’s. The state does
not ‘wither away’ but is strengthened in its powers and enlarged in the scope
of its duties, becoming in fact authoritarian and totalitarian in the fullest
senses of those terms. In the interest of the social organism all private rights
are to be suppressed, for order requires that the individual be subordinated
to the life of the social organism. This harmony, in Comte’s view, can be
achieved only by force. Non-state institutions, customs, and conventions are
potent instruments through which force can be exercised, but they are
secondary powers, functioning effectively only under the supervision,
control, and directing leadership of the sovereign state. Comte recognized
only one political philosopher of significance in the twenty-two centuries
that had elapsed between Aristotle and himself—Thomas Hobbes. It is not
surprising that John Stuart Mill, who was greatly impressed by Comte’s
theory of intellectual development, drew back in horror when he saw the
political direction in which the positive philosophy was going.

The top tier of Comte’s social hierarchy was to be occupied by positive
philosophers, the bottom by the mass of the proletariat. Comte did not think
that there would be dissatisfaction in such a rigidly stratified society, for the
proletariat would appreciate the benefits they received from a social order
that eliminated war and domestic conflict. They would accept their low
status uncomplainingly and play their roles quietly and efficiently in a
society which had the capacity to achieve a hitherto unknown degree of
social solidarity. Indeed, Comte looked upon the proletariat as the element in
existing society that would force its transmutation into the new order. Their
lack of education, as well as their misery, would make them receptive to the
message of the positive philosophy. At times Comte toyed with the idea that
the new order would be established from above, through the conversion of
Napoleon III or Czar Nicholas I of Russia, but the encouragement he
received from these quarters was inadequate. Nevertheless, the Laws of
History cannot be repealed and they do not depend upon the actions of
individuals. The transmutation of society would, if necessary, take place
from below, at the insistence of the proletariat or, rather, through the alliance
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of intellectuals with the proletariat in a common cause—a union of trains
and numbers’, to use the felicitous title of a recent book on Comtism
(Christopher Kent, Brains and Numbers: Elitism, Comtism and Democracy
in mid-Victorian England, 1978). Through such a union the intellectual
class, or at least those of them who embrace positivism, would at last find a
mission worthy of their abilities and would cease to be alienated from
society, graciously accepting the duty of becoming its future governors after
that mission is completed.

The new governors in Comte’s vision of the positivist social order would
not be ‘philosophers’ in Plato’s sense, but more like those envisaged by
Francis Bacon and Condorcet. They would be drawn from the topmost tier
of scientists, doctors of the new science of sociology, which involves mastery
of all the other disciplines in the hierarchy of the sciences. Comte did not
envisage government by men of ethical superiority or refined artistic
sensibility, as many of the romantics proposed. It was to be government by
experts, a technocracy. Comte himself, of course, stood ready to assume the
topmost role. He did not say what should be done during those periods of
insanity in which he would regress from positivist enlightenment into the
mists of metaphysics and theology. Perhaps if he had addressed himself to
this problem, he would have made an important contribution to the political
theory of totalitarian dictatorship.

As noted above, Comte had great hopes for the role of the proletariat in
establishing the positivist society, and he spoke of the complaisance with
which they would play their role in it once it had been established. In due
time the scientists and technologists of the new society would create a new
species of man requiring little nourishment, reproducing without sexual
intercourse, and otherwise more suited than Homo sapiens to citizenship in
positivist society (like the new species of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New
World), but in the meantime the positive philosophers would have to deal
with man as he is, and it was only realistic to recognize that the proletariat
might not in fact accept their subordinate status without complaint. The
stability of the new society would require careful and skilful management of
the proletarian mind. To achieve this Comte proposed the creation of a new
Church, which would properly indoctrinate the lower levels of society in
what he called ‘the Religion of Humanity’.

Comte himself was an atheist, and had been so since the age of thirteen,
when he rejected Catholicism, but he appreciated the power of religion as a
means of social control. In the outline of his proposed Religion of Humanity
he reproduced many features of Catholicism—a trinitarian focus of worship,
priestly mediation, vestments, sacraments, hymns, catechisms—designed to
produce awe and veneration, and an uncritical acceptance of doctrine. The
priests were to be positivist sociologists, free of any illusions concerning the
transcendental claims of the religious doctrine, but appreciative of the power
of propaganda, and skilled in the use of it. In all this he was repeating and
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elaborating upon the argument of Plato, who, living also in a time of social
disorder, proposed the reconstitution of Athens as an autocracy under the
leadership of a philosopher-king and, recognizing that those in the lower
ranks would have to be persuaded to accept their inferior status, advised the
construction and promulgation of a religious myth to justify the position and
power of the elite. ‘A high value must be placed upon truth’ (says Plato’s
protagonist in the Republic); ‘falsehood is useful to men only as a medicine
and, clearly, the use of medicine must be confined to our doctors.” The
ordinary citizen must be truthful at all times but, for the ‘guardians’ of
society, a great ‘noble lie’ is permitted because it is necessary to ensure
obedience and social order. The sacrifice of truth to power by intellectuals
who are certain that they know what is best is no new development; it has
been a prominent element in Western political philosophy since its
beginnings in ancient Greece.

C. THE INFLUENCE OF POSITIVISM

The reader cannot have failed to notice that the writer has a low opinion of
Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte. This is generally shared by the mainstream
of academic social scientists in the West, though some students of the history of
sociology might say that I have been over-zealous in noting the bizarre and
foolish features of their thought and have not given sufficient credit to their
constructive contributions in emphasizing the unity of social systems and the
role of social institutions as intermediaries between the individual and society
as a whole. Historians of social science, whether hostile or sympathetic to
French positivism, agree that its impact upon modern social thought has been
very large, and some discussion of this is indispensable in any effort to sketch
the main outlines of the history and philosophy of social science. In order to
examine the impact of early French positivism I will differentiate between its
influence on social and political philosophy, and its influence on the
substantive content of academic or professional social science. No line of hard
demarcation can be drawn between such matters but we will proceed to
discuss the influence of French positivism by focusing upon each in turn.

If South America had been more important in nineteenth-century social
thought than it was the historian would have to direct his attention there,
since positivism became especially popular among intellectuals who opposed
the role of the Catholic Church in Latin American society. But social ideas
are much less cosmopolitan than scientific discoveries. The general
importance of propositions in social philosophy, and even in social science,
depends greatly on the language in which they are expressed and the country
of their provenance. In the mid-nineteenth century no social philosophy
could have wide influence unless its language was French, German, or
English, and its protagonists lived in France, Germany, Great Britain, or,
increasingly, the United States.
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The main initial impact of positivism was not in France, its place of origin,
but in England. An extraordinary number of the leading figures of English
intellectual life were attracted to Saint-Simon and later to Comte. Thomas
Carlyle translated some of Saint-Simon’s writings so that they could work
their benefits more easily upon the English, who, then as now, did not trouble
to learn other European languages. Harriet Martineau, whom we met in
Chapter 10 as the publicist of laissez-faire, abridged and translated Comte’s
Cours. George Eliot, the great Victorian novelist and essayist, considered
herself a positivist. Her common-law husband G.H.Lewes, editor, critic, and
distinguished biographer of Goethe, wrote a book on Comte’s philosophy of
science and a number of others expounding it and applying it to philosophical
and social questions. John Morley, biographer of Voltaire, Rousseau,
Cromwell and others, and editor of the influential Fortnightly Review, played
an active role in the English positivist movement. George Grote, the author of
a twelve-volume History of Greece (1846-56) which became a classic of
historical scholarship, was a Benthamite but was also greatly impressed by
Comte’s writings. So also was John Stuart Mill, who referred to Comte in the
most favourable terms in his book on the philosophy of science, A System of
Logic (1843), promoted the reading of the Cours among the members of his
intellectual circle, corresponded extensively with Comte, and arranged
financial assistance by English admirers when he lost his position as examiner
for the Ecole Polytechnique. The presence of Grote and Mill in this list appears
to support a connection between positivism and utilitarianism, but not on
closer examination, since, like numerous others who admired Comte, they
distinguished between his philosophy of science and his social philosophy and
made it plain that their endorsement was confined to the former.

None of the persons cited above held a position in a British university, but
the main centre of English positivism was in fact there, and specifically at
Oxford. A group of positivists gathered at Oxford under the leadership of
Richard Congreve. In addition to Comte and Congreve they were inspired
also by Thomas Arnold, who had founded the great English ‘public’ school,
Rugby, as a forcing-house to train an elite to govern England, and who, in his
brief tenure as Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford, had taught
that nations are like organisms and history is the science that investigates the
laws of their development.

Comte himself, disappointed at the little notice that was taken of him in his
native land, was delighted with his success in England, began to dream that the
positivist new order would commence there, and offered advice and counsel to
his English disciples. Mid-Victorian England provided the most hospitable
climate in Europe for the direct reception of positivist ideas. Comte’s followers
included persons of high distinction in English intellectual circles and some who
were prepared to dedicate their full energies to the promotion of positivism—
Congreve, and his student, Frederic Harrison, most notably. But despite such
auspicious beginnings, positivism did not take firm root in English political life.
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Its influence did not spread much beyond a small group of middle-class
intellectuals, Congreve founded the London Positivist Society in 1867 as the
evangelical arm and central administration of the movement. That year became
one of the great milestones of English political history, but for a different
reason, the passage by Parliament of the second Reform Bill, which greatly
broadened the electoral franchise and placed England firmly on the course of
fully participant democracy. Comte’s hope that a new political era would be
brought into being by the union of the proletariat and positivist philosophers
was not realized. The English positivists met in London to celebrate a great
Festival of Humanity in 1881 but this proved to be a vain attempt to establish
the movement as a significant political force. It virtually disappeared from view
shortly thereafter, though, at Oxford University, Comte’s influence continued
to persist even into the twentieth century (see Alon Kadish, The Oxford
Economists in the Late Nineteenth Century, 1982). Looked upon in retrospect,
the English positivist movement of the Victorian period strikes one as a rather
strange aberration in England’s intellectual history.

In support of the contention that French positivism had a great impact
upon modern social and political philosophy we must look elsewhere, to
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels and the development after them of what is
now called ‘Marxism-Leninism’. The similarities between the thought of
Saint-Simon and Comte and that of Marx and Engels have been noted
occasionally in this chapter and will become more evident in our study of
Marxian theory in Chapter 13. As a revolutionary movement Marxism
succeeded in constructing an effective union of proletariat and intellectuals.
In Lenin’s What is to be Done? (1902) we find a restatement of the positivist
view of the dynamics of history and a recognition, similar to Comte’s, of the
special role in it that must be played by a small cadre of intellectuals who are
both firmly dedicated to the doctrine and expertly skilled in the art of
manipulating the masses. The tracing of philosophic influences is subject to
much uncertainty, since ideas that are highly similar or even identical may
have been arrived at independently. Marxism might have arisen and
developed as it did even if Saint-Simon had been called to the guillotine and
Comte had been successful in attempting to drown himself in the Seine. But
I leave this matter without further comment, since it raises large and difficult
questions that we cannot enter into here: the assessment of historical
causation and the role of ideas in the evolution of human society.

The influence of French positivism on the development of the social
sciences is only somewhat less problematic. Concerning sociology, there is
considerable disagreement as to when it can be said to have originated, and
many modern sociologists regard Comte as only the one who named, not the
one who founded, the discipline; with even less credit awarded to Saint-
Simon. There is considerable difference, however, in how sociology is
practised today in different countries and there is corresponding difference
of view on the role of French positivism in its history.
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In France itself, Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) is considered the key figure
in the development of sociology, and this view is shared by some English and
American sociologists. Durkheim was the first French academic sociologist,
teaching initially at the University of Bordeaux and later at the Sorbonne in
Paris. He founded and edited L’Année Sociologique, a journal whose
importance in the development of European sociology was very large. But it
is not clear how much Durkheim’s sociological thought owes to Saint-Simon
and Comte. Some writers view Durkheim as virtually a conduit by which
their ideas were embodied in later sociology, while others treat their
influence upon him as a youthful enthusiasm which he later rejected. The
editor of the English translation of Durkheim’s Socialism and Saint-Simon
(1958), Alvin W.Gouldner, regards him as engaging in a ‘deep-going
polemic’ against Comte in his major works, while Anthony Giddens regards
Comte’s influence upon Durkheim as fundamental (‘Positivism and its
Critics’, in Tom Bottomore and Robert Nisbet, eds, A History of Sociological
Analysis, 1978). We have already noted that the organicism of Saint-Simon
and Comte was adopted by Durkheim, and the importance of it in his
thought will be evident when we come to study Durkheim’s sociology in
Chapter 15. But Durkheim made no use of Comte’s theory of history, the law
of the three stages, or the hierarchy of the sciences.

