C. B. Macpherson
Dilemmas of Liberalism and Socialism

NEW WORLD PERSPECTIVES
General

Arthur and Marilouise Kroker

Editors

Critical explorations of the key thinkers in the New
World. Intersecting biography and history, individual
monographs in New World Perspectivesexamine the
central intellectual vision of leading contributors to
politics, culture and society New World Perspectives
focus on decisive figures across the broad spectrum
of contemporary
discourse in art, literature and
thought, each in the context of their relationship to
the social movements of their times. Moving between
the historically specific and the culturally universal,
the series as a whole is intended to be both a
celebration of the uniqueness of New World thought
and a critical appraisal of its most dynamic tendencies,
past and present.

AVAILABLE
TECHNOLOGY
GRANT

AND

THE

CANADIAN

MIND:

INNIS

IMcLUHANI

Arthur Kroker
NORTHROP

FRYE:

A YISION

OF

THE

NEW

WORLD

David Cook
CULTURE
SOCIOLOGY

CRITIQUE:

Michael A. Weinstein

FERNAND

DUMONT

AND

NEW

QUEBEC

C. B. Macpherson
Dilemmas of Liberalism and Socialism

William

Leiss

New World Perspectives
Montreal

@ William Leiss, 1988
New World Perspectives
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electric,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or
otherwise without prior permission of
New World Perspectives.
New World Perspective/Perspectives Nouveau Monde
7141 Sberbrooke, 0.
Montrbal, Que’bec

Canadian

Catalog&g

in Publication

Data

Leiss, William, 1939C.B. Macpherson : dilemmas of liberalism and socialism
(New World perspectives)
Includes bibliographical references.
ISBN 0-920393-41-l (bound) ISBN 0-920393-39-X (pbk.)
1. Macpherson C.B. (Crawford Brough), 1911-87
2. Liberalism. 3. Socialism. I. Title. II. Series.
JC253.M35L44 1988

320.5’092’4

C88-090203-5

Printed and bound in Canada
This book has been published with the help of a grant from the Social
Science Federation of Canada, using funds provided by the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada.

To the memory of my teachers
Herbert Gutman, historian
Herbert Marcuse, philosopher

CONTENTS
9

Preface
1

Scope of the Work

11

2

Formation

(1930-1955)

Preliminaries
Education and career
Trade unions and the state
Foundations (1936-1942)
Development (1943-1955)

20
25
30
45
57

3

Maturity

(1955-1985)

The scholar as protagonist
Five themes
Economic sphere: the marketplace
1. the institutional context
2. the individual context
Economic sphere: individuals as doers
and consumers
The capitalist agenda
Political sphere: property versus democracy
Conclusion: the liberal state

74
81
85
86
89
93
101
103
109

4

Canada as a Quasi-Market
Legacy

Society

The nature of a quasi-market society
When did the transition from capitalism
to socialism occur?
OECD nations as quasi-market societies
1. society: public sector economic
activity
2. society: business regulation and
subsidies
3. capital concentration
4. individuals: income distribution
5. transfer payments and the welfare
floor
Three issues
,

112
113
115
119
124
125
127

128
130
132
134

3

Epilogue:

An Appreciation

143

Notes

147

References

150

Preface

Just as a biographer
must allow his own life history to
pass before his eyes while detailing his subject’s story, so
too the author of an intellectual
biography
cannot help
but conduct a self-examination
while pursuing his topic.
The treatment of Brough Macpherson’s university education in this volume brought back warm memories of my
own apprenticeship
with gifted and generous teachers. The
upwelling of these recollections was a delightful and whol, ly unexpected
benefit that accrued to me during the writing of this book, and I am deeply grateful for it.
I was invited to write this contribution
for the New
World Perspectives series some years ago by Arthur and
Marilouise Kroker. Although the Krokers are responsible
for its genesis, the project could not have been completed without the expert assistance of Richard Smith, a doctoral student in the Department
of Communication
at
Simon Fraser University
Richard assembled
the bib-
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liographical resources and tracked down much lof the
secondary literature, and organized it all superbly In addition, discussions with him helped to structure the book
and finally, his assistance with wordprocessing and electronic communication systems was (and continues to be)
indispensable. It is a pleasure to be associated with him.
Every commentator on Macpherson’s work is indebted to Victor Svacek for his comprehensive Macpherson
bibliography, published in Powers, Possessions and Freedom: Essays in Honour of C. B. Macpherson,
edited by
Alkis Kontos (University of Toronto Press, 1979). I ,would
like to thank Alkis Kontos for his invitation to me to contribute to that volume and the University of Toronto Press
for permitting me to use some portions of my contribution, “Marx and Macpherson: Needs, Utilities an,d SelfDevelopment,” in this volume.
Some years ago three anonymous evaluators warmly
recommended this project for assistance to the- Social
Sciencesand Humanities ResearchCouncil of Canada,and
the SSHRCCvery kindly provided the tpvogrants that were
requested. Three readers of the first draft made suggestions for revisions, some of which have been incorporated into the finished text. Most helpful of all was the
additional detailed commentary done at my request by my
friend and colleague at Simon Fraser, Professor Heribert
Adam.
The collegial and intensely productive atmosphere in
the Department of Communication at Simon ‘Fraser
University provides a great stimulus for scholarly research
and writing, and it is my good fortune to partake of it.
Only Marilyn Lawrence has shared all of my book
projects, and I am very glad that she is willing to entertain still more. And finally, I am thankful that Brough Macpherson took the, time to discuss with me his early
education and career during a long and pleasant oonversation at his home in the Summer of 1986.
Vancouver, B. C.

1
Scope of the Work
All political theorists are utopians, more or less.‘Few
among Plato’s successors could resist being seduced by
his bold scheme, but some were more willing than others
to display their infatuation. Thus there have been two basic
forms of utopianism over the centuries, one in which a
plan for a better world was proclaimed aloud and another,
more reticent but not necessarilyless committed, in which
discreet allusions to the need for changing the world were
embedded in the critique of existing conditions.
C. B. Macpherson was a political theorist of the latter
sort. With extraordinary consistency and tenacity throughout a teaching and writing careerspanning more than four
decades, he anchored his study of politics in a claim that
a better society was possible. Although the nature of the
claim was clear enough it was never developed into a fullfledged argument, nor did its advocacy go beyond the gentle remonstrances of the printed page and the public ad-

12

C. B. Macpherson

dress. Certainly his critical stance had enough in common
with Marxism to make it easy for some to place him in
that camp; however, the methodically undogmatic character of his thought, together with an aversion to invocations of specific remedies, clearly made him uncomfortable
with the notion of wearing ideological labels.
All told his writings are marked clearly from the very
first with a utopian intent, yet another feature is equally
evident, namely a firm detachment from orthodoxies and
an independence of purpose. As I see it, both arose simultaneously out of his choosing political theory as a lifelong
vocation during his undergraduate years. He was not publicly a notable activist in domains outside those of his academic profession; by his own account, in the domestic
division of labor agreed upon with his wife Kay, he would
remain the theorist. Moreover, from the outset Macpherson appeared to be content to express his views largely
within the compass of the academic world, and in doing
so he crafted a prose style marked by a directness and elegant simplicity that is rarely seen in academic discourse.
To take up the serious pursuit of political theory’s ancient concerns in a university setting demanded adherence to the accepted canons of scholarly debate, and
Macpherson never wavered in his allegiance to them. He
was most fortunate in finding a faculty position in political theory at his alma mater just when he had completed
his postgraduate studies in England - although the year
was 1935, not the most propitious of times; certainly this
uninterrupted attachment to a university setting helped
to cement his allegiance to it. The Canadian university system repaid that allegiance by bestowing unhindered career
progress and, later, some of its highest honors on this unrepentant critic of contemporary institutions.
The major purpose of this short study is to suggestthat
Macpherson’s thought can be understood best as the outcome of his distinctive mode of practicing political theory as a vocation. Essentially, his practice consisted of an
examination of the origins and development of modern
political issues,an examination which has, at one and the
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same time and without internal inconsistency,
a commitment to both scholarly forms of debate and to the cause
of social improvement.
A look at his earliest published
writings shows that this double-sided
commitment
was
already fully formed then, and thus that it can be considered to be a product of his university education.
It became a lasting part of his career.
In his commitment
to the cause of social improvement
Macpherson fits the description of the “epic theorist” given
by Sheldon Wolin in his essay, “Political Theory as a Vocation.” The epic theorist “seeks to reassemble the whole
political world,” including a reorientation of accepted ways
of imagining and accounting
for what we do (as well as
what we ought to do) in everyday social life. The work
of an epic theorist is also marked by the “quality of caring for public things (res publicae),”
that is, an explicit
commitment
to promoting
the common good. Finally, and
as a derivative of these two features, the epic theorist, who
entertains the possibility
that the existing political order
is systematically flawed, constructs a political theory which
“takes the form of a symbolic picture of an ordered whole,”
that is, a vision of a better world which does not take the
present-day
“facts” of existence as an eternal condition
of humanity. l
Macpherson’s
contributions
as an epic theorist are expressed primarily
in his lifelong preoccupation
with the
successes and failures of liberal political thought, as well
as liberal political practice in the history of the modern
state. His studies of English liberalism emphasized its severe limitations
(as well as its accomplishments)
as a basis
for a fully acceptable theory and practice of democracy.
For Macpherson
liberalism had capitulated
at its origins
to the overriding requirements
of “bourgeois society,” and
this subordination
would have to be reversed sooner or
later. Yet he insisted that liberalism’s achievements, no matter how defective, were an indispensable starting-point
for
further social progress; for example, an essay published
in 1985 states that without
civil liberties, democracy is a
“travesty.“2 Among the thinkers of his generation
who
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shared some form of the “radical” critique of capitalism,
Macpherson stands out as perhaps the most important native North American theorist, and a good deal of his importance lies in his consistent defense of liberal political
values as an essential part of this critique.
In my view this defense is a logical outcome of the
other side of his dual commitment, that is, his commitment to scholarly pursuits. For the honest practice of the
scholar’s trade demands explicit adherence to liberal
values: freedom of expression, canons of fairness in argument, equality of opportunity for participation, protection against persecution for opinions, tolerance, and the
search for truth. These, however, were never intended by
their originators to be reserved exclusively for the scholar’s enclaves, and a demand to institute them as fully as
possible everywhere in society flows from their very nature; the theorist’s task is to name and expose the obstacles to their realization. In other words, to start not from
a commitment to scholarship alone but rather from its
combination with the cause of social improvement meant
that one had to take the essential values of liberalism very
seriously indeed. This compelled one to explain why liberalism had failed to realize its potentialities as a progressive force in society and to assist in a renewed endeavor
to actualize those potentialities.
There was no unanimity on this point. Among Macpherson’s contemporaries many championed the cause of
social improvement - among Marxists and others of the
Left, and among the Right (which has its own version of
improvements) as well - while scorning liberalism and
all its works. Little surprise is occasioned when this view
is proclaimed and practiced by the Right. Alas, too little
surprise occurred among some adherents of the Left in
similar circumstances, when charlatans proposed that the
massesmust be led to their salvation by fair means or foul.
Macpherson’s double-sided commitment ruled out this
course and required that liberalism, shorn of its inconsistencies and false presuppositions, be a partner in
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prosecuting that cause. Holding this view set a specific
agenda for a theorist - namely, to expose the ties between
liberalism and capitalism and to propose undoing them.
Among the prominent twentieth-century critics of
capitalism in North American and Western Europe only
one other group of thinkers shared Macpherson’s long
preoccupation with liberalism: the Frankfurt School, especially Herbert Marcuse and Max Horkheimer. Both Marcuse and Horkheimer wrote bold interpretive essayson
liberalism in the nineteen-thirties, and Marcuse returned
to these themes much later in “RepressiveTolerance” (1965)
and An Essay on Liberation
(1969).3Marcuse left an ambiguous bequest to the liberal legacy: he appearedto abandon liberalism in those published works of the
nineteen-sixties while continuing to reaffirm it “in private,”
that is, in his practice of intellectual work. On the other
hand, Macpherson never publicly attacked liberal values
and thus he occupies a distinctive place in this influential
current of thought.
His treatment of liberalism was not merely a
philosophical exercise. From the very beginning of his
career, Macpherson had situated it within a theory of social institutions. This theory is grounded in the concept
of property, the discussion of which is the single most consistent theme in his life’s work spanning half a century:
“property” is the main consideration in his master’s thesis, presented at the London School of Economics in 1935,
and it is still featured in two of the essaysin the collection published in 1985 entitled The Rise and Full of Economic Justice. The tension between the heritage of
liberalism and the values of individual freedom that it