In English and American sociology the influence of French positivism has
been less than in France. Sociology as an independent academic discipline
hardly developed at all in England until the mid-twentieth century, owing in
part no doubt to the low repute with which the English positivists came to be
regarded. In England, therefore, the influence of positivism on sociology was
negative, slowing its development. Today the names of Saint-Simon and
Comte are noted favourably by some English sociologists, but only those
who consider themselves Marxists. In the United States, where quantitative
sociological research had its beginnings, the influence of French positivism
has been small. Lester EWard (1841-1913), a botanist and geologist turned
sociologist, was an avowed admirer of Comte. He shared Comte’s view of
the need for a science of society that would be the queen of all the sciences to
serve as a guide for the wholesale regeneration of the social order, ending the
anarchy and individualism of capitalism. Ward was elected president of the
newly founded American Sociological Society in 1906, but his work shortly
thereafter fell into almost total neglect by sociologists. A stronger candidate
as founder of modern American sociology is Albion W.Small (1854-1926),
who was appointed to the first Chair in sociology at an American university,
the newly established University of Chicago, in 1892, where he built a
department of outstanding quality and long influence on American
sociology. He founded in 1895, and edited for thirty years, the American
Journal of Sociology, the leading academic journal in the discipline. Like
Ward, he was critical of capitalism, and the influence of Marx upon him is
evident, but he was hostile to French positivism and criticized Ward for
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promulgating the ‘myth’ that American sociology is indebted to Comte. In
Small’s view, sociology began with Adam Smith’s social psychology in his
Theory of Moral Sentiments. Small’s methodology was, however, like
Ward’s, non-quantitative, and his influence upon modern sociological
research was negligible, despite his prominent role in establishing sociology
as an independent academic discipline. The country where French positivism
has had, and continues to have, the largest impact on academic sociology is
the Soviet Union, where the task of the sociologist is regarded as furnishing a
comprehensive view of (mainly capitalist) society as a whole and the further
delineation of the laws of history. This style of sociology, the Grand
Sociology as I have called it, owes its immediate inspiration in the Soviet
Union to Marx, so any assessment of its debt to French positivism depends
on one’s view of Marx’s debt to Saint-Simon and Comte.

Saint-Simon and Comte were writing before the development of the
various social sciences, but there was one that was already recognized as an
established discipline: economics, or ‘political economy’, as it was then
called. The question of the influence of French positivism on economics
therefore deserves some brief notice.

Saint-Simon knew very little about classical political economy. One
commentator on him remarks that he left this branch of social science to
Comte. But Comte was not interested in the subject, either. In all his
voluminous writings there is no extended discussion of any of the topics
considered in Chapter 9 above and it is likely that he knew little, if anything,
about the classical theories of value, rent, population, international trade, or,
despite his central interest in the laws of historical evolution, the Ricardian
theory of economic development. Without knowing its specific content,
Comte was hostile to classical political economy, becoming more extreme in
this as his aversion to market capitalism grew more intense. In line with his
view of the unity of all science he objected to the classical economists’ efforts
to construct an independent science of economics and especially their use of
the concept of ‘economic man’, which divorced economic activities from
their social and cultural context. The new premier science of sociology
would include economics within a general theory of society without
bothering itself about unimportant matters such as the formation of market
values, international trade, and suchlike. There is some similarity between
Comte’s view of economics and that of J.C.L.Simonde de Sismondi (1773-
1842), whose Nouveaux principes d’économie politique (New Principles of
Political Economy, 1819) was a sweeping attack on Ricardian economics,
but there is not much evidence that Comte was directly influenced by
Sismondi. Following Comte’s lead, the English positivists adopted as an
important part of their programme the combating of what they considered
to be the deleterious influence of classical political economy on English social
thought. Their efforts in this regard may have had some influence upon the
development of the study of economic history in England (and America),
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which, until quite recently, was dominated by scholars who were hostile to
the analytical modelling of orthodox economics and eschewed the use of
economic theory in their work.

Aside from its influence upon economic historians and on those who
described themselves as institutionalists or social economists, the impact of
positivism on economics was negligible. The mainstream of the discipline
continued to employ the methodology established by Ricardo. John Stuart
Mill, as we have seen, was sympathetic to Comte and made very favourable
reference to him in his book on the philosophy of science, A System of Logic
(1843), but it is difficult to find any influence of Comtean philosophy in his
Principles of Political Economy (1848), which dominated the study of
economics in England and America until the end of the century. J.E.Cairnes,
second only to Mill in later classical economics, launched a frontal attack
upon Comte in the Fortnightly Review in 1870. This was answered by
Frederic Harrison on behalf of the positivist movement, but the mainstream
of economists sided with Cairnes.

One of the striking features of modern social science is the difference
between economics and sociology in their approach to the investigation of
social phenomena. Some sociologists, including Albion Small in the last
century and Dennis Wrong and Jonathan Turner recently, have described
sociology as originating in protest against the methods and content of
traditional economics. Raymond Aron attributes the continuing hostility
between sociologists and economists in French universities to the acceptance
by the former of Comte’s view that economic theory is excessively abstract and
makes an unacceptable separation of economic matters from other social
phenomena. It is doubtful that this is due to Comtean positivism as a
philosophy of social science, but it is undeniable that modern economists and
sociologists do not have a high opinion of each other’s discipline, and this is
not confined to France. Students majoring in sociology in American
universities are not required, or even encouraged, to take courses in
economics, nor are students in economics advised to study sociology. Modern
sociology and economics are both strongly empirical and stress the use of
sophisticated quantitative methods, but economists regard sociology as too
descriptive, verging on raw empiricism, while sociologists find economics too
boldly theoretical, verging on metaphysics. This may owe something to
sociology’s positivist origins and the connection of economics with
utilitarianism but, in my view, it is mainly due to the fact that economics
continues to be quite severely reductionist and embraces methodological
individualism as a fundamental principle of science, while sociology is more
holist and emphasizes the emergent properties of social associations. Given a
set of data showing, say, that the allocation of family income to different uses
(the proportion spent on housing, food, entertainment, etc.) differs for families
of different incomes, the sociologist is likely to interpret it as evidence that
different social groups or classes have different styles of life, while the
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economist would say that it shows that different commodities and services
have different ‘income elasticities of demand’. The sociologist considers that
he has found an explanation of differences in behaviour in social
differentiation and stratification, while the economist clings tenaciously to the
view that all people are basically the same. When E.Scott Fitzgerald remarked
to Ernest Hemingway, ‘The rich are different from us,” he was thinking like a
sociologist, and when Hemingway replied, ‘Yes, they have more money,” he
was expressing the economist’s point of view.

Attempts to unite sociology and economics have been made by
institutionalist economists and social economists and by modern sociologists
who employ the ‘exchange’ paradigm of social behaviour. With only a little
stretching, we could interpret John Stuart Mill’s emphasis upon institutional
arrangements in his Principles of Political Economy and his hope that a
scientific study of the formation of human character (‘ethology’ he called it)
would one day be developed, and Alfred Marshall’s emphasis upon the
sociological character of the demand side of the market and his expectation
that economic theory could be developed into a comprehensive science of
‘economic biology’, as steps towards, and encouragement for, the union of
economics and sociology. But, again, we must turn to Marxism for the most
important attempt to forge such a union. Marx’s analytical economics
continued in the tradition established by Ricardo, as we shall see in the next
chapter, but Marx viewed economics in a much broader context. Ricardo’s
theory of economic development does not have the cosmic character of Marx’s
theory of history or the import of his ‘laws of motion of capitalism’. Marx’s
broad perspective can be regarded as an attempt to construct a comprehensive
theory of society through a union of the sociology of Saint-Simon and Comte
and the economics of Ricardo (freed of its utilitarianism and individualism).
The attempt to find an emulsifying agent for this intellectual oil and water
remains a central concern of modern Marxist social science.

D. FRENCH POSITIVISM AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF SCIENCE

Despite their reverence for science and their emphatic insistence that the
study of social phenomena must be scientific, neither Saint-Simon nor Comte
discussed any aspect of epistemology in more than a superficial way, and it is
not possible to synthesize a coherent philosophy of science from their
writings. Modern interpreters of French positivism are sometimes boldly
assertive in describing and evaluating its philosophy of science, but this is
sustained by focusing on some aspects of Saint-Simon’s and Comte’s work
and disregarding others, or by insistence on fitting it into the author’s own
procrustean bed of historical interpretation. Some interpretations take at
face value Saint-Simon’s and Comte’s demand that the methodology of
investigation must treat reality as objectively existent, independent of our
preconceptions, and construe French positivism as a continuation of



302 History and philosophy of social science

eighteenth-century empiricism. But it must be plain from our survey of Saint-
Simon and Comte in this chapter that the tradition of empiricism in the
philosophy of science and French positivism are poles apart; whatever
similarity they possess is confined to Saint-Simon’s and Comte’s rhetorical
exhortations and is not evident in their own methodological practice. The
fact that they did not follow their own epistemological precepts does not, in
itself, disqualify Saint-Simon and Comte as philosophers of science but it
means that we cannot resort to their writings to amplify and clarify their
epistemological views.

The lack of any direct discussion of the epistemology of science in the
writings of Saint-Simon and Comte hampers any effort to identify their
philosophy of science as a prescriptive norm but it is of some historical
significance none the less. Along with many other writers of their time, and
since, Saint-Simon and Comte did not consider it necessary to delineate the
principles of scientific investigation, since they regarded words like ‘science’
and ‘scientific’ as being, in themselves, complete and unproblematic
designations of those principles, not requiring further amplification. The
historical significance of French positivism in this connection is that it
contributed greatly to the tendency to use the words ‘science’ and ‘scientific’
as encomiastic labels for one’s own doctrine, irrespective of its content.
Today we see terms such as Scientific Socialism, Christian Science, Scientific
Creationism, Scientology, the Science of Astrology, Spiritual Science, and
more; any and all points on the modern intellectual compass can be
described as ‘science’.

Throughout the preceding chapters of this book we have seen the powerful
influence upon Western thought of the development of the physical sciences.
Not only did this make possible the separation of social investigation from
theology and ethics, and its release from the control of established religious
and political authority, but it provided methodological inspiration as well. A
listing of early social scientists who aimed to follow the epistemological
footsteps of classical astronomy and physics is almost identical to a complete
roster of the important names, and only moderately smaller is the number
who explicitly described themselves as the Galileos or Newtons of social
science. In this respect, Saint-Simon and Comte were merely following a well
established tradition, but their invocation of ‘science’ shows graphically that
it is not at all clear what is meant by contending that social investigation
should be patterned after the physical sciences. It may be useful here to
anticipate some epistemological issues that cannot be fully appraised until our
survey of the history of social science is more complete. In saying that the
study of social phenomena must follow the lead of the physical sciences a
number of different propositions may be intended, as follows.

1. The most simple-minded view is that the social sciences should imitate
the methodology of the natural sciences in an uncritical fashion. When a social
scientist claims scientific credentials for his work by pointing out that in
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physics, or biology, or some other branch of natural science similar procedures
are employed, he is using natural science as the final norm of methodological
reference. This is not a defensible position, since it means that the credentials
of social science are derivative from the practice of natural science without
reference to its credentials. This resorts to the prestige of natural science, not
its epistemological foundations. Moreover, natural scientists work in a wide
variety of ways. The research methods of astronomy, organic chemistry,
ecological biology, and plate tectonic geology share little in common beyond
recognition that there is an objective world, and even this seems to fade from
view in some of the theories of modern physics. A social scientist with only
moderate ingenuity would have no difficulty in finding research work
somewhere in the natural sciences that is methodologically similar to his own.

2. A related view is that the natural sciences are quantitative, and social
investigation is scientific to the degree that it too is quantitative. But one
would not contend that falsified data have scientific merit, so this criterion of
science has to be referred to other criteria of good scientific practice, and
cheating is not the only procedure it forbids. Quantitative data, even
honestly obtained, may be meaningless or irrelevant. A vague qualitative
proposition may be more empirically germane than a precise numerical one.

3. In recent years, led by economics, social scientists have been
enthusiastic about the potentialities of mathematical modelling and
sometimes one hears the contention that the identifying mark of a scientific
proposition is that it can be expressed in mathematical language. This would
in fact rule out a great deal of the work of natural scientists, making the
remaining corpus of science rather small. Moreover, that corpus would not
necessarily be empirical, or even meaningful, since one can talk nonsense in
any language, including mathematics.