brings to the conduct of politics, on the one hand, and
the deeply-rooted inequalities in the institutional order
which are shielded by the structure of property ownership, on the other, forms the underlying unity of Macpherson’s thought. His theory of social change, which is based
on the concept of “developmental powers,” representshis
attempt to resolve this tension in a way that is consistent
with the tradition of epic theory.
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The manner in which he works this out constitutes
his “method”
as an epic theorist. He begins by presenting an opposition
between a pair of mutually exclusive
“models”
of behavior, patterns of thinking,
or paths of
social development.
Then the claim is made that the choice
of one model, pattern, or path will result over time in
resolving the tension previously
described. A number of
instances in which Macpherson
used this method effectively will be mentioned
in the chapters that follow.
The commentary
on Macpherson’s writings offered in
this essay will be guided by the interpretive
scheme outlined above. In other words, I will set out the nature of
his double-sided
commitment
and trace its impact on the
intellectual
content of his output. The task of exposition
is made simple by virtue of Macpherson’s
extraordinary
consistency:
the guiding perspective in his work is notable for its fixity rather than for its evolution. Macpherson
gripped the image of society he wished to undermine with
remarkable tenacity; having affixed that grip early in life
and refusing to change it thereafter, he remained very close
to his original conception
of his antagonist, with the result
that his critique misses the implications
of some major social transformations
that occurred during his lifetime.
Yet one must also admit that a portrait of society composed of images of mutually exclusive choices is not meant
to be “read” literally. Rather, the point is to forcefully draw
the reader’s attention to what is claimed to be the essential features in the picture as a whole (for Macpherson
the
essential feature is the role of the marketplace
in modern
society), and to do so repeatedly, if need be, so as to overcome the natural tendency of readers and audiences to become distracted and inattentive. Once accomplished,
the
patterns in events can be seen more clearly. I count myself among those who have benefited from encountering
his work.
Like his guiding perspective
Macpherson’s
life and
career is also notable for its fixity: forty-five years of uninterrupted university appointment
in the same department
at a university located in the city where he was born, with
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only one brief leave taken in a nonacademic setting! The
commitment to scholarly pursuits and liberal values that
sustained this career shows itself in both the form and content of his published writings. Rarely was an opportunity
to engage in debate missed, it must be noted, as a long
series of replies to critics attests. Another indicator is the
extraordinary string of book reviews he wrote in a wide
variety of journals: beginning in I936 and continuing
almost uninterrupted thereafter hardly a year elapsed
without such a review being published. The titles of the
books he reviewed are about evenly distributed between
“mainstream” and “critical” works, mostly of the academic
sort, and the reviews provide some interesting clues to
Macpherson’s interests and outlook, especially since the
citation of secondary literature in his own books and articles tends to be rather sparse.
This book begins with a detailed look at the period
which runs from his undergraduate days at the University of Toronto (1929-1932)to 1955. I take a close look at
his master’s thesis, a 325-pageopus presentedin 1935. The
phase extending from I936 to 1942 contains the solid basis for the interpretive scheme I wish to defend, namely
that the core of Macpherson’s contribution lies in his dual
commitment to social improvement and scholarly pursuits,
as unified in the notion of political theory as a vocation.
The next phase in my scheme includes 1943 to 1955
and encompasses Democracy in Alberta (1953) and the
first mention (in a 1954 essayentitled “The Deceptive Task
of Political Theory”) of the phrase “possessive individualism.” The events during this period are significant. In
the nineteen-forties Macpherson had set out a major role
for political theory within the discipline of political
science: theory was to serve as a “principle of unity” for
the discipline as a whole and was to do so by concentrating on “the interaction of political ideas and concrete political facts.” Nevertheless, the analysis presented in
Democracy in AZberta, with its attempted integration of
institutional and theoretical analysis, did not fulfill the mission for political theory that had been articulated by Mac-
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pherson himself.
In fact his grand project for theory was largely abandoned thereafter. Instead, understanding
liberalism’s ambiguous
heritage through
the concept
of. possessive
individualism,
together with a major elaboration
,of the
critique of capitalist society that is based on this concept,
occupied most of Macpherson’s
time and effort without
interruption
from 1955 and thirty years onwards:
I do not intend to recapitulate
Macpherson’s
understanding of liberal thought - except insofar as it bears on
his.critique
of capitalism - or the academic controversies touched off by it. Certainly I do not mean thereby
to belittle his significant contribution
to scholarly debates
on political theory in the past quarter-century:
The number of conference
papers and published articles and special conference sessions devoted to his work testify amply
to the scope and challenge of Macpherson’s
spirited forays into this domain. Nevertheless, such debates, however
learned and influential
they may be, are the conventional
stuff of academic life, clouds of interpretation
perbetually swirling over the intellectual
landscape: Some iformations are more interesting than others in the same sky, and
all will be succeeded in turn by fresher ones in the new day
To my mind that which is truly distinctive about Macpherson’s
thought
and career is not the battles over
Hobbes, Locke and the rest, but rather his steadfast adherence to the double-sided
commitment
outlined’above,
or to what I have called his practice of political theory as
a vocation. A biographical
treatment might attempt to fill
out this portrait ‘with documents
and anecdotes drawn
from his university
career, interviews
with former colleagues and students, and passages from his correspondence; for the present project, however, I have ;had to
confine myself primarily
to published writings. The important materials for this project, then, are first the subsidiary comments
in book reviews, articles, and: books
which reveal Macpherson’s personal and intellectual,stance,
and second the theoretical apparatus that he crafted for
the critique of capitalism and the imagining
of a better
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society.
Thus the focus of the interpretation offered in the following pagesmay be summarized as follows. Macpherson’s
practice of political theory as a vocation has two interconnected dimensions. One is his commitment to the scholar’s craft, which considered in terms of its social context
leads to his lifelong defense of liberal political values. The
other is his commitment to social justice, and it leads to
his conception of modern society as founded upon what
appears to be a permanent state of tension between political freedom and property rights. Macpherson’s method
is to seek to break free of this underlying tension or dilemma by posing a series of choices between mutually exclusive options for future social development (which are in
turn based upon mutually exclusive ways of seeing the social world), and by suggesting that choosing one option
over another will enable us to overcome the dilemma and
to achieve both freedom and justice. Finally, it is suggested that we are not meant to take literally this posing of
options, but rather to make use of the clarification it brings
in order to identify the essential,features of actual political and social choices now.

2
Formation:

1930 to 1955
Preliminaries

,

Crawford Brough Macpherson’s
life spanned a period
of extraordinary
social change. He began his university
training within months of the stock-market debacle in 1929
and finished that training while the Great Depression persisted. He took up professional writing at a time when the
still vibrant
ideological
currents
inherited
from the
nineteenth century - capitalism versus socialism and communism - had been amplified
by the special circumstances of the day: the long economic
crisis of capitalist
nations, the sporadic militancy of working-class
organizations, the rise of European fascism, and the hopies and
iilusions bound with the fate of the Soviet Union. He was
fortunate to be able to embark upon his chosen career immediately upon completion
of his graduate studies, and
gradually he attained national and international
promi-
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nence in academic circles during that unusual period in
the quarter-century after 1945 when Western capitalism
attained a level of general economic prosperity that most
social commentators writing in the 1930s could not have
imagined to be possible.
His first publications were a few short book reviews
in a left-wing journal dedicated to influencing social
change. This was only a brief foray, however, and within
a few years he had begun to publish almost exclusively
in academic and semi-academic journals; thereafter he
never wrote more that an occasional short piece in any
other venue. In no sense did he “trim” his outlook to fit
an academic mold. Rather, it seems clear that he set for
himself the mission of winning recognition for his viewpoint within the Canadian university system and having
it accepted there permanently as a legitimate contender
in academic debates.In this he succeeded brilliantly: there
can be little doubt that in the postwar period Macpherson was one of a small group of influential thinkers in the
English-speaking world who widened the boundaries of
academic discourse in the social sciences, by requiring the
keepers of the then-prevailing orthodoxies to admit into
the fold what we might loosely call a “socialist” perspective.
For a short period during the Second World War he
took a leave from his university position to work at a minor
government task, but this was the only interruption in an
academic career that spanned forty-five years. During the
war he also published his first strictly academic piece of
scholarship, and by 1945 he was fully committed to
producing the stream of essaysand books that eventually
would bring him worldwide recognition asa scholar. Both
the interpretive slant of his scholarly contributions, and
the explicit concerns of the essayshe devoted to contemporary social issues put himunmistakably on the “left”
side of the ideological spectrum throughout his career.
Certainly Macpherson can be regarded as a “socialist”
thinker, although such appellations should be used with
caution, since he refused to apply them publicly to him-
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self. What is undeniable is his lifelong interest in the advancement of a set of goals for social change that are usually identified with the cause of democratic socialism. This
commitment, forged early in his intellectual development,
was unaffected by the progress of his academic career. It
was also unaffected by the social changes occurring in
Western societies in the period after 1945 - and this fact
prompts me to undertake at the end of this book some
retouching of the picture he painted of contemporary society and its problems.
Western societies (the nations of North America and
Western Europe) moved from what was still (in 1930)
primarily a laissez-faire political economy in the latenineteenth-century mold to what now has been called by
Macpherson and others “managed capitalism” or a “mixed
economy.” Yet where ideological debates about social
change persist (always more so in Europe than in North
America), the enormous changes in political economy are
often poorly reflected in those debates. Much ideological
struggle still revolves majestically around the classical
nineteenth-century polarization between capitalism and
socialism, with the participants in this struggle seemingly unaware that a qualitatively different social order representing a kind of compromise or convergence of the
two older models - has taken root. Furthermore this is
true not only of the somewhat esoteric debates conducted in academic circles and among the adherents of various sects: whenever strong polarization occurs in political
life in the West (such as happens often in Great Britain or
British Columbia, for example), the same representations
emerge and the public is confronted by the allegedly
momentous choice between “free enterprise” and “socialism.”
In other words, a good deal of ideological debate about
politics and society has lagged behind actual social development during the past half-century and indeed has
not yet succeeded in coming to terms with it. Some insight into this situation and the reasons for its persistence
can be found in Macpherson’swritings. Like other thinkers
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before him, Macpherson sought to understand the peculiar
dynamic of capitalism, a form of political economy that
embodied for so long such an enormous disparity between
the social benefits - primarily genuine democracy and
economic well-being - it promised on the one hand, and
the insufficient measure of those benefits actually delivered
to date on the other, Macpherson believed that capitalism’s
foundations remained intact up to the present day and also
that this system was inherently incapable of delivering that
genuine democracy and well-being. Therefore, the terms
in which he presented his pairs of mutually exclusive options for future social change essentially stayed bound to
the classical ideological polarization between capitalism
and socialism.
Certainly, the basic analytical categories fashioned for
the socialist critique of capitalism in the nineteenth century (the property system, social classes, wage labor, the
commodity form) remain serviceable,since many basic features in the institutional structures of a capitalist form of
political economy persist. In a dynamic social system such
as modern capitalism, however, the “object of analysis”
for the commentator - that is, the form of political economy - does not sit still for the operation. Rather it mutates whilst being observed, thus challenging analysts to
retool their conceptual armory regularly. Marx himself,
who had described capitalism as a “permanently revolutionary” social form, failed to see the full impact of this
observation on his own concepts. Macpherson too did not
see with sufficient clarity that capitalism, although it is like
many others a class-basedform of political economy, has
a peculiarly dynamic character that distinguishes it from
its relatively more static predecessors. This feature sets a
basic requirement for those who seek to analyze its “laws
of movement,” namely to trace its continuous institutional
transformations in detail and to ensure that the concepts
designed to grasp those laws are regularly refined. I will
try to show that Macpherson’s key pairs of options,
although they were always presented in an elegant and incisive fashion, failed in part the test of this requirement.
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In my treatment of Macpherson as a political theorist
of the “epic” sort - that is, as one who in Wolin’s, terms
cares for public things and draws a picture of an ordered
whole - I will focus on this point, namely the relation
between his key categories and the society they comprehend. For example, I will track what he has to say about
“property” from his first extensive use of it in his 1935
master’s thesis to his last publications. I will ask what his
use of this term is intended to “do” and to what extent
the effort succeeds. This type of judgement is appropriate for the work of epic theorists, who set for themselves
the pragmatic objective of reorienting the accepted ways
of imagining both what we do and what we ought to do
in politics and society.
The concept of property in which his theory of social institutions is embodied is one of the three central and
interrelated themes in Macplierson’s writings that will be
followed in’ this book. The second is democracy or the
theory of politics, including such institutionalized forms
as the party system. As mentioned earlier, I will not comment directly on the scholarly controversies triggered by
Macpherson’s interpretation of the history of liberal political theory; rather, my discussion of democracy will focus on the relation between political systems and social
institutions. The third theme is the individual, or more
precisely the connection between individuals and society. The best illustration of this theme is the contrast between “developmental” and “acquisitive” powers; and in
general this is the utopian element in Macpherson’s
thought, the one which shows most clearly his acceptance
of political theory as a vocation.
Macpherson was a perceptive and forceful critic of contemporary society, as well as a writer whose masterful
prose style earned him a permanent place in the tradition
of epic theory in politics. It should be obvious that his
high standing in this regard is not diminished by any discussion that deals with the weaknesses,in addition to the
strengths, to be found in his outlook. For in theoretical
matters just as in material life, the successesof preceding
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generations become their bequest to us and require nothing save suitable appreciation
on our part; more valuable
are their artful deficiencies, since we can exercise and develop our own powers in striving to ferret out and overcome them.
Education

and Career

C. B. Macpherson
entered the University of Toronto
for undergraduate
studies in 1929 at the age of eighteen
and was graduated in 1932.’ He began to read modern
political theory at this time but took no other formal training in the history of political thought, apart from attending some lectures on Plato by a philosopher,
Fulton
Anderson. He also studied the economic theory of Marshall and others with Professor E. J. Urwick, who had retired from the London School of Economics before going
to Toronto; Macpherson later taught this subject for a number of years during the early part of his academic career.
It was during his undergraduate
days that Macpherson
made a firm choice about pursuing academic life as a
career.
At this point he also had decided upon political theory as his chief intellectual interest and academic specialization Almost certainly this was the result of the teacher
who had influenced
him most as an undergraduate,
Otto
B. van der Sprenkel, who must have been someone quite
different from most other professors at the University of
Toronto then. Van der Sprenkel was one of the growing
number of left-wing intellectuals who were fleeing the European continent in the early 1930s before the rising tide
of fascism; he had first gone to England and had been a
student of Harold Laski’s at the London School of Economics. He then secured a post as a lecturer in the University of Toronto’s Department
of Political Economy for two
years, before leaving Canada and settling in Australia,
whereupon
he became a Sinologist, because (as Macpherson recalls him saying) he found political theory “too easy”
I have not been able to find much trace of van der
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Sprenkel’s outlook and work, but a few notes onthem may
be of interest, since Macpherson
remembered
his teaching as a major factor in forming his own orientatron
as a
y.oung scholar. Van der Sprenkel published a short piece
in the Canadian
Forum in June 1932 entitled “The Fantasies of Mr. Havelock”
in which he stated: “We are living
in a time when, on the one hand, there is a vast movement of dissatisfaction
among the masses, on the other
hand, hysterical fear and a growing lack of self confidence
amongst those who live by owning, and who direct commerce and industry.” He concluded with what appears to
be an oblique defense of the Communist
Party. He resurfaced again as one of three authors of a book entitled New
China: Three Views, published in 1951. A reviewer in the
journal Paciji’c Affairs noted that all three authors had had
first-hand experience
of China after 1949; according to
him, van der Sprenkel’s chapter argues that China,will be
able to achieve economic development
without
#foreign
aid, and moreover that,China will pursue an independent
course in relation to the Soviet Union. These views are
also aired in a series of short essays which van der Sprenkel
wrote for the Spectator in 1955, which show a solid acquaintance
with past history
and current
events in
China.2
Macpherson
was introduced
to modern
political
thought by van der Sprenkel. He read some work by Marx
for the first time then - volume I of Capital and parts
of what would later become known as Tbe’Econoyzic and
Philosophical
Manuscripts
of 1844 (which Macpherson
had in an English translation reproduced
in mimko by a
Trotskyist group in New York). Macpherson
recalled during our conversation
in 1986 that he had found kapital
“rather confused”
and that Marx’s work as a whole was
never a major influence on his own thinking.
Van der
Sprenkel’s frequent references to Laski, however, together
with a first reading of some of Laski’s books, convinced
Macpherson
that he should try to do graduate study with
Laski at the London School of Economics; he was accepted
and moved to London in 1932.