4. Among professional philosophers of science, a more common view
than any of the above is that there are valid general principles of
epistemology which are applicable to all fields of empirical investigation,
and the significance of the natural sciences is not that they themselves
provide the criteria of science but that they exemplify them most clearly. This
would be a powerful argument if there were even moderate agreement as to
what these general principles are, but philosophers of science today hold
many different views on this (see Chapter 18 A). The idea that there are
general principles of epistemology that are discoverable, though not yet
discovered, tends to degenerate into (1) above, since many philosophers
proceed in ways that seem to imply that those principles may be discovered
by analysing the research methods of natural science, especially physics. The
view that there are general epistemological principles applicable to both the
natural world and the world of human behaviour and social phenomena has
been hotly contested, most prominently by EA.Hayek, who has derogatorily
labelled this ‘scientism’ and traced it to Saint-Simon and Comte (The
Counter-revolution of Science: Studies in the Abuse of Reason, 1955).
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5. Another view of social science is that it can achieve true scientific status
only by basing itself substantively upon the findings of biology. Human
behaviour, and therefore social phenomena, are governed by man’s biological
constitution, runs this argument, and the social sciences must build their
models on foundations provided by biology. Comte seems to have held this
idea, which is implied in his ‘hierarchy of the sciences’, where biology occupies
the position immediately below sociology. In the current literature this view
has resurfaced in ‘sociobiology’, whose leading protagonist, Edward O.
Wilson (Sociobiology: the New Synthesis, 1975), has proposed, contrary to
Comte, that the study of human sociality should be made a sub-discipline of
biology, with its experts solidly trained in neurology and genetics.

6. Finally, in delineating the various propositions that are embraced by the
contention that social science should follow the lead of natural science, we
must note the comprehensive view that social phenomena are governed by
general laws and the task of the social scientist is to discover them. If we take
this a step further to the thesis that these laws are like those governing natural
phenomena in being spatially universal, temporally constant, and impervious
to any modification by human activity, we arrive at the central proposition in
Saint-Simon’s and Comte’s view of human sociality, its history, and its future.

Reviewing these six propositions, it is evident that the invocation of
‘science’ by the French positivists was based mainly on (6), and secondarily
on (4) and (5). I do not think that there is much ground for attributing (1),
(2), and (3) to them in any significant way.

Understanding the relation of early French positivism to the philosophy of
science has been muddied considerably by attempts to trace a connection
between the views of Saint-Simon and Comte and the modern school of
philosophy initiated by the Vienna Circle which, during the 1930’s, was called
‘logical positivism’. One can discern a certain affinity to early French positivism
in the manifesto of the Vienna Circle, published in 1929. This was drafted by
Otto Neurath, a sociologist. Neurath was a Marxist and played a role of some
importance in the development of the idea that, under communism, the market
system would be replaced by central planning and administration of economic
processes. This, as we have seen, was a notable feature of Comte’s vision of the
new social order, so, in this respect, Neurath may be regarded as linking this
conception of economic organization to modern Marxism. But this has to do
with social philosophy, not epistemology. Most of the members of the Circle
were logicians, mathematicians, philosophers, and physical scientists whose
common interest was in the philosophy of natural science. On that subject the
only similarity between them and Comte was their strong condemnation of
transcendental metaphysics and their plea for its replacement by ‘the scientific
conception of the world’. French positivism and logical positivism are two
distinct philosophies which happen to have the same name. The positive
philosophy initiated by the Vienna Circle, and its relation to the social sciences,
will occupy our attention in the final chapter of this book.



Chapter 13

The Marxian theory of society

Before we begin to examine the content of Marxian theory some terminological
clarification is necessary. The eponymous term ‘Marxian’ itself raises the
question of the role of Marx’s friend and collaborator, Friedrich Engels, in the
initiation and development of the ideas that are designated by it. Five years after
Marx’s death, Engels noted that, while he had had ‘a certain independent
share’, Marx was the leading member of the team and ‘could very well have
done without me’ (Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German
Philosophy, 1888). This modest assessment of his relationship with Marx has
been rendered questionable by recent historical research. It is now evident that
Engels had developed, in writing, some of the basic propositions of Marxian
theory even before his collaboration with Marx began in the fall of 1844. For
example, Engels’s ‘Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy’, which was
written in 1843, contains many of the ideas that are prominent in Marx’s first
writings on social science, now known as the ‘Paris Manuscripts’ (or by the title
under which they were first published, in the 1930’s, as The Economic and
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844). Before he met Marx, Engels had arrived at
the view that class conflict, due to society’s economic structure, is the prime
factor in social change. It was Engels’s insistence on this point that persuaded
Marx to shift the main focus of his scholarly work from philosophy to
economics. Throughout their forty-year friendship Engels played an important
part in the development of Marxian theory. The famous Communist Manifesto
(1848), for example, was composed in its final form by Marx but it was based
upon a manuscript written by Engels called The Principles of Communism’
(1847). If Engels had accepted Marx’s offer to include him as joint author of
Capital, there would perhaps be less neglect today of his role in the
development of Marxian theory among those who regard the economic
analysis presented in that book as the core of Marxian thought. Virtually all
Marx’s major work after 1844 was discussed with Engels and, even if there
were no explicit documentation on the matter, it would not be possible to
relegate Engels to a minor place in the development of Marxian theory.
Engels’s role in the promotion of Marxian theory was also important. His
numerous reviews of Volume 1 of Capital (with their authorship disguised)
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introduced it to a wide audience, especially in Germany. Engels’s own first
major work, The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845),
prepared the way for a favourable reception of the Marxian analysis of the
evils of capitalism and the view that communism is the only solution to the
social problems created by industrialization. One of his later works, Anti-
Diibring (1878), which he read aloud to Marx from the manuscript before
publication, contained an exposition of Marxian theory that exercised a
strong influence upon socialists and intellectuals, motivating them to a study
of Marx’s writings. Three chapters of this book were published as a
pamphlet, Socialism, Utopian and Scientific (1880), which was translated
into many languages and has probably been read by more people than any of
the other writings of Marx or Engels except the Communist Manifesto.

After Marx’s death Engels’s role became even more important. As Marx’s
literary executor he prepared the second and third volumes of Capital for
publication; he undertook to defend Marx from all critics; he became the
acknowledged authority on Marxian theory, to whom all disciples of Marx
appealed on doubtful or disputed points of interpretation. The period
between Marx’s death and Engels’s (1883-95) was exceptionally important
in the development of European socialist thought and Engels played the
leading role in the branch of it that drew inspiration from the Marxian
theory of society.

I do not mean to suggest that Engels was more important than Marx in
the origination or development of ‘Marxian theory’. It is only necessary to
point out that their separate contributions cannot be satisfactorily
disentangled, and T will not attempt to do so in this chapter. For literary
convenience I will often refer to “‘Marx’ when the ideas in question were
those of Engels as well. The term ‘Marxian theory’ will similarly refer to
Engels as well as Marx. (For a recent study of the role of Engels in the
development of the basic ideas of Marxian theory, see Terrell Carver, Marx
and Engels: the Intellectual Relationship, 1983.)

While it is not important, for the history of social science and social
thought, to distinguish between Marx and Engels, it is essential that their
ideas should not be fused with those of later writers who consider themselves
to be their followers. Over the past century, interpretations and extensions of
Marxian theory have been published in profusion, and many of them bear
only a tangential relation to the ideas of Marx and Engels. I cannot here
undertake to do more than make occasional reference to this literature. For
terminological clarity I shall use the words ‘Marxism” and ‘Marxist’ to refer
to the literature published since Engels’s death, and ‘Marx’ and ‘Marxian’ to
refer to the views expressed by Marx and Engels themselves.

Some Marxists hold that one must be a committed Marxist in order to
understand Marxian theory. This furnishes a convenient defence against
criticism, but lacks epistemological merit, being not unlike the proposition
that spirits appear only to those who believe in them. The reverse of this view
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is in fact more defensible: if one reads the Marxian literature with an
unshakable determination to agree, it is certain that one will not understand
it. Many bizarre distortions of Marxian ideas have resulted from such an
approach. But it is equally true that if one reads the Marxian literature for
the sole purpose of condemning it one will not understand it, either. In order
to comprehend Marxian theory, or any other body of ideas for that matter,
one must read critically. An appreciation of the weaknesses and flaws of any
theory is essential to understanding it. But one cannot criticize what one
considers to be nonsensical or diabolical; one can only call it names. In this
chapter I shall try to present Marxian theory as a coherent set of ideas. It will
be evident to the reader that I view much of Marxian theory as fatally
flawed, but my object is critical explanation, not condemnation. Marxian
theory and Marxism have exerted an enormous influence upon the history
and the philosophy of social science, and on social thought generally. I do not
disguise from the reader that I regard its influence as pernicious, but one
must study Marxian theory not, as Marx would say, to ‘settle accounts with
it’, but in order to comprehend an important part of the intellectual and
political history of the modern world.

A. KARL MARX AND FRIEDRICH ENGELS
1. Karl Marx (1818-83)

Karl Marx was born in the small German city of Trier in the Mosel valley,
not far from the borders of France and Belgium. His father, Heinrich, and his
mother, Henrietta, were of Jewish ancestry, with many rabbis in both their
family lineages. Heinrich Marx was a lawyer employed in the city
administration of Trier. When the city came under Prussian rule after the
defeat of Napoleon in 18135 his livelihood was threatened on account of the
Prussian law which prohibited Jews from occupying public posts or
practising the professions. He thereupon converted to Christianity. Marx’s
mother was reluctant to renounce Judaism and to break her family ties as her
husband had, and did not become a Christian until both her parents were
dead. Karl, the third of nine children, was baptized at the age of six and
confirmed at sixteen but he did not have a religious upbringing, either Judaic
or Christian, and there seems to have been only a brief period in his youth
when he was attracted to religion as a personal philosophy or ontological
outlook. An essay ‘On the Jewish Question’ written when he was twenty-
five, and numerous scurrilous remarks about Jews in his later works and
letters, have led some commentators to speculate that Marx’s hatred of
bourgeois society reflected the religious ambiguity of his childhood in the
household of Heinrich and Henrietta Marx, but posthumous psychoanalysis
of this sort is never more than marginally useful in the study of history.
Whatever his attitude to Judaism and Christianity may have been, it did not
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differ, in his mature years, from his view of all religions. He regarded belief in
God as illusory and all organized religions as repressive.

After schooling in Trier, where the curriculum emphasized classical
languages, Marx entered the law school of the University of Bonn. He spent
a great deal of his time drinking, duelling, and participating in student affairs
and his father decided, despite the fact that he did well in his courses, that he
should move to the University of Berlin. Marx found there a group of
students who were intensely interested in the philosophy of G.W.EHegel
(1770-1831) and the new literature of the German romantics, which soon
became an absorbing intellectual interest of his own. He was especially
influenced by Bruno Bauer, who developed an atheistic version of Hegelian
philosophy in his lectures and writings. Marx decided to work towards a
doctoral degree, with the aim of pursuing an academic career. Bauer moved
to the University of Bonn in 1839 and hoped to arrange for Marx to join him
in the philosophy department there. Marx obtained his doctorate in 1841
with a thesis on classical Greek philosophy, but shortly thereafter Bauer lost
his post at Bonn and this ended any real chance Marx had of securing an
academic appointment.

During the next seven years Marx was a journalist, writing for and editing
magazines in Bonn, Cologne, Paris, and Brussels. Early in this period he
became a committed socialist. The atheistic and socialistic stance of his
writings, as well as his fierce criticisms of governmental policy, attracted the
hostile attention of the authorities and he was summarily deported from
France and Belgium. He started a new paper in Cologne in 1848 but was
expelled again. Now married, with three children and a fourth on the way,
he moved to England, where he lived for the rest of his life. Marx’s friendship
with Engels dates from his period as a journalist. They met briefly in 1842
and their close association began with correspondence concerning Engels’s
‘Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy’, which was published in 1844
in the Deutsch-Franzosische Jabrbiicher edited by Marx. They spent a good
deal of time together during the next few years discussing philosophy and
economics and participating in radical political activities. As already noted,
they jointly wrote the Communist Manifesto in 1848. With the failure of the
European revolutions of that year, which they had hoped were the beginning
of a new social era, Marx and Engels both moved to England; Engels to
Manchester, where a branch of his family’s business was located, Marx to
London, where the library resources of the British Museum provided him
with the materials he needed for the research that occupied most of his time
during the rest of his life.