.
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Harold Joseph Laski (1893-1950),a native of Manchester,
was a prolific writer of both academic and semi-popular
treatises, a major figure in the development of the Labour
Party (as well as the.Fabian Society) - he was the Labour
Party’s chairman in 1945 when it formed a government
in Britain for the first time - and a well-known public
speaker, as well as an influential university teacher. He
taught briefly at McGill University in 1915, then at Harvard, before returning to Britain and taking up a post at
the London School of Economics in 1920, where he remained on the staff until his death. He authored upwards
of thirty books (including the remarkable published correspondence with the American jurist Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.) and hundreds of articles and pamphlets. By the
1920s Laski was firmly committed to democratic socialism of a non-dogmatic sort and to its achievement by
peaceful means. But as the economic crisis deepened
throughout the 1920s and 193Os,and as the rise of fascism began to threaten the social progress achieved up to
then, he became convinced that some degree of violence
would inevitably accompany the transition from capitalism to socialism; only the end of the war and the electoral victory of the Labour Party modified this stance.3
Macpherson attended Laski’s lectures on sixteenthcentury French political theory and developed a broad interest in the history of ideas, including the history of European social thought, under his influence. He and other
graduate students frequently were invited to tea at Laski’s
home, which had become a kind of way-station for European intellectuals in flight from fascism. There he met the
other two members of a small “circle” comprised of Laski,
R. H. Tawney, and the sociologist Morris Ginsberg.
Richard Henry Tawney (1880-1962) also exerted a strong
influence on the young Macpherson. Tawney was an economic historian and social reformer whose first book, The
Agrarian
Problem in the Sixteenth Century (1912),made
him famous. After teaching for many yearsin workers’ education forums and advocating Christian Socialism in
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speeches and writings, he became a professor at the London School of Economics in 1931. His two best-known
books were published in the 1920s: The Acquisitive Society (1920)and Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (1926).
The former, which he had first published as a Fabian Society pamphlet under the title “The Sicknessof an Acquisitive Society,” is a powerful tract, its critique of capitalism
and market relations grounded in an ethical position that
was drawn from the elements of social radicalism in Christianity. Macpherson remarked in his 1986 conversation
with me that his concept of “possessive individualism”
was developed out of his search for a more precise expression for Tawney’s notion of acquisitiveness.
Macpherson completed his graduate studies in April
1935 at the London School of Economics with a master’s
thesis, prepared under Laski’ssupervision, entitled “Voluntary Associations within the State, 1900-1934,with special
reference to the Place of Trade Unions in relation to the
State in Great Britain.” In that same year Macpherson
sought a teaching position and wrote to Urwick, who was
then Chair of the Department of Political Economy at the
University of Toronto, and it was his great good fortune
to find, amidst those terrible economic times, an opening in the field of political theory! He was appointed as
a lecturer in political.theory, beginning an uninterrupted
association with the University of Toronto that would last
until his retirement about forty-five years later.
He took a leave of absence from the University for
thirty months in the years 1941to 1943, first on a secondment to the Wartime Information Board in Ottawa. The
Board was headed by John Grierson, and Macpherson’s
job was to review and write reports on the coverage by
the Canadian press of the federal government’s conduct
and policies. The task included both the established
English- and French-languagenewspapersand a collection
of papers from what conventionally is called the ‘fethnic
press,” that is, small-circulation newspapers published- in
languages other than English or French. Macpherson had
other officials doing the translations of articles from the
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latter for him. In his own words, his work as a wartime
bureaucrat
was “totally uneventful.”
He then went to the University of New Brunswick for
one academic year, in response to a request from someone he had met at the Wartime Information
Board, to
replace a professor who had left on short notice; he served
there (in his own terms) as “professor of everything,” teaching courses on introduction
to economics, labor economics, British government,
and comparative government.
He
returned to the University of Toronto in 1943. By that time
he was married to Kay, who was already campaigning
(as
she would do throughout
the 1940s) in federal and provincial ridings as a women’s candidate for the Co-operative
Commonwealth
Federation. According to Macpherson they
practiced a “domestic division of labor” between theory
and practice for the entirety of their careers and lives
together.*
When he returned to the University of Toronto Macpherson remained a lecturer for about six years before being promoted to the rank of assistant professor. No tenured
or permanent
appointment
was granted in those days until promotion
to associate professor was made, and normally this was dependent
upon the publication
of a book
(in his case Democracy in Alberta, 1953). Harold Innis was
his department
chair by this time and Macpherson
often
joined him, the political economist V. W. Bladen, and the
sociologist SD. Clark at an informal “lunch table group”
at the Faculty Club. Macpherson had attended a few of Innis’s lectures on economic history as an undergraduate
but
had found them rather tedious: “He went on and on about
the bloody fur traders,” he remarked during our conversation in 1986.
While Macpherson
was still an untenured
assistant
professor in the early 195Os, McCarthyism
was taking its
toll among universities and the professoriate
in the United States. Macpherson
could later recall no spillover into
Canadian university life, however, and according to his own
testimony
he never experienced
any detrimental
effect
resulting from the “socialist” orientation of his work during
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his entire career.He remembered only one minor episode
in the early 1950s in which Innis told him that he CInnis]
had had to listen to some offhand “complaint” about Macpherson’s presumed political stance- but the matter went
no further than that.
A final note on style. All readersof Macpherson’sworks
can appreciate the limpid and jargon-free prose that makes
them such a pleasure to read. Macpherson said that he had
resolved from the beginning to write with clarity of expression and uncomplicated grammatical structure and that
his model was Voltaire. His choice of this literary model
says a great deal about what he hoped to accomplish by
a lifetime of effort within a university’s walls.
Trade Unions and the State: The Master’s Thesis
I have devoted a special section to Macphersonk M.A.
thesis for a number of reasons. First, it is the only substantial piece of his life’s work that is generally unknown.
Second, Macpherson embarked on his career at a time
when Ph.D. programs in the social sciences were uncommon in the British system, so that he did no doctoral program and Ph.D. thesis. Instead, he took the normal route
of submitting a collection of published papers (sixteen in
all) some twenty yearsafter completing his graduate work,
and was awarded the DSc(Econ) degree by the London
School of Economics in 1955. Third, it is a substantial
work, with 322 pages of text, and he did not use the
material later in his publications. Finally, in the subjectmatter I find a weird resonance with local current events:
as I write, the trade unions and the government of British
Columbia are caught up in the latest of their regular
province-wide confrontations, including the announcement of a “general strike.”
Most of Macpherson’s thesis is focussed on the Jheory
and practice of the trade union movement in England in
relation to the legal structure imposed on it by the state
through legislation and judicial decisions. In their origins
trade unions are of course “voluntary associations,” like
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churches and religious movements, businesses, sports and
other clubs, political parties, charitable agencies, and associations of professionals
such as doctors and lawyers.
Some of these eventually
receive legal recognition
by
governments
which then impose certain requirements
on
them, but many others continue as unincorporated
bodies; trade unions attained legal standing in Britain upon
the passage of the Trade Union Act, 1876. Macpherson adds
a briefer discussion of another type of legally-recognized
voluntary association (the British Medical Association) at
the end, to provide some contrasting elements for his argument.
His emphasis on the workings of the state reflects the
influence of his teacher, Harold Laski, who had written
a long series of well-known
books on the concepts of
sovereignty and the state, concentrating
on the history of
the development
of these doctrines since the sixteenth
century, including a general work called The State in Theory and Practice (1935). Macpherson’s list of references
in his thesis includes, in addition to the directly relevant
academic literature, a number of contemporary
tracts, such
as Tawney’s “The Choice before the Labour Party” (1933),
a Socialist League pamphlet, and Franz Neumann’s “Trade
Unionism,
Democracy,
Dictatorship”
(1934) a Workers’
Educational Trade Union Committee pamphlet. The theme
of the relation between voluntary
associations
and the
state, however, had been raised somewhat earlier in the
academic literature on legal and political theory by two
eminent British scholars, J. N. Figgis and F. W. Maitland,
whose views are mentioned
briefly.
Macpherson’s approach to the relation between trade
unions and the state in Britain is to look at the main points
in the most important pieces of legislation and the key judicial decisions after 1871. The aim of the thesis is stated
clearly; it is to show
that both the general tendency of the law and
its variation at different times are intelligible only
on the assumption
that in regulating the pow-
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ers and status of trade unions the State has acted consistently
on only one principle.
This principle is found to be the maintenance
of the essential basis of the existing industrial
system, that is, the structure of property relations
in it and, more broadly, the preservation.of
the
social institutions
which serve to maintain those
property
relations throughout
the society.5
The key terms are used quite consistently
throughout
the
thesis: social institutions
and the social system, the economic or industrial system, and the patterns of ownership
are all said to be based on the “system [or structure] of
property
relations.”
I
By the tim.e we reach the end’of the work the connections between the key terms are clear. The state is the
agent for dominant social interests which are determined
by the pattern of property
relations; therefore, in its actions the state will be motivated by one overriding
objective, namely the “protection”
of existing property relations.
It is also clear that in his thesis Macpherson
does not intend to put the propositions comprising the preceding sentence “to the test” of an argument, either theoretical
or
empirical in nature. Rather, they will serve together as the
presupposition
or postulate for his examination
of trade
unions and the state. Moreover, his examination
does not
and cannot demonstrate
in any acceptable fashion that the
state has acted on “only one principle”
(my italics), since
he does not survey a range of possible candidates and then
give reasons why the one singled out, that is the preser.vation of existing property relations, is the most deserving.
There is a straightforward
explanation
for these omissions: Macpherson’s
exposition
is dominated
by a pragmatic objective, namely, the attempt to ascertain, on the
basis of his historical investigation,
where the unions will
stand on the political choices to be made in the next’phase
of the perilous times during which he wrote. This was stated in his opening pages: “[I will] consider the probable
future development
of trade unions both in the capitalist
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State and in tthe socialist State at which the unions are aiming.“6 As we shall see, the “choice” of either capitalism or
socialism frames the entirety of Macpherson’s exposition
in his thesis; and of course it was something
he shared
with many European leftist intellectuals
at that time, for
whom the coming of fascism simply made urgent and inescapable the long-sought
deliverance
from capitalism
through the mass-based socialist movements
(for a small
minority,
through the Communist
Party).
In developing his central theme, Macpherson focussed
on what he called the “anomalous”
position of the unions resulting from the application
to them of laws and
judicial decisions since 1871, the upshot of which was to
leave the unions in a nether world somewhere
between
unincorporated
voluntary associations and corporations.
Before 1871, when only the common law was applicable,
most unions and their activities were illegal pro forma,
as combinations
in restraint of trade, for under the common law freedom of trade was interpreted
as the unfettered operation of labor markets between the buyers and
sellers of labor power. The Trade Union Act of 1871 exempted unions from these strictures of the common law
when they were pursuing certain recognized (statutory)
objectives, for example striking for better wages. Unions
attained legal recognition as voluntary associations, which
also allowed them to hold property and administer trust
funds; the Act of 1913 formalized this procedure by granting the Registrar of Friendly Societies the authority
to
register or certify a trade union for the purposes of the
Act. There was, however, no legal compulsion
to be
registered or certified;
those unions that were not so
registered continued
to be treated under the law as unincorporated
voluntary
associations,
and in fact the legal
privileges pertaining to registered status were quite minor.
In the forty years after 1871, however, union membership and the economic power of unions grew rapidly, and
in the period before World War I the government
was
forced to recognize for the first time the political power
of the union movement
and the Labour Party. During the