A major source of Marx’s income during the thirty-four years of his life in
England was Friedrich Engels. Engels was convinced that Marx’s scholarly
work was of great importance to the socialist movement and the future of
mankind. From the beginning of their association Engels supplied Marx with
funds and sought in other ways to enable him to pursue his researches. After he
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had established himself as manager of the family firm’s Manchester branch,
Engels’s income was quite high and, over the years, he gave Marx substantial
sums. Marx had other sources of income as well—contributions by other
admirers, inheritances, and earnings from his writings. From 1851 until 1862
he was a correspondent for the New York Daily Tribune and received a
substantial income from his contributions (about a quarter of which were
actually written by Engels). Between 1857 and 1860 he contributed sixty-
seven articles to the New American Encyclopedia (fifty-one of which were
actually written by Engels) at quite generous rates. Marx and his family lived
in London at a level that can be described as ‘comfortable middle-class’. They
were constantly in financial difficulties, periodically approaching crisis
proportions, but this was due to the fact that neither Marx nor his wife Jenny
had much ability to manage their resources, not to any serious lack of them.
Engels’s insistence on the importance of economics, and the great free-
trade debate of the early 1840s which demonstrated the political significance
of economic theory, motivated Marx to study the literature of political
economy. As early as 1846 he signed a contract with a publisher for a book on
the subject, but he made little progress until he settled in London three years
later. All Marx’s work on economics was subject to numerous delays while he
diverted his attention to other subjects. Not until 1859 did his first book on
economics, A Critique of Political Economy, appear in print. In the
meantime, in addition to his articles for the New York Daily Tribune and
other papers (about 700 in all), he wrote extensively on philosophy, history,
and politics. Marx did not regard these distractions from his economic
research as unwelcome, since economics was not the subject that engaged his
intellectual interest most strongly and, indeed, he found it rather tedious. As
early as April 1851 he wrote to Engels that he hoped soon to ‘be through with
the whole economic shit’. This was, however, only the first time that he would
give vent to similar views. The scope of his work on economics, however, kept
expanding as his studies proceeded and, in fact, he never completed it. The
Critique of Political Economy was only part of the first volume of what, by
1859, Marx planned to be a six-volume work. (The lengthy manuscripts that
Marx had written by this time but did not include in the Critique were first
published in 1939-41, and are now usually referred to as the Grundrisse, or
‘foundations’.) In the summer of 1865 Marx wrote to Engels, who was
constantly pressing him on the matter, that he was reluctant to publish any
part of what was now to be called Capital until the whole was finished but, he
said, it was almost done. Engels urged him to prepare the first volume for
publication, since the other volumes would quickly follow, and Volume I of
Capital was published in Germany in 1867. Following this, however, Marx
did little further work on economics. He fended off Engels’s urgings that the
rest of the book be sent to the printer, and hid the fact that it was far from
complete. Engels discovered this only after Marx’s death in 1883 when he
undertook to edit the manuscripts for publication. Volume II of Capital was
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published in 1885, but Volume III, on which depend some of the crucial
points in Marxian economic theory (which have been intensely debated down
to the present) was in very poor order and Engels was not able to construct a
publishable text until 1894. Engels intended to publish Marx’s lengthy studies
of the history of economic theory as Volume IV of Capital, but he did not
complete editing them before his death. The manuscripts were prepared for
publication by Karl Kautsky in three volumes under the title of Theories of
Surplus Value (1905-10).

Marx’s writing style was mixed. His philosophical work was written in
the obscure and convoluted style of Hegelian metaphysics. His economics
employed the abstract analytical modelling of Ricardo. By contrast with
both of these, Marx’s popular writing was direct, lucid, graceful, and
dramatic, and passages of this sort are to be found interspersed in the texts of
his ‘heavy’ works such as Capital. This stylistic mixture was probably of
some considerable significance in the development of Marxism as a modern
intellectual genre. Union of the fervour and drama of romanticism with the
power of scientific method and the insight of transcendental vision makes a
potent compound. In forging such a union Marx had no equal in the history
of social thought, before him or since.

2. Friedrich Engels (1820-95)

Friedrich Engels was born in the German town of Barmen (now Wuppertal),
near the Dutch border. His family were wealthy industrialists engaged in
textile manufacturing. Friedrich’s parents were staunch Protestants,
belonging to a strict Puritan congregation, and were intensely loyal to the
Hohenzollern monarchy. Young Friedrich was brought up to accept without
question the virtues of fealty to the God of Calvin and to the King of Prussia.
But question them he did, and quite early. Before he was well into his
twenties he had rejected not only Calvinism but all religions; and not only
the Hohenzollern monarchy, but all monarchy and, indeed, all governments
that exercised power by the privileged few over the mass of the people.
Engels attended the town school in Barmen and then the senior school in
the nearby town of Elberfeld, but he left school before graduating. His
parents apparently felt that working in the family business would modify his
rebellious disposition. It did not, and relations between him and his family
were always quite strained. There was no overt breach, however, and his
father was content, despite the increasingly embarrassing views and political
activities of his son, that he should be associated with the family business.
Engels never enrolled at a university but, while he was doing his military
service in Berlin in 1841, he attended some lectures at the university and
associated with the students, who were avidly discussing philosophical
questions. He became a Hegelian and a socialist. When his father proposed
to send him to work in the firm of Ermen & Engels in Manchester, he
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welcomed the opportunity to get away from Barmen and to visit England,
where, he was convinced, the social conditions produced by industrialism
were speedily proceeding to a revolutionary climax. His first major writing,
The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845), was based upon his
first-hand observation of working-class conditions and showed his
exceptional ability to write clear and powerful prose. During this period in
Manchester he began to study the literature of classical economics and
became convinced that a properly scientific economic analysis was a
necessary element in the promotion of the socialist movement. His ‘Outlines
of a Critique of Political Economy’, which led to his friendship with Marx,
was written during this first period in Manchester.

Engels did not enjoy business administration, though he was good at it. In
1844 he returned to Germany and spent the next five years in revolutionary
politics, during which his friendship with Marx was cemented. With the
failure of the revolutions of 1848 Engels decided to return to work at Ermen
& Engels in Manchester. He expected that the great revolution he and Marx
had predicted in the Communist Manifesto was not far distant, but in the
meantime it was necessary that Marx, whose scholarly ability he greatly
admired, should construct the new scientific economics that would reveal the
evils of capitalism and the inner contradictions that would lead to its
downfall. The biographer of Engels, W.O.Henderson, says that:

Engels worked in Manchester in an office which he detested not to oblige
his father but to secure a regular income in order to help Marx financially.
In his view it was imperative for the communist cause that Marx should
devote himself entirely to the study of economics. (Life of Friedrich
Engels, 1976, p. 201)

The great upheaval did not come, and Engels spent the rest of his life in
England. He wrote a great deal himself, and was active in socialist politics,
but he never altered his view that supporting Marx in his scholarly work was
to be his most important contribution to the future of mankind. He was
highly successful as a businessman and was able to send Marx regular
stipends and to respond to the repeated financial crises of the Marx
household. He did not marry, perhaps because he felt that he should not
incur family responsibilities that might take priority over Marx’s needs. He
lived with a former employee, Mary Burns, for many years, but they had no
children. In 1869 he was wealthy enough to retire, so he at last left the
Manchester factory and moved to London, where he took a house close to
Marx’s and spent the rest of his life promoting Marxian theory and, after
Marx’s death, editing the unpublished volumes of Capital.

Engels’s formal education ended without completing high school but he
was extremely intelligent and had an interest in scholarly and scientific matters
that went far beyond that of the typical political activist or, indeed, the typical
university graduate. He had an unusual talent for languages. At the age of



312 History and philosophy of social science

nineteen he offered to teach his sister Danish, Spanish, or Portuguese, and said
that he could understand twenty-five languages, including Turkish and
Japanese. He spent a great deal of time, especially in his fifties, studying
natural science and mathematics. His mathematics remained mediocre but he
succeeded in learning a great deal about the natural sciences and was familiar
with contemporary developments in numerous areas of them. His knowledge
of science was much greater than Marx’s, and he frequently furnished Marx
with information and advice on scientific matters. Military science and
military history were of special interest to Engels, going well beyond the view
he sometimes expressed that these studies would prove useful in the
forthcoming revolution. He wrote extensively on military topics, his many
articles appearing in papers, journals, and encyclopaedias in England,
Germany, and the United States. He was ‘one of the few civilians in the middle
of the nineteenth century who became an acknowledged master of the theory
of warfare and an authority on the technique of armed insurrection’
(Henderson, p. 415). In 18435, chafing at his life in Manchester, Engels tried to
obtain a post on the London Daily News as a writer on military topics but the
editor decided that his work was too professional for the readers of the paper.
After his retirement from Ermen & Engels in 1869 he spent a great deal of time
on military journalism. His intimate friends called him ‘the general’. Marx’s
and Engels’s political and economic writings continually use military
metaphors in the description and analysis of social phenomena, as does the
modern Marxist literature. This is probably due mainly to the importance of
the notion of class struggle in Marxian theory, but it may also owe something
to Engels’s interest in military science and military history.

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, Engels cannot be regarded as a
figure of minor, or even secondary, significance in the development of Marxian
theory. Engels without Marx may have achieved only a small place in the
history of social thought, but Marx without Engels might well have achieved
no more. The importance of Engels was not merely a matter of financial
support for Marx, but of substantive significance in determining the direction
and content of Marxian theory. When he was in Germany supervising the
publication of Volume I of Capital, Marx wrote to Engels saying that ‘it has
lain heavily upon my conscience that your wonderful powers should have gone
to rust in the world of business mainly on my account’ (Henderson, p. 400).
But it may be doubted that Engels’s powers went to rust in Manchester; their
undiminished strength and keenness were evident in his own writings such as
Anti-Diibring, and in the pages of Marx’s Capital itself.

3. The problem of interpretation

Some commentators on the writings of Marx and Engels find them so filled
with ambiguity that no coherent interpretation is possible—or any
interpretation is possible. Others contend that there is a tightly organized basic
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model in their writings which, when explicated and understood, will show that
all the various parts of their thinking, even those that seem to contradict one
another, are linked together in coherent unity. The discussion of Marxian
theory in this chapter will lean towards the latter view, but not to the extent of
attempting to resolve all ambiguities, which can only be done by shaving and
bending Marx and Engels to fit a mould of one’s own making. In his preface to
Volume III of Capital, Engels urged that one should study the works of an
author ‘above all without reading anything into them that they do not
contain’. This is a difficult precept to follow, but it is good advice none the less.
Before we begin to examine the content of Marxian theory, however, it is
worth taking a few moments to consider why the problem of interpretation is
encountered to an especially great degree in the writings of Marx and Engels.

First we must note the extraordinary volume and range of the Marxian
works. The collected German edition of Marx’s writings alone, which is not
entirely complete, runs to thirty-nine volumes. A Marx-Engels bibliography
published in 1956 (Maxmilien Rubel, Bibliographie des oeuvres de Karl Marx,
avec en appendice un répertoire des oeuvres de Friedrich Engels) lists 901
items. These cover subjects that would today be classified as philosophy,
history, political science, economics, sociology, psychology, anthropology,
natural science, military science, and literature. Various items now considered
of great importance were not accessible until many of the unpublished works
were printed in the 1930s. It is not surprising that different interpretations of
Marxian theory can be reached by emphasizing different writings. In
particular, the publication of Marx’s Paris Manuscripts, written in 1844, has
led to a reinterpretation of Marxian theory that is important in assessing its
place in the history and philosophy of social science. At the time these
manuscripts were written Marx had not read much of the literature of classical
political economy. He was, clearly, not very familiar with the work of David
Ricardo, whom he later recognized as the leading classical theorist. The
greater part of the manuscripts deals with philosophical matters and social
psychology, especially the issue of ‘alienation’. Some modern interpreters of
Marxian theory place their main emphasis upon the Paris Manuscripts,
heavily discounting the importance of economic theory, and arguing that there
is a great deal of difference between the ‘young Marx’ who was a ‘humanist’
and the ‘older Marx’ who constructed nomological economic models like
those of Ricardo. The reader will see that I do not follow that line of
interpretation in this chapter. There is no doubt that many of the basic
components of Marxian theory, such as its view of historical development and
its conception of the essential nature of capitalism, are present in the early
writings of Marx and Engels, but Marxian economics is a central pillar which
bears the weight of all the rest of Marxian theory. Marxian economics may be
incomplete without Marxian sociology and the Marxian theory of history, but
the latter two without the first would be, as the saying goes, like a production
of Hamlet edited to eliminate the role of the Prince.
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Even if one regards economics as central to Marxian theory, interpretive
differences do not disappear. Some scholars regard the unpublished
manuscripts known as the Grundrisse as equal in importance to Capital, or
even more. Clearly, Marx did not so regard them, since he did not publish
them. But, as we have noted, he did not complete all of Capital either, and
there are important differences between its volumes. Volume I, for example,
has much in it that reflects Marx’s interest in German idealist philosophy,
while Volumes IT and IIT are severely disciplined to the construction of
economic models. How much of this was due to Engels’s editing of Marx’s
manuscripts is an issue not yet examined fully by scholars.

There are also semantic problems. The English translator of Marx’s Paris
Manuscripts, for example, notes that the German word Wesen can have
various different meanings and that Marx ‘frequently plays on’ two or more
of these, even in a single sentence. The English term ‘alienation’ is the
customary rendering of two German words of different meaning,
Entfremdung and Entaiisserung, which Marx sometimes used even in the
same sentence. In addition, the crucial economic terms ‘value’, ‘price’,
‘profit’, ‘subsistence’, ‘labour’, and so forth are subject to various
interpretations. A great deal of the modern literature on Marx consists of
semantic controversy which sometimes degenerates into the proposition that
the essence of capitalism is revealed in the meanings of certain words.

Finally, difficulties are presented by the fact that many of Marx’s and
Engels’s writings on theoretical matters are not presentations of their own
theories but critiques of the theories of others. For example, the Marxian
view of the nature of communism is not described in any systematic fashion
in their writings but can only be (vaguely) surmised from scattered
comments on views expressed by other socialists such as Proudhon, Diihring,
or Lassalle. It is easier to ascertain Marx’s and Engels’s views of others than
to determine their own, but the former is itself not easy, since their critical
writings frequently degenerate into invective and, though much of it is
brilliant as literature, the reader finds himself wishing for more use of simple
declarative sentences. Almost all the work of Marx and Engels was
polemical, and much of it was composed in connection with the fierce
disputes that punctuated the revolutionary politics of the time, making it
difficult to separate tactics from strategy, and both of these from social
science and philosophy, in the original Marxian literature.

At any rate, multiform interpretations of Marxian theory abound in the flood
of writing that has been produced since the death of Engels. Before Engels’s
death, and even before Marx’s, schools of Marxists were developing theories
that Marx and Engels themselves were anxious to disown. Many of the phrases
that are now commonly presented as capturing the essence of Marxian theory
were never used by Marx and Engels, and many of the arguments of modern
Marxists are conspicuously non-Marxian on any reasonable reading of the
original texts. Writing to Marx’s daughter Laura in 1890, Engels complained:
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For the past 2-3 years a crowd of students, literary men and other young
declassed bourgeois has rushed into the Party, arriving just in time to
occupy most of the editorial positions on the new journals...and, as usual,
they regard the bourgeois universities as a socialist staff college which gives
them the right to enter the ranks of the Party with an officer’s if not a
general’s brevet. All these gentlemen go in for Marxism, but of the kind you
were familiar with in France ten years ago, and of which Marx said: ‘All I
know is that T am no Marxist!” And of these gentlemen he would probably
have said what Heine said of his imitators: ‘I sowed dragons, and reaped
fleas.” (W.O.Henderson, The Life of Friedrich Engels, 1976, p. 645)

It is impossible to hope that one can present an exposition of Marxian theory
that would be generally regarded as ‘authentic’, but I will try in this chapter
to discuss its main elements without, as Engels advised, relying more on my
own inventiveness than the original texts.

B. HISTORY

In introducing the subject of French positivism in Chapter 12, we noted that
Saint-Simon and Comte lived in a Europe that was experiencing a rapid
transformation in its economic, social, and political life. By Marx’s time (he
was born fifty-eight years after Saint-Simon), this transformation was much
more advanced, especially in England. The handicraft system of production
and small-scale industry had given way to the large factory, employing
hundreds of workers within the walls of a single enterprise. Agriculture had also
been greatly affected by developments that created economies of scale, and
thousands of displaced farmers and farm labourers flocked to the new factory
towns to become part of the largest class in society, the industrial proletariat.
Two years before the Communist Manifesto was published, England repealed
the corn laws and embarked on a policy of free trade. In 1851 the Great
Exhibition was held in London, evidencing and celebrating the arrival of the
industrial age and the shifting of political power from the landed to the middle
class. The Second Reform Bill, which began the extension of the franchise to the
‘lower orders’, was passed the same year that Volume I of Capital appeared.

Intellectual developments were equally revolutionary. The admiration for
science was widened and deepened by the new technological marvels of the
age as well as by continued discoveries in pure science. Charles Darwin’s
Origin of Species, which undermined the last bastion of religious authority in
the understanding of nature, was published in 1859, the same year as Marx’s
Critique of Political Economy. The secular social sciences, especially
economics, were being accepted as belonging among the respected
intellectual disciplines. Academic philosophy took a different road,
especially in Germany, and, linking itself more to trends in the arts than in
the sciences, reasserted the primacy of metaphysics over epistemology.
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Some historians of Marxian theory view it as the set of ideas that links two
great events in the political history of Europe, the French Revolution of 1789
and the Russian Revolution of 1917. As part of modern intellectual history it is
also a link between or, perhaps more correctly, a synthesis of English classical
economics, French positivist sociology, German metaphysical philosophy, and
the utopianist political literature that flooded from the presses of Europe after
the destruction of the ancien regime in France. Marx undertook the
construction of a Grand Sociology, a comprehensive and unified model of
human sociality in all its aspects. Reflecting the heightened historical
consciousness of his time, he constructed his social science within a general
theory of historical development. Most of the Marxian social science writings
deal with the most recent stage of this evolutionary progression, the stage to
which Marx gave the name ‘capitalism’, but to understand these writings we
must first examine the Marxian theory of history and its conception of the
essential characteristics that distinguish capitalism as an historical stage.

1. The theory of history

History, for Marx, was not merely a temporal sequence of events that the
conscientious historian can describe, but events which may be explained, in
the way that the phenomena studied by natural science may be explained—
that is, by the discovery of the laws that govern them. The study of history
can be a scientific enterprise, and the historian can take his place among
scientists if he directs his attention to the underlying forces that control the
evolution of human societies. Every specific society behaves in accordance
with its own ‘laws of motion’, but these reflect the operation of more general
laws that govern all human history. These specific and general laws, if
correctly grasped, enable the historian, like the natural scientist in his own
field, to predict the future course of social development. Marx saw no
conflict between Saint-Simon’s view that all history proceeds according to a
single plan and Herder’s emphasis upon the distinctiveness of different
societies. Capitalism evolves according to ‘the laws of motion of capitalism’,
just as feudalism followed its own laws, but there are universal elements in
all historical development, which must be discovered before the social
scientist can understand any specific society or type of social organization.

The idea that the historical evolution of human society conforms to a
general law had been expressed by Auguste Comte in his celebrated ‘law of
the three stages’ and, in the mid-nineteenth century, it was widely held by
those who felt that the investigation of social phenomena could be made
truly scientific. John Stuart Mill, for example, in explaining his ‘inverse
deductive method’ (System of Logic VI, X), observed that the factors that act
as the immediate causes of social phenomena operate within the conditions
of a given ‘state of society’. The analysis is incomplete unless this state is also
explained in terms of the operation of governing laws.
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The proximate cause [says Mill] of every state of society is the state of
society immediately preceding it. The fundamental problem, therefore, of
the social sciences, is to find the laws according to which any state of
society produces the state which succeeds it and takes its place.

Marx and Engels agreed that this is the ‘fundamental problem” and
addressed themselves to the task of discovering the laws of history, which, in
their view, required the adoption of a particular philosophical outlook, a
‘materialist conception of history’.

Like most young German intellectuals of the mid-nineteenth century,
Marx and Engels were greatly intrigued by the philosophy of G.W.E.Hegel.
Hegel’s basic philosophical view was that history is the progressive
development of what he called Geist, or ‘spirit’, to give it the closest
rendering that is possible in English. Marx and Engels accepted the Hegelian
view that there is a coherent and systematic scheme in historical evolution,
but they rejected his view that it is essentially spiritual in nature. They also
rejected Comte’s view that social evolution is fundamentally the progressive
development of man’s mental outlook, from the ‘theological stage’, through
the ‘metaphysical stage’, to its final maturation in the ‘positive stage’, and
Mill’s notion, derived from Comte, that the dominant factor in social
evolution is man’s knowledge and beliefs. In the materialist conception of
history, neither God’s will nor man’s ideas are fundamental. Society evolves
through stages, but the factors that are the basic constituents of each stage,
and those which result in a transformation from one stage to another, are the
‘material’ elements of social life which, in Marx’s and Engels’s view, are the
economic characteristics of production and its concomitant social
organization. The idea that the distribution of property ownership is the
basic determinant of political organization was clearly expressed by James
Harrington in the seventeenth century. The ‘stages’ conception of historical
development was anticipated by Adam Smith, Saint-Simon, and numerous
other late eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century thinkers. But it
was in Marxian theory that these ideas reached their full development as a
philosophical outlook and became the foundation of a grand edifice of social
science.

Despite the importance of the materialistic conception of history in
Marxian theory, no systematic exposition of it is to be found in the writings
of Marx or Engels. Among the fragmentary expressions of it, the most
succinct are in Marx’s preface to his Critique of Political Economy and in
Engels’s Anti-Diibring:

In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite
relations that are indispensable and independent of their will; these
relations of production correspond to a definite stage of development of
their material powers of production. The sum total of these relations of
production constitutes the economic structure of society—the real
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foundation, on which rise legal and political superstructures and to which
correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of
production in material life determines the general character of the social,
political and spiritual processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men
that determines their existence but, on the contrary, their social existence
determines their consciousness. At a certain stage of their development,
the material forces of production in society come in conflict with the
existing relations of production, or—what is but a legal expression for the
same thing—with the property relations within which they had been at
work before. From forms of development of the forces of production
these relations turn into their fetters. Then comes the period of social
revolution. With the change of the economic foundation the entire
immense superstructure is more or less rapidly transformed. (Karl Marx,
A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, preface)

The materialist conception of history starts from the principle that
production, and with production the exchange of its products, is the basis
of every social order; that in every society which has appeared in history the
distribution of the products, and with it the division of society into classes
or estates, is determined by what is produced and how it is produced, and
how the product is exchanged. According to this conception, the ultimate
cause of all social changes and political revolutions are to be sought, not in
the minds of men, in their increasing insight into eternal truth and justice,
but in changes in the mode of production and exchange; they are to be
sought not in the philosophy but in the economics of the epoch concerned.
(Friedrich Engels, Herr Eugen Diibring’s Revolution in Science, 111, 1)

In his criticism of Duthring, Engels asserted that it is a mistake to interpret
history, as most historians had done, as a struggle for political power and the
exercise of physical force. These are merely means to a more fundamental
end, the desire to acquire economic advantage, and to preserve it.

Since economic factors are fundamental in historical evolution, it follows
that the central social science is economics. The modern orthodox economist is
unlikely to demur, but an important difference between the economic theory of
the modern college curriculum and Marxian theory should be noted at this
point. Orthodox economics analyses both consumption and production, and
the economy is viewed through the perspective of a system of markets in which
‘demand’ factors and ‘supply’ factors interact. In a certain sense more
emphasis is placed on demand, since, in microeconomics, the use of labour and
other production factors is construed as responding to consumer demand, and,
in Keynesian macroeconomics, aggregate demand plays the central role in
determining the total volume of production. Marx’s economic analysis, by
contrast, continued, and increased, the emphasis of Ricardian theory on the
supply side of the market, and extended it beyond economics, to a general
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analysis of society and history. Whether we are considering Marxian
economics, sociology, or philosophy, or the Marxian view of capitalism, or its
preview of the future stage of communism, the main focus of attention is on
man’s work activities, the operation of the system of production, and the
relations between different classes in that system.

Marx and Engels distinguished four stages in the historical development of
human societies, each characterized by different technologies of production
and different class relationships, the latter reflecting the mode of use of the
factors of production and the form of ownership of them. The first stage,
Primitive Communism, was like Adam Smith’s ‘early and rude state’ in which
hunters and gatherers made use of communal natural resources with tools so
simple that they were not essentially different from a person’s clothing or
household goods. In short, there was no significant exclusionary private
property in the ‘means of production’ and, therefore, no class structure. Marx
described this stage as ‘communism’ because it was, in his view, a classless
society, a definitional criterion he consistently adhered to. With the second
stage, Slavery, there began the long odyssey of man’s social development,
characterized on the positive side by an increase in the ability to produce, and
on the negative side by the emergence of class differentiation, private property
in the means of production (including labour in this stage), and the
exploitation of one class by another. In the third stage, Feudalism, social and
economic organization was more complex, reflecting the development of more
advanced production technologies, but class and property relationships
remained essentially the same. So too in the fourth or current stage, Capitalism:
the propertyless labourer is no longer a slave or a serf, he sells his labour power
in a free market, but he is exploited none the less, and this exploitation cannot
end until yet another stage dawns, Advanced Communism, in which there is no
private property in the means of production and, therefore, no class
differentiation. In the Communist Manifesto Marx and Engels wrote:

The history of all past society has consisted in the development of class
antagonisms, antagonisms that assumed different forms at different epochs.
But whatever form they may have taken, one fact is common to all past
ages, viz., the exploitation of one part of society by the other. (Section II)

Capitalism is a system of class exploitation no less than slavery or feudalism.
One of the main objectives of Marx’s economic analysis is to show that this
has not been altered by the development of free markets, and to combat the
view of orthodox economists that exploitation is due to monopolistic
privileges and the restriction of competition. Under capitalism exploitation is
less obvious than under slavery or feudalism but it still exists, and in certain
respects is more intense.