34

C. B. Macpherson

parliamentary debates on the Trades Disputes Act (1906),
Macpherson observes, the “Opposition as well as the
Government agreed that trade unions were nowlan indispensable part of the industrial system and were a force
for order and peace in industry.“’ The main reason for
this revelation was that the unions had begun to show that
they could provide an institutional mechanism for ireaching agreements on wages and working conditions and for
controlling the outbreak of strikes and walkouts,:
The Act of 1913addresseda number of specific issues,
especially the formulation of rules for the collection and
use by unions of their members’ dues for political causes.
More important, however, was the official recognition of
the principles behind the Act of 1906, namely that.in the
“negotiation” among social interests the working class
(represented by the trade union movement) would: be included as an acknowledged member. The parliamentary
debates at the time reveal, in Macpherson’s words, “the
conviction shared by all parties that the trade unions were
not only a necessary and accepted part of the industrial
structure but also a valuable stabilizing element among
workers.” He gives a splendid extract from a speech by
the Attorney-General of the moment on this point:
I do not think anyone who knows anything of
the conditions of labour in this country will dispute that in trade unions you will find your best
class of working men, and the more support a&l
strength you give to the bodies which unite
those men, the better it is for the stability of the
industries of this country.*
In effect, a new “social contract” was being fashioned.
Thus another social interest had been identified, a
“third term,” as it were, to stand between the two permanently warring parties of capital and labor: the public interest. Promoting the idea of a public interest to achieve
the basis for a certain orderliness in industrial relations attained some prominence in the 1906parliamentary debates
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on the Trade Disputes Act, where it was mooted that’(in
view of labor’s growing economic and political power) a
condition of permanent and unrestrained antagonism between capitalists and workers would likely destroy much
of the social and economic progress made in Britain to
date. In 1906 it was not plainly stated that the solution to
this dilemma would be to have the government act as an
arbiter in this matter - that would come later; but the
seeds of such an idea had been planted. Macpherson interprets this development as just another instance of “the
State”acting “out of consideration for the interestsof those
who controlled the industrial structure.“”
At this point Macpherson’s routine, vague reference to
the “preservation of the structure of property relations”
begins to lose its usefulness. Why is it, that in advancing
the notion of the public interest against the unrestrained
contest between capital and labor, the state is serving the
interests of the former? Would it not have served capital’s
interests better simply to crush labor’s growing powers?
Who could say with assurance that such an offensive
would have failed at that time? Further, looking at this from
another angle, why was this development - which conceded to organized labor a permanent place at the table
where interest-group negotiations would occur - not also
in the interest of both organized labor and the other types
of social interests? Certainly it would not be in labor’s interest if we presume that (1)the only truly worthy objective for the labor movement consisted in becoming the
dominant social interest in accordance with the traditional
socialist vision, and (2) the new developments would
hinder the attainment of this objective. Should we,
however, consider those to be reasonable presumptions?
Macpherson’s own text shows that over the following
quarter-century in Britain the idea of the public interest
as something separate from and superior to the aims of
any other social group took hold in the theory and practice of the union movement and its political arm, the
Labour Party.For example, during the debateson the Emergency Powers Act of 1920 almost the entire Labour Party
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supported the view that “the public” was to be (in Macpherson’s words) “looked on as a third party apart from
employers and workers, a third party whose interest it was
the primary duty of the State to protect.“rO During this
same period the actions and policies of the trade union
movement in Britain showed their increasingly firm commitment to the same path, namely, forcing the state
(through their economic and political power) to acknowledge a duty to uphold and gradually improve a minimum standard of socio-economic benefits - minimum
wages and working condition standards, pensions and
health benefits, unemployment insurance,a “welfare floor,”
greaterpublic amenities, and so forth - and to make many
of these benefits universally applicable. In other words,
labor would not seek to replace capital as the dominant
social interest, but rather gradually seek to diminish the
latter’s previously unchallengeable sway over the conditions of social life.
As Macpherson indicates, this strategy obtained even
during the General Strike in 1926, which “was not directed in any way to the.supersessionof capitalism.” The strike
was another tactic, an extreme one justified by the circumstances of the moment; but it was not meant to call into
question labor’s overall strategy,which was based on “cooperation with the employers’ organizations with a view
to rationalizing industries on a national scale and securing for the workers a share in the control of industry.“r*
This meant participation on nationwide boards for ongoing consultation between capital and labor, including measures to improve the economic efficiency of certain
industries. In the minds of many this was still consistent
with the eventual triumph of socialism, but in terms of
priorities this long-term goal clearly was to be subordinate
to the more immediate aims of first, protecting workers’
achieved standards of living and levels of social benefits,
and second, bringing about further improvements in the
same.
Allied to this principle was another of equal importance, namely eschewing violence as a means to social
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change.With economic collapse clearly evident, the members of the annual meeting of the Trades Union Congress
in 1934 passeda resolution pledging the movement to uphold democracy and political freedoms and to work against
violence and dictatorship. Macpherson even wonders how
firm the union movement’s support of the Labour Party
program of that period was for centralized economic planning and the nationalization of basic industries and the
financial system.
Another side of this “social contract” is the willingness of the state step by step to assume responsibility for
an increasing number of matters relevant to the workers’
situation for which the unions themselves earlier had had
to provide, such as unemployment and health benefits,
labor exchanges, legal enforcement of collective agreements, accident insurance, and so forth. Macpherson observes that inevitably such undertakings by the state
weaken the union movement in equivalent measure,since
the “interest” of the individual worker in protecting and
enhancing such benefits is transferred from one arena(unions) to another (the political process).
The great underlying significance of this step is as follows. When the state,as the agent of the “general interest”
in society, accepts responsibility for a set of conditions
(for example, working conditions) which plays a large part
in the lives of the citizenry, and which formerly was regarded from a legal standpoint as a “private” matter, that set
of conditions is transferred from the private to the public
realm, thereafter to become an element in the political
process. While other institutions such as unions might retain their own commitment to improved working conditions, expressed by pressure-group tactics on politicians,
their own members discover that now they have in many
respects a direct interest in the outc’ome of political events
but only an indirect interest in the fate of the union movement. Writing in 1935 Macpherson states: “The driving
force and active spirit of the unions will not survive this
change undiminished.“12
There is a convenient and brief way of highlighting this
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kind of development. Regarding the case at hand, we can