The Marxian historical stages, one should note, are not classificatory
categories that the historian has constructed for heuristic purposes. Other
early (and later) stage theorists may have taken such an epistemological



320 History and philosophy of social science

view, but Marxian theory construes the stages metaphysically, that is, they
are regarded as essential properties of history itself. The study of history can
be scientific only if it focuses upon the stages of social evolution, because
history is the evolution of society through stages. The laws of history are not
invented by the historian, they are discovered by him. As we shall see, Marx
and Engels modified this view somewhat in their later work, putting forward
a teleological view of history which emphasized the inevitability of
communism more than the necessity of the various stages leading to it.

Marxian theory does not view each historical stage as static. Changes are
taking place in the society’s technology of production. The transformation
from one stage to another occurs when these changes have accumulated to the
point where the prevailing system of property ownership has become obsolete.
Exogenous and ‘superstructural’ factors such as geographic discoveries,
epidemic diseases, and dynastic conflicts have been mistakenly construed by
historians as the operative factors in historical evolution. In Marxian theory
the important factors are endogenous and concern the ‘base’ of the social
structure: the forces working within the social system that alter its mode of
production. Climactic events such as wars, and revolutions, may act, to use
Marx’s graphic expression, as the ‘midwife’ of social transformation, but the
new society has already developed within the ‘womb’ of the old. The birth of a
child is a discrete event, but it is only the end-product of a gradual
development, and it does not occur until the process is complete.

Certain ambiguities of Marxian theory on this point have given rise to a
large literature on its view of the nature of social transformation and the role
of revolution, and, especially since the Russian Revolution, on the question
whether the process can be accelerated to the point where most or even all of
an historical stage is skipped. Marx and Engels, in their roles as active
revolutionaries, found themselves in an ambivalent ‘position, which has
troubled many Marxists since. If one argues that history proceeds according
to laws that are independent of man’s autonomous actions, what is the point
of revolutionary activity? The doctrine that man is truly free when acting in
accordance with transcendent ‘necessity’ is difficult to accept. It may be
inspiring to believe that ‘history’ is on one’s side, but discouraging to be told
that one’s individual efforts and sacrifices count for nothing in the larger
scheme of things. If Marxist revolutionaries can influence events, why
cannot others? And, if they can, does this not mean that the laws of history
can be bent, or even broken? This threatens their status as metaphysical
propositions. Marxism is, of course, not the only doctrine that suffers from
the dilemma of determinism. All religions, in one way or another, force their
adherents to dodge between the horns of fatalism and freedom. V.I.Lenin
escaped this dilemma by simply calling the determinist features of Marxian
theory ‘economism’ and declaring it heretical (What is to be Done? Burning
Questions of our Movement, 1902), but it continues to be a serious problem
in the philosophical appraisal of the Marxian theory of history.
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The central problem in the materialist conception of history is that it
raises the issue of the role of non-‘material’ elements, such as ideas, and
political and social institutions, in the historical process. The Marxian
theory of history, like a great deal else in Marxian theory generally, was
originally developed as a critique of other views—in this case as a critique of
Hegel’s idealistic conception of history as the progressive realization of
Geist. In confronting Hegel, Marx and Engels asserted the opposite and, as
they so often did, expressed themselves in rather extreme and dogmatic
fashion. The passage quoted above from Marx’s preface to his Critique of
Political Economy was intended to summarize his reactions to Hegel’s
idealism. The quotation from Engels’s Anti-Diibring must, similarly, be read
in the light of Engels’s intention to combat Diihring’s emphasis upon the
historical importance of political factors.

Some interpreters of the Marxian theory of history construe it as a strictly
deterministic theory which contends that economic or, indeed, technological
factors are all-important, ideas and political phenomena being strictly
derivative from them. Others interpret the theory as only arguing that
economics and technology are more important than ideas and politics or that
the former sets limits on the scope of the influence of the latter. Still others have
convinced themselves that in Marxian theory history is not law-governed at all
but may be created by man’s autonomous actions virtually without constraint.
It is not possible to settle this question simply by reference to the writings of
Marx and Engels, since all these interpretations can find support there. Engels,
who had originally coined the term ‘the materialist conception of history’ in
1859, acknowledged later that he and Marx had not been sufficiently clear in
delineating its meaning and were therefore partly to blame for the excessive
emphasis on economic factors by some of the younger Marxists. In a letter
written in 1890 to Joseph Bloch he said:

According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately
determining element in history is the production and reproduction of real
life. More than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. Hence if
somebody twists this into saying that the economic element is the only
determining one, he transforms that proposition into a meaningless,
abstract, senseless phrase....

We make our history ourselves, but...under very definite assumptions
and conditions. Among these the economic ones are ultimately decisive.
But the political ones, etc., and indeed even the traditions which haunt
human minds also play a part, although not the decisive one. (R.C.Tucker,
The Marx-Engels Reader, 1972, pp. 640-1)

This letter, which is frequently quoted in the modern literature on Marxian
theory, does not clarify the issue much. It seems to say both yes and no to the
question whether the course of history can be significantly affected by
autonomous human choice and action. To say that certain factors are
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‘ultimately’ determinative can be interpreted as meaning that they are the
only factors of importance, or that they are not, depending on whether one is
focusing on the long run or the short.

The character of the Marxian theory of history—whether it is deterministic
and, if so, what the determining factors are—has been a persistent subject of
debate within Marxist circles as well as by non-Marxist scholars. With the
Russian Revolution the Soviet leaders took upon themselves the role of acting
as a Papal Curia in matters of Marxist doctrine. Lenin abandoned his criticism
of ‘economism’, rejected Karl Kautsky’s insistence on the importance of non-
economic factors in history, and embraced the economic determinist views of
Nikolai Bukharin, who was installed as the authoritative spokesman on
matters of doctrinal interpretation, Bukharin was executed during the Stalin
purges of the 1930s, but Stalin himself held fast to the view that history is
governed by unbreakable laws which operate independently of the will of man
(see his Problems of Socialism in the U.S.S.R.). Leon Trotsky, who eluded
Stalin’s reach for a time, came to the conclusion that the laws could be
modified so much as even to make the course of history reverse itself, with
retrogression to barbarism being as possible as Marx’s prediction of unilinear
progress to communism.

Part of the difficulty with the Marxian theory of history is that it is presented
as a scientific theory which explains historical events in terms of their
antecedent causes, and yet contains a substantial component of Aristotelian
teleology, which explains events in terms of the future state which is the
culmination of the line of development. What Aristotle called a “final cause’ is
subsequent to the events it controls. In Aristotle’s view, the embryological
development of an organism, for example, represents the operation of the
material factors as immediate causes but the whole process is governed by its
end or purpose, the ultimate emergence of a viable organism. In their anxiety to
construe history as meaningful Marx and Engels resorted to the Aristotelian
view, which Hegel had firmly embraced in his own theory of history, that the
meaning of historical events, and therefore the scientific explanation of them,
must be modelled in terms of the end-state to which they lead. Marx and Engels
rejected Hegel’s notion that this end-state was the full realization of Geist,
replacing it with their conception of communism. ‘Communism,’ says Marx in
the Paris Manuscripts, ‘is the riddle of history solved, and it knows itself to be
this solution.” Under the pressure of events, and the findings of historians,
Marx modified his theory of historical stages and the role of economic factors
but he continued to be confident that, whatever the immediate causes and the
particular patterns of historical events might be, the ultimate end of the process
is the realization of man’s full potential in a classless society. Most of his
scientific work was devoted to the analysis of capitalism. This will be the focus
of our examination of Marxian sociology and economics in sections C and D.
As a preliminary to it we will note his view of the characteristics which identify
capitalism as a distinct type of social organization.
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2. Capitalism as an historical stage

‘Modern capitalist production,” says Engels in his Anti-Diibring, 4s hardly
three hundred years old and has only become predominant since the
introduction of large-scale industry, that is, only in the last hundred years.’
Considering as they did that the downfall of capitalism was imminent, Marx
and Engels regarded it as a stage in historical development that would prove
to be much shorter than the previous stages. The reason for this is that the
endogenous forces of change in the capitalist system work with
extraordinary power and, as a consequence, the historical mission of
capitalism is completed with great rapidity. This mission (to use a term no
more grandiloquent than Marx and Engels were accustomed to employ) is to
accomplish such a great increase in productive powers that the stage of
communism inherits an economy capable of providing material plenty for all
and can devote itself to developing and fulfilling man’s higher aspirations.
The first pages of the Communist Manifesto are devoted to describing the
changes that have occurred since the beginning of the capitalist era and
include a striking statement concerning the great increase in productive
power that has been brought about:

The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created
more massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding
generations together. Subjection of nature’s forces to man, machinery,
application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam-navigation,
railways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for cultivation,
canalisation of rivers, whole populations conjured out of the ground—
what earlier century had even a presentiment that such productive forces
slumbered in the lap of social labour?

Marx and Engels speak here of the ‘bourgeoisie’, a term that was later
supplanted by the stage designation, ‘capitalism’. This, and Marx’s decision to
call his main work Capital, have led to some confusion which we should clear
up at this point. In orthodox economics the term ‘capital’ refers to the
artefactual means of production such as factories, roads, machines, etc., as
distinguished from ‘labour’ and ‘natural resources’ as factors of production. In
Marxian terminology, capitalism is not uniquely characterized by the use of
such ‘capital’ in the production process. Previous stages used capital, and the
stage of communism will be one in which there is such an abundance of capital
that there is little need for any further accumulation of such artefacts. The view
of some modern Marxists that communism will be a less technological and less
industrial society, with people content to receive the smaller material benefits
of a simpler economy, is not what Marx and Engels had in mind.

There is also some confusion over the identification of ‘capitalism’ with an
economy that employs the market mechanism as its primary system of
organization. This is due in part to Engels’s view of market processes as
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inherently chaotic and his assertion that under communism the co-ordination
of economic activities would be accomplished by a system of centralized
planning and administration. Despite this, Marxian theory is unclear on the
economic organization of communism, but whether it is viewed as a planned
economy or not, capitalism is not uniquely identified by the market system of
economic organization. Such a system is necessary because capitalism is an
economy in which the means of production are privately owned. But it would
also be necessary if all producing units were independent co-operatives, or
were owned by their workers, or even if they were all owned by the state (if
they were left free to make their own production decisions). In Marxian theory
the feature of capitalism that constitutes its essential characteristic is that
productive property is privately owned by a distinct class, the ‘bourgeoisie’ or
‘capitalists’, while another class, the ‘workers’, possess no appreciable means
of production that they can call their own. Capitalists, as owners of the means
of production, are the buyers of ‘labour power’, the workers live by selling it.
Capitalism therefore, like slavery and feudalism before it, is a class society. It
differs from them in that the labourer cannot be owned as property and he is
no longer bound by the rules of serfdom. He is free to sell his labour power to
whomever he wishes, but the only buyers are those who own the
complementary factors of production.

In Chapters 5 and 9 we saw that the Physiocratic model employed a class
structure (agriculturalists, artisans, landowners) that was defined in terms of
economic roles rather than in traditional political and religious ones, and
that the Ricardian model worked with similarly defined class categories
(labourers, capitalists, landlords). Marxian theory continued this economic
definition of class, but reduced the number of classes to two: capitalists and
labourers, those who own means of production and those who do not. Marx
and Engels were acute in perceiving that one of the great permanent changes
taking place in their time was the decline in the social, political, and
economic importance of land ownership. A strong theme in Marx’s Paris
Manuscripts is that the distinction between land and other forms of private
property, and between the landlord and capitalist classes, is fast
disappearing. Landlords and capitalists now form a single class, the owners
of the means of production. Whether these means consist of land or man-
made instruments is no longer important. (Thirty years later, in his ‘Critique
of the Gotha Programme’, Marx criticized the Lassalleans for failing to
recognize landowners as a distinct class, but his own economic analysis in
Capital dissolves them into the capitalist class.) The working class, which
under feudalism had certain rights to the use of land and other productive
factors, has been completely separated from them. The legal owners are no
longer bound by any traditional rules, and the workers have no rights other
than the right to sell their labour power as a commercial transaction. One
would not say that the slave-worker had ‘rights’, but under slavery, like
feudalism, there was a union of labour with other productive factors
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embedded in the institutional structure of society. Under capitalism all such
connection has been sundered. The freedom of the worker to sell his labour
power is simply a corollary of the fact that he has been alienated from the
means of production.

Under capitalism, then, two categorically distinct classes confront one
another, locked in an unresolvable conflict which becomes ever more severe
as economic development proceeds. The main object of Marx’s economic
analysis is to demonstrate that a capitalistic economy is a system that
perpetuates the exploitation of labour—more subtly than under slavery and
feudalism but, if anything, with increased intensity. In Engels’s ‘Outlines’
and Marx’s Paris Manuscripts the exploitive nature of capitalism is strongly
asserted, but no explanation is offered as to how this comes about in a
competitive economy with free labour. As we shall see, the explanation is
contained in Marx’s later development of the theory of ‘surplus value’,
which Engels regarded as his friend’s principal discovery in economics.

The reason why exploitation is less obvious under capitalism than under
slavery or feudalism, according to Marxian theory, is that the market
mechanism masks the significance of the ownership of the means of
production. Commodities are produced for sale rather than for direct use
and the prices at which they are exchanged in the market appear as relations
between the commodities, disguising the fact that they reflect the more
fundamental relations between the social classes. The task of economic
analysis is to penetrate beneath the surface phenomena of market prices to
reveal the conflict between workers and capitalists, which is the fundamental
characteristic of the system. The sociological character of capitalism is not
less important than its economics: it is a type of society in which all relations
between human beings have been reduced to commercial relations,
estranging men from one another, and from society in general. Labour power
itself has become a commodity, sold for a price in the market, and other
things ‘such as conscience, honour, etc.’, though not commodities in
themselves, ‘are capable of being offered for sale by their holders, and of thus
acquiring, through their price, the form of commodities’ (Marx, Capital
Book 1, p. 102). In the Communist Manifesto capitalism is described as a
system in which all the relations of human beings have been reduced to the
‘cash nexus’ of the market place, a phrase that Thomas Carlyle had coined to
express his abhorrence of the modern age. Engels praised Carlyle’s Past and
Present (1843) in his Condition of the Working Class in England (1845) and
wrote a favourable review of it for a German periodical. Long before Marx
had developed his economic theory of value and exploitation, he and Engels
were convinced that the sociological and psychological characteristics of the
capitalist system of ‘commodity production’ render it inimical to the proper
development of man as a social being. One can see the reasons for the debate,
which continues down to the present, over whether the fundamental core of
the Marxian theory of capitalism is its sociology or its economics.
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According to the Marxian theory of history, all past stages have proved to
be impermanent because of endogenous developments that created
‘contradictions’ between the ‘forces of production’ and the ‘relations of
production’. Capitalism will come to an end for the same reason. The concepts
enclosed above by quotation marks were not made entirely clear by Marx and
Engels. But, speaking generally, it seems that by ‘forces of production’ are
meant the technical components of the production system: its supply of factors
of production, including man-made instruments, its technological capacity,
and the productivity of its labour force. The ‘relations of production’ refer to
the organizational structure of the economy: its system of property ownership,
the ways in which productive labour is used, the methods by which production
decisions are made, and the mechanism that distributes the output of the
production process among the members of society. Greater difficulties are
encountered in trying to comprehend what Marx and Engels meant by
‘contradictions’. Some interpreters view this as the Marxian version of Hegel’s
conception of history as ‘dialectical’, which does not make it any easier to
understand. More concretely, it is the thesis that every system of economic
organization will, over time, become progressively incapable of
accommodating to the technical developments in production that are taking
place and thus act as a ‘fetter’ which restricts their further development. In
capitalism specifically, the factory system is a method of ‘socialized
production’, while the ownership of the means of production is still private.
This contradiction develops naturally, owing to forces working within the
dynamics of capitalism—which thus creates its own fetters. In the past, such
contradictions have been resolved through the emergence of a new stage in the
historical process, and a similar development will take place as capitalism
matures.

Note: Marxian historical theory and Darwinian evolutionism

Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species was published in 1859. It fell like a
bombshell upon the pious Victorian world and has since exerted an influence
upon the modern intellect second only to the doctrine of mechanism
enunciated by the philosophers and scientists of the seventeenth century.
Historians of the nineteenth century have discerned a variety of connections
between the Darwinian theory of evolution, the capitalistic economic
system, classical economics, Western political theory and social philosophy,
and the Marxian theory of history. Some of these connections will be
explored more fully below in Chapter 16, but it is useful at this point to note
the impact that the Origin had upon Marx and Engels.

Marx and Engels read the Origin soon after its publication and were very
enthusiastic about it. Writing to Ferdinand Lassalle in January 1860, Marx
said that ‘Darwin’s book is very important and serves me as a basis in natural
science for the class struggle in history’. Marx and Engels regarded the
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Darwinian theory as verification of their general conception of history and
especially their view of the competitive market economy of the capitalist
stage. Engels remarked in his ‘Dialectics of Nature’ (written in 1875-6) that
Darwin had unconsciously written a ‘bitter satire’ which showed that the
struggle for existence in the animal world had not been essentially modified
in human society, and would not be until the market system was replaced by
one in which ‘production and distribution are carried on in a planned way’.

Marx and Engels, however, were not totally favourable towards Darwin’s
theory. In a letter written in 1875 to Peter Lavrov, a Russian sociologist and
a leader of the populist Narodnik movement, Engels expressed objections to
the theory of natural selection as excessively Hobbesian, failing to give
proper weight to co-operative features that were evident even in the non-
human organic world. Marx and Engels were particularly hostile to
Darwin’s use of the Malthusian theory of population, which they detested so
much that they were averse to admitting its relevance anywhere.

Despite these caveats, Marx and Engels continued to regard Darwin’s
Origin with great favour. Engels, who was more interested in, and knew
more, natural science than Marx, was especially firm in his conviction, and on
at least one occasion persuaded Marx against supporting an alternative
theory of evolution (by one Pierre Tremaux). At the graveside of Marx in
1883 Engels declared that ‘Just as Darwin discovered the law of development
of organic nature, so Marx discovered the law of development of human
history’, and in his preface to the English edition of the Communist Manifesto
in 1888 he predicted that the Marxian theory of class struggle ‘is destined to
do for history what Darwin’s theory has done for biology’.

These are the bare facts—the view of Darwinism explicitly expressed by
Marx and Engels. Assessment of the affect of the Origin on Marxian theory
is more difficult. One modern historian, E.M.Urefia (‘Marx and Darwin’,
History of Political Economy, winter 1977), comes to the conclusion that
there is little similarity between Marxian and Darwinian theory and suggests
that the parallelism stated by Marx and Engels was mere puffery, aimed at
vicariously strengthening Marxian theory’s claim to scientific credentials
and to draw attention to it. Lewis S.Feuer (‘Marx and Engels as
Sociobiologists’, Survey, autumn 1977), however, argues that Darwin’s
Origin induced Marx and Engels to abandon the Hegelian concept of
dialectic, in favour of an evolutionary view of history which stressed the
gradual and cumulative nature of social change.

Since neither Marx nor Engels made more than brief occasional remarks
directly on the question, and the influence of evolutionary biology is not
specifically evident in their sociological and economic analysis, it is impossible
to arrive at any firm conclusion on the issue. By one of those ironies of which
intellectual history is full, it seems that the direction of influence may have
been mainly the other way round. Some modern biologists, most notably
Stephen Jay Gould (who regards himself as a Marxist), have attempted to
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revise the accepted scenario of organic evolution through the concept of
‘punctuated equilibrium’ (see his ‘Evolution as Fact and as Theory’, Hen’s
Teeth and Horse’s Toes, 1983). The thesis is that species tend to be stable over
a long time and are then transformed quite rapidly (in terms of geological time,
that is) to a new equilibrium that embodies the incremental changes that have
been accumulating in the old one. The similarity between this and Marx’s
theory of social contradictions and historical transformation is evident.

C. SOCIOLOGY AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

One of the most important features of Marxian theory is its emphasis on the
social nature of man—that he lives in a social environment, which is itself
composed of differentiated social groups, and that, as a mature individual,
he is the product of strong processes of enculturation. Though this was
stressed often by previous writers, most notably by Saint-Simon and Comte,
it did not constitute a fundamental element in any body of social analysis
prior to the development of Marxian theory. Classical political economy, as
we saw in Chapter 9, constructed a model of social organization based upon
the conception of man as a utility-maximizing individual. Marx followed
classical economics closely in his economic analysis, but even if we regard
Marxian economics as the central pillar of Marxian theory, our
understanding of that theory will be seriously incomplete unless its economic
analysis is viewed within the more general framework of its sociology.
Marxian theory is reductionist in the sense that it relies heavily upon
psychological propositions, but these are propositions in social psychology,
not, as in utilitarianism, propositions about man’s fundamental nature as an
autonomous individual. Marx repeatedly asserted that human consciousness
is a product of sociological factors (which, in turn, reflect economic factors).
His view of social organization as creating the individual, rather than
individuals creating social organization by their autonomous actions, is one
of his main points of departure from the classical model of a market
economy as a system of social co-ordination. The exchanges that take place
in markets are viewed by Marx as only superficially constituting value
relations between ‘commodities’; more fundamentally they represent the
social relations that exist between persons as members of social classes. The
Marxian ‘labour theory of value’ which we shall examine in section D is
designed not only to show how market prices are determined, but also to
reveal the nature of social class relationships, which, under capitalism, have
become much more covert than they were in previous historical stages.

1. Human nature and consciousness

In the Paris Manuscripts Marx makes numerous comments on human nature
which have given rise to a great deal of interpretive discussion, since they are
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not easy to understand and it is not clear when Marx is criticizing Hegel for
identifying human nature with self-consciousness and when he is presenting
his own views. Some modern Marxists, most notably Louis Althusser, argue
that Marxian theory is scientific because it does not rely upon questionable
propositions about human nature, but others take a diametrically opposite
view. In a recent book John McMurtry (The Structure of Marx’s World View,
1978) attacks Althusser’s contention, arguing that the very core of Marxian
theory consists of the proposition that man differs from the other animal
species in the possession of a special innate capacity which enables him to
foresee the result of his actions and, therefore, to work purposefully and
creatively instead of merely instinctively. What McMurtry calls ‘projective
consciousness’ in Marxian theory reminds one of Adam Smith’s discussion of
the uniqueness of man as the animal that can make and keep explicit
agreements with his fellows, in the second chapter of the Wealth of Nations.

Since most of Marx’s writings deal with capitalism, it is difficult to tell
what human characteristics, if any, he regarded as basic, and what were
regarded as the product of the enculturational processes of bourgeois society.
But a clue at least to the former is offered by the fact that Marx often
condemned capitalism because it had warped and distorted human nature,
and applauded the coming of communism because it would in his view
restore man to a more natural state. If we pursue this line of thought it seems
evident that Marx did indeed regard man as having a basic human nature
and, though he said too little about it to enable one to explain it in detail, it
was clearly bound up with the Marxian concept of freedom.

In the Communist Manifesto Marx and Engels speak scathingly of the
kind of ‘freedom’ that is fostered in bourgeois society—freedom from
constraint in one’s economic activities—and contrast it with the forthcoming
classless society ‘in which the free development of each is the condition of the
free development of all’. This introduces a subject that has played an
important role in the literature of political philosophy down to the present.
Some writers hold the ‘negative’ concept of freedom, defining it strictly in
terms of the absence of constraints upon one’s actions imposed by other
persons (who may or may not be acting as agents of society as, say,
policemen do). Others construe freedom in a ‘positive’ way, focusing on the
power one has to achieve one’s goals. (The classic discussion of this is Isaiah
Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty, 1969.) When Marx talked of the existence of
‘free labour markets’ in a capitalistic economy he was using what he himself
characterized as the bourgeois concept (i.e. the negative concept) of freedom;
but it is obvious that Marx did not think that the worker has much freedom
to realize his aspirations in such an economic system.

The basic nature of man, for Marx, is the desire to be free, the realization of
which in his conception did not recommend the anarchism of William Godwin
or that of his great rival for control of the First International, Mikhail Bakunin,
but a planned society like that advocated by Charles Fourier, Robert Owen,
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and other utopianists, where men would be free in the sense of having the
ability to realize their potential for personal development. Marx did not think
of freedom in terms of the material circumstances of life, though material
plenty was a necessary condition of it. The self-realization of the individual, in
his view, consists fundamentally in the fulfilment of his creative and artistic
potential, which is not only a desire but a need that is inherent in man’s nature.
This need can be met only in a classless society. Through its conception of
freedom Marxian theory connects closely to the romantic movement of the
nineteenth century and its successors down to the present.