say that society has “politicized” the issue of working conditions. Although Macpherson does not say it in this way,
the observation is consistent with his discussion. Furthermore, in politicizing working conditions, society tb some
extent also politicizes the issue of property relations, because the former (society) acts as a limitation on the scope
of the discretionary power and authority formerly enjoyed
by the latter (property relations). To be sure, one can reply that it is actually in the “best interest” of the propertied classesfor the state to get them to go along, willingly
or not (that is, whether or not those classesare “conscious”
of what is “objectively” in their own interests). ’
This reply will hold as long as it is thought that the
choice facing all social classes is, in the final analysis, a
straightforward “either-or”: capitalism or socialism.: In the
former, the means of production - and thus (according
to an influential way of thinking) the determining iaspect
of social and political life - are appropriated by a small
group as private property. The essential program! in the
latter, on the other hand, is to “socialize” the means of
production, as a set of collective goods held for the benefit
of all citizens, in some appropriate form - ownership
and/or management of all such goods by the state,by workers’ co-operatives, by local communes, or in the anarchist version by means of spontaneous associations
1
without the exercise of state authority.
Nevertheless,this “either-or,” so self-evident to so many
members of various social classes in many parts Iof the
globe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, has
perhaps vanished for good within much of the sphere of
“advanced” or “managed” capitalism (WesternEurope and
North America). If so, in contemporary society we have
neither private property in the means of production, nor
socializedproperty, but rather$oliticizedproperty.
This
means that we have neither capitalism nor socialism in the
traditional nineteenth-century senses(nor are we likely to
have either in the future), but rather a hybrid form created by the long historical tension between the other two.
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I will outline the essential features of this hybrid in the
last chapter.
It was not unreasonable
for Macpherson,
writing in
1935, to assume that the polarized opposition
between
capitalism and socialism represented the limits of actual
political choices and that no other possibilities
were at
hand. Although this is not stated directly in his thesis, it
is implied throughout;
for example, in the section on the
British Medical Association he writes: “Wherever their real
interest may lie in the future as between a capitalist or a
socialist society, it is not surprising that they should now
believe their interest to be with the maintenance
of a
capitalist society.“‘3 Nonetheless, a third way indeed had
emerged in the preceding decade, and he could hardly ignore the model of fascism as another arrangement
for
“resolving”
the opposition
between capital and labor. As
Macpherson’s
analysis proceeds it becomes clear that the
possibility of a fascist “solution”
in Britain is the basis for
his evident concern about the emerging social contract
between capital, labor, and the state.
As we have seen, for some time before 1935 the trade
union movement
had sought to become a full partner in
a social contract whereby it would negotiate the future
state of industrial
development
with the representatives
of capital, under the broad authority
of the state, while
the state assumed direct responsibility
for a wide range
of programs
affecting
working
conditions
and social
benefits. Furthermore,
had the Labour Party program been
successful, it would have brought large sections of finance
and industry under the direct ownership or control of the
state, further strengthening
(through the union movement’s
influence on the party) labor’s hand in the tripartite relation. Macpherson
believed strongly that this would be an
intrinsically
highly unstable state of affairs, however: this
would constitute in his terms a “semi-socialist”
state, a political order that would be unlikely to accomplish
a transition to “full socialism.”
It would be unstable largely because it would enact
measures sufficient
to thoroughly
frighten the existing
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propertied classwithout either dispossessingor disenfranchising that class. In Macpherson’s view three factors in
the situation of the property-owning class would be decisive.-First, this class “would retain substantial control over
the sources of public opinion,” presumably the press; second, it would of course also still be the single most influential interest-group in industry; and third, the class of
small businessowners (often referred to as the “petty bourgeoisie,” although Macpherson does not use the ‘phrase)
would be utterly frightened of and hostile to the semisocialist state. He concludes:
If the combined incidence of these three factors
resulted in the downfall of the Labour Government through the forms of democracy, the succeeding government in its attempt to make the
rule of property secure would find an industrial structure whose form expedited a transformation to a Fascist state, and a trade union
movement without sufficient power to resist that
change. And it is probable that in the stage of
social and industrial development that would
then have been reached, no other technique
than the Fascist one would be sufficient to ensure both the continued productivity of industry and the maintenance of control in the State
by the property-owning class.l*
It must be admitted that this was not an entirely improbable scenario, given the temper of the times. When the
“downfall of the Labour Government” actually occurred
in 1951, however, the entire historical context had changed,
and the remainder of this hypothetical script was not
played out.
I am interested in the way this scenario was crafted not
in order to assesshow well or how poorly it represented
the historical possibilities of those times. Rather, an appreciation of what Macpherson’s master’s thesis tells us
about his intellectual formation is important for quite
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different reasons. In the first place, it is interesting that in
his very first foray (as a young man of twenty-four
years)
as a commentator
on issues in social and political theory,
he directed his theoretical exposition so explicitly towards
a pragmatic end, namely a reckoning of the likelihood
of
fascism’s success in Britain. Second, the presuppositions
inherent in his own standpoint, as well as the way in which
his key concepts are employed in this first major venture,
are indicative
of much of his later work.
The main presupposition
in his standpoint is the existence of an “either-or”
choice between polarized opposites in so far as the basic direction
of social change is
concerned.
As suggested earlier, it is unsurprising
that a
young, politically-aware
theorist of humane inclinations
should, in 1935, define the issue of future directions in
social change as a choice between capitalism and socialism. Perhaps it is equally unsurprising,
given the great peril
in which Western societies stood then, that a commitment
to a certain standpoint
cast under such circumstances
should form the secure and unquestioned
framework
for
a lifetime’s effort. In any case, a form of argument grounded
in polarized choices is a hallmark of all of Macpherson’s
later work.
For instance, there is the well-known
contrast between
acquisitive and developmental
powers. To take another example, the title essay in his book The Rise and Fall of Economic Justice (1985) presents the present possibilities for
future social development
in terms of two basic options:
a “corporatist
state” that would destroy the democratic
process, on the one hand, and a state based on democratic forces which would “take control of the capitalist state
and transcend or transform our present managed capitalism,” on the other (but we are not told what it would be
transformed
into). l5 Or, in the marvelous essay entitled
“The Economic Penetration of Political Theory” first published in 1978, the choice is represented as being between
a “market-dominated”
versus a “non-market-dominated”
society; the former is evidently the one we live in now,
but once again the nature of the latter is unspecified.
To
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be sure, this type of exposition often is nothing more than
the work of the theorist’s bulldozer, which is used to clear
quickly the intellectual landscape so that the operator’s