The desire and need for freedom are a basic constituent of human nature
but, in Marx’s view, one cannot construct a model of society upon such a
proposition, for, as he put it in his Contribution to the Critique of Political
Economy, ‘Man is in the most literal sense of the word a zoon politikon, not
only a social animal but an animal which can develop into an individual only
in society’. In particular the social scientist must pay attention to the system
of production of the society he wishes to examine, for it is the most basic
constituent of social organization. Thus, in order to understand capitalism as
an historical stage in social evolution, one must consider the effect of the
capitalistic mode of production and its system of property ownership upon
the psychological constitution of the individuals who are the members of
such a society. The ‘bourgeois’ political economists, in Marx’s view, had
committed three fundamental errors: they had built their economic analysis
on the conception of man as a self-seeking individual, disregarding the fact
that the human individual is necessarily a zoon politikon; they had seriously
misconstrued the meaning of freedom as denoting no more than the absence
of constraints upon one’s economic activities; and they had created the
ideology that a competitive economy is the most perfect and historically
ultimate form of economic organization, instead of recognizing its gross
defects and its transitory nature.

2. Alienation

Marx’s most important attempt to examine issues that would today be
classified under the discipline of social psychology was his discussion of what
the English literature now calls ‘alienation’. This occupies a prominent place
in the Paris Manuscripts of 1844 and in some of his other unpublished work.
Since the publication of these manuscript materials in the 1930s there has
been a great deal of discussion of the concept of alienation and its role in the
Marxian theory of society and social evolution. On the latter point there is
much divergence of opinion among modern scholars. George Lichtheim, one
of the most widely read interpreters of Marx, contends that Marx’s interest
in the idea of alienation did not outlast his youthful speculations on social
philosophy and that he had virtually abandoned the notion by the time he
came to write Capital (Marxism: an Historical and Critical Study, 1964, p.
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197). On the opposite end of the spectrum there is Piero V.Mini, who
contends that all Marx’s economic analysis was constructed to provide a
scientific proof of the social-psychological proposition that capitalism is
characterized by alienation (Philosophy and Economics: the Origins and
Development of Economic Theory, 1974, p. 189). Both these views, and all
in between, are defensible and I will not argue the issue here. Obviously,
though, the place that one assigns to the concept of alienation in the
interpretation of Marxian theory depends upon what it means, so we must
devote our attention primarily to that question.

As we noted in section A 3 above, interpretation of Marx and Engels is
frequently bedevilled by semantic problems. These appear in a particularly
difficult form with regard to the term ‘alienation’. Even the English word is
ambiguous, since it can be used to refer to a psychological phenomenon or a
legal matter. A generation or so ago it was not uncommon to refer to mental
diseases by the generic term ‘alienation’ (and to the psychological therapist
as an ‘alienist’); now it has a more distinctively social meaning in its
psychological mode, indicating the feeling of being isolated from the other
members of one’s society or social group. The legal meaning of the term
refers to the transfer of rights of ownership, as for example in describing a
property as having been alienated. (The term ‘inalienable rights’ in the
American Declaration of Independence draws upon the legal meaning in
claiming that individuals have rights that cannot legitimately be taken from
them and, moreover, cannot be voluntarily given away or sold by their
possessors.) The psychological and legal concepts are quite different, yet, as
we shall see, both are related to the use of the term in Marxian theory. Marx
used two and sometimes three different German words to express the varied
notions that are denoted by the English word ‘alienation’. T shall here
summarize the meanings that have been most prominent in the interpretive
literature, in ascending order of importance (as it seems to me) with regard to
the significance of the concept in the general corpus of Marxian theory.

Estrangement. This is the most purely psychological meaning of the
concept of alienation. It refers to the feeling that a person may have of not
belonging fully to a social group or not being accepted by its other members.
Obviously this is a common psychological phenomenon. It may, however, be
due to a variety of reasons. The artist or composer who creates works in a
novel style, the scientist whose theories are idiosyncratic, or the religious
zealot whose views are unconventional, may well feel isolated from his
society. Even the hermit or recluse who, as a matter of preference, lives as
solitary a life as possible is alienated in this sense. This interpretation of
alienation, which could be supported by numerous quotations from, for
example, the Communist Manifesto, relies upon a rather romanticized view
of communal life in pre-capitalist societies, and fails to take account of the
fact that, as we noted in Chapter 1, man is a ‘multisocial’ animal, belonging
not just to one (geographically defined) social group but, simultaneously, to
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many. In view of the fact that Marx stressed the growing class-consciousness
and solidarity of the proletariat under capitalism (and of the capitalists too),
it is doubtful that this interpretation of alienation focuses upon an important
aspect of Marxian theory. The union of modern Marxism with nationalism
has perhaps played some role in promoting the interpretation of alienation
as psychological estrangement, since it emphasizes the geographically
defined nation-state as man’s basic ‘community’, but Marx and Engels
clearly did not have this in mind.

Powerlessness. This interpretation connects alienation to the positive
conception of freedom outlined above. If a person is greatly constrained in
his ability to give effect to his desires, he may be said to be ‘alienated’. In this
sense of the term the individual capitalist is no less alienated than the
individual worker in a competitive market economy, since both are
powerless to affect events by their own autonomous actions. But capitalists,
as a class, have power, while the workers, as a class, do not. It may be that
Marx had this in mind when describing workers as alienated, i.e. excluded
not only individually but as a class from the institutions of society through
which the power to affect events is exercised.

Ethical normlessness. The criticism of capitalism by Marx and Engels on
the ground that it reduces all human actions to commercial activities and all
relations between persons to the ‘cash nexus’ may be construed as a form of
alienation in that the behaviour of individuals is not guided by any ethical
norms that transcend the desire for personal gain. Capitalism extirpates all
considerations of sentiment, altruism, loyalty, or concern for the general
welfare, establishing Adam Smith’s ‘economic man’ as the archetypical man,
the man whose sole ethical imperative is to shun all ethical imperatives. Again,
there are passages in the Communist Manifesto and other writings that
represent capitalism in this light but, in view of the fact that Marx and Engels
consistently avoided any systematic discussion of ethics in their writings,
regarding it as unscientific, it is doubtful that this aspect of alienation can be
viewed as playing a major role in the corpus of Marxian theory.

In my view (which seems to be the one taken by most students of the
Marxian writings), none of the above three interpretations of the concept of
alienation is of more than marginal interest. Let us proceed, then, to outline
the two that are more intimately connected with the basic structure of
Marxian social science. In both of these, the legal and institutional
denotations of the term are the foundations of its psychological content. The
editor of the Moscow edition of Marx’s Paris Manuscripts says that:

By ‘estrangement’, or ‘alienation’, Marx meant the forced labour of the
labourer for the capitalist, the appropriation by the capitalist of the
product of a worker’s labour and the separation of the labourer from the
means of production, which, being in the capitalist’s possession, confront
the labourer as an alien, enslaving power.
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There are two ideas here that should be distinguished: the separation of the
worker from the means of production, and his separation from the product
of his labour. T will call the former the idea of ‘divorcement’ and the latter
‘dissociation’.

Divorcement. In the light of our examination of the Marxian view of the
essential nature of capitalism in section B 2 above, this notion is quite
straightforward. In pre-capitalist societies the worker, while not an owner of
the means of production, had certain rights to their use through customary
and institutional arrangements such as, for example, the feudal rules which
bound him to his manor and its land. With the coming of capitalism all such
ties are dissolved. The land, the mills, and other instruments of production
which he has been accustomed to work with year after year, as his ancestors
had, are transformed into private property, upon which he has no claim
sanctioned by custom or law, just as he has no claim upon the new means of
production being constructed in the factory towns. Thus divorced from any
association with the means of production, both natural and artefactual, he
must earn his living by selling his labour power to their owners as a purely
commercial transaction.

A great deal of Marxian theory, especially the key doctrines of value and
exploitation, hinges upon the conception of capitalism as an economic
system composed of two distinct classes: those who own the means of
production, and the alienated class, those who have been divorced from any
share in that ownership. This must be a main focus of attention below, in
considering Marxian economics.

Dissociation. As a consequence of the worker’s divorcement from the
means of production under capitalism there comes about a corresponding
dissociation between him and the products of his work. Because the capitalist
owns the means of production and hires labour power under the same terms
as he, say, buys raw materials, the worker’s association with the product of
his labour ceases when he departs from his place of work with his wage
payment in hand. Regardless of how much that wage may be, the worker has
fallen into a degraded state under capitalism, Marx contends, since he no
longer identifies with the product and must regard his work as no more than
the means by which he earns his income. “The worker,” says Marx in the Paris
Manuscripts, ‘is related to the product of his labour as to an alien object.’

In order to understand this denotation of the Marxian concept of alienation
it is necessary to appreciate the Marxian view of ‘work’, and the difference
between it and the treatment of work in classical and modern orthodox
economics. In orthodox theory work is treated as ‘disutility’, one of the ‘pains’
in the Benthamite pleasure-pain calculus, having no positive value in itself. In
Marxian theory, work is a human needy an expression of man’s desire to
create, having value in itself because the most basic element of human nature is
the desire for positive freedom, the freedom not merely to be unconstrained by
others, but the freedom to realize one’s creative potential. Under capitalism,
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with its purely negative conception of freedom, work has indeed become
nothing more than a disutility, since man is dissociated from the product of his
labour. The divorcement from the means of production produces dissociation
from the products and creates a society in which the ultimate form of
alienation is experienced—man’s alienation from himself. What in earlier eras
was inherent in the concept of a God whose will determines all that occurs,
leaving no room for the creativity of man, has now been reproduced in secular
society through an economy based upon private property in the means of
production. Once again it is evident that Marx was greatly influenced in his
youth by the romantics, who, in poetry and other arts, celebrated the nobility
of man as a creator and viewed the good society as one in which all men would
be like themselves: artists who rejoiced in their work, and could view its
product as the objectified realization of their inner selves.

There has been some discussion in the modern literature of the extent to
which the concept of alienation is connected, in Marxian theory, with the
practice of occupational specialization, since there are numerous passages in
the writings of Marx and Engels which suggest that alienation is due to the
division of labour. As we can see from the above catalogue of ideas, the basic
source of alienation is found in the private ownership system of capitalism.
Division of labour is a necessary element in such a system and serves to
exacerbate alienation by dissociating man from the product of his labour,
and therefore from himself as a creative individual.

3. Class and class conflict

It is evident from our discussion of Marxian theory so far that the concept of
class plays a central role in it. No other notion appears so ubiquitously
throughout the whole range of the Marxian writings. We have already seen its
importance in the Marxian theory of history and in Marxian social
psychology; we shall see below that it is equally central to Marxian economics
and political theory, and the Marxian view of the nature of the forthcoming
communist society. It can be said without much distortion that Marxian social
science is fundamentally the analysis of class differentiation in human
societies. On this ground some interpreters of Marx consider him primarily as
a sociologist, but this simply attempts to squeeze him into one of the now
traditional divisions of academic social science. The Marxian conception of
social class is based upon the notions of ‘economic relations’, and “forces of
production’, so it is essentially economic in nature. Any attempt to separate
Marxian sociology and Marxian economics can only produce a serious
distortion of both. Marx did not become an economist until he was in his
thirties, when, at the urging of Engels, he began to study the literature of
classical political economy, but it is not useful to divide his intellectual career in
two, describing him as a sociologist in youth and an economist in maturity.
Because of the centrality of class in his thinking he was always a sociologist,
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and because of the nature of his concept of social class he was always an
economist, even before he knew anything about the literature of the subject
and had begun to develop his own economic theories.

The view of societies as hierarchically ordered is, of course, a very old one.
The social writings of ancient and medieval times seldom discuss the matter,
because it was commonly taken for granted as a natural characteristic of
social organization. The complacent view of a natural social hierarchy was
left unaffected by the frequent political upheavals of the pre-Renaissance era,
since these, except for rare events such as the Roman slave rebellion led by
Spartacus in 73 B.C., were contests between rival moguls of power and did
not involve any serious attempts to alter the vertical structure of the social
order. From the early sixteenth century on, however, events began to
accumulate that served to bring the established view of hierarchy into
question. The Protestant Reformation, the first of these, had a momentous
impact upon the concept of hierarchy, which was only with difficulty kept
from spreading beyond the sphere of religion into politics; the rise of science
introduced a more subtle, and in the long run more powerful, subversion of
the idea of hierarchical order and authority; the English revolutions of the
seventeenth century questioned established hierarchy directly in the political
s