own new growth may flourish. Fair enough: but in the examples just cited the characteristics of the alternative society indicated by his contrasting pairs are so sketchily
drawn that one scarcely knows whether it is worth nurturing.
There is another aspect in which the form and substance of Macpherson’s master’s thesis presages the distinctive intellectual style of all his later work. The concept
of property relations, which is the cornerstone of his thesis, is a theme that he returned to again and again during
his career; for example, there are short essayson this subject,written in the late 1970s.His treatment of this notion
in the thesis is interesting largely as an early illustration
of how Macpherson as a political theorist would put a key
concept “into play,” employing it as a touchstone or
reference-point rather than as a specimen to be dissected
and minutely examined for the argument he wished to advance. Despite the repeated use of “the structure of
property relations” and similar phrases throughout the
three hundred pages of the thesis, we are no closer at the
end .than we were at the beginning to discovering what
the author thinks are the constituents of this “structure”!
There is no mention of the type of property that is being
referred to, the relative importance of different types of
holdings (land, securities, etc.), the actual social distribution of wealth, patterns of inheritance, capital investment
flows in Britain or elsewhere, or of changes over time in
all these and other dimensions.
Eventually his blithe indifference to detail proves:costly,
In the concluding chapter Macpherson statespointedly that
the “underlying property structure . . . makes the society what it is,” and then rephrases once again his;major
presupposition: “For the State’sprimary function is the protection of the society it knows, a society based on a certain structure of property relations.” Until this point
reference had been made only to modern Britain. But now
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we learn that this presupposition is a general one:
It is not only in a capitalist society that the State
exists chiefly to safeguardthe existing system of
property relations. That is equally the function
of the Statein any other type of society that we
have yet known. It is not less true of Russia today than of any country where society is based
on the institution of private ownership of the
means of production. l6
There follows an elliptical, teasing reference to the utopian possibility of a future society of universal fairness in
which no one would have an interest in altering the distribution of property rights.
Now, a proposition of such generality (applying to all
known types of human societies) is liable to be of limited
utility In fact, if it were to be takenat facevalue the author’s
own labors in the preceding 300 pages would have been
a tedious and quite unnecessary elaboration of an already
known and established truth. The fact that it is neither
a truth nor a truism, but rather a presupposition against
which the theorist, who wishes to put it into play first,
should have mounted a skeptical assault, is shown soon
thereafter by the author himself:
The example of the U.S.S.R. shows that the
totalitarian form is no less necessary in a new
and still insecure socialist society than in a threatened capitalist society [such as Italy, Germany,
and Austria]. For, as we have said, the State in
any society is primarily the guardian of the system of property relationships in that society, and
will therefore in any society need power to the
exclusion of all other associations to the extent
that that structure is threatened.”
Obviously it is not self-evident that, whatever the structure of property relations was in the Soviet Union in the
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19305 such a structure, whether is was menaced from outside its borders or not, absolutely required a totalitarian
stateto “protect” it: on the contrary, the Stalinist statecame
close to destroying the economy and society of the Soviet
Union.
Once again, I want to reiterate that I am not asking
whether Macpherson is right or wrong in either his approach to his subject or his conclusions. Indeed it would
be churlish to endeavor to find fault with a graduate-school
composition that the author never sought to publish!
Rather, it is theform of the argument itself to which I call
attention. That is to say,the concept of property relations,
although it appears to be the centerpiece of the argument
here, is instead the backdrop against which the real issue
of concern to him - the implications of the theory and
practice of the trade union movement for the future of
socialism in Britain - is presented. This does not mean
that the concept itself is unimportant to the author; as noted earlier, Macpherson returns to the notion of property
again and again later. The point is, this concept is present
in the text to serve a specific function, namely to put into
play an argument about what the history of the relations
between the trade unions and the state in Britain meant
for the prospects of socialism.
In his thesis Macpherson was practicing the craft of
the political theorist, a craft at which he would become
exceptionally skillful in later years.The essenceof his technique, as developed there, was to employ a key concept
or a set of polarized appositions which themselves are only
sketchily explained as a backdrop against which to examine a whole range of familiar figures and ideas in the history of modern political thought. The best example occurs
in the book which made him famous, The Political Tbeor-y of PossessiveIndividualism: the key concept of possessiveindividualism is defined in only two pagestowards
the end, but in his foregoing disquisition on seventeenthcentury English political thought that concept had served
as a touchstone by which to take a new measure of what
was thought by most observers to be an already ‘well-
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surveyed terrain.
Foundations 1936-1942
Macpherson’s name first appeared in print in a series
of four or five brief book reviews written for a short-lived
radical magazine published in Toronto. New Frontier, “a
monthly magazine of literature and social criticism,” was
inaugurated in April 1936 and was edited by Dorothy Livesay,Leo Kennedy, and others; a successor to Musses,it lasted little more than a year. It was an attempt to form a
“united front” movement in Canada among the writers’
and artists’ communities. And it seems to have been
doomed from the start, judging from the blast of criticism
against the whole orientation of the magazine from Graham Spry, then the editor of the Canadian Forum, which
the editors of New Frontier had the courage to publish
in their inaugural issue. Spry clearly thought that any socalled “united front” venture sooner or later would wind
up under the control of the Communist Party
The first issue also contains, among other things, short
stories about depression-era themes by A. M. Klein and
Mary Quayle Innis, and a’short piece by Felix Walter entitled “The Universities and the Depression.” Walter referred
to a “wholesale persecution” of professors for ideological reasonsin the United Statesat placessuch asthe University of Pittsburgh, but he also remarked that “few
professors in Canadahave actually suffered for their teaching,” although some have been “warned and gagged.”
Walter saysthat on the whole Canadian professors are not
likely to be radicals - but even less so are the students
they encounter!
Certainly the young Macpherson does not appear to
have been concerned about the company he was keeping in those days, despite the fact that he was in the first
year of his academic career. He had a review of a book
about Mussolini (written for a “popular” audience) in the
first issue, another dealing with a pamphlet consisting of
speeches by Soviet leaders (he did not find this to be par-
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titularly useful), and two or three others before the magazine’s demise in 1937.Of interest, if the published bibliographic record is accurate, Macpherson changed the
orientation of his writing in 1937 and remained faithful
thereafter to this decision. After 1937 almost all his output dealt with matters of academic interest and was written for an academic audience; also about ninety percent
of his book reviews after 1937 were published in established academic journals, the remainder appearing mostly in established semi-academic periodicals.
His very first “academic” piece is, of all things, a long
review-essay on Pareto’s General Sociology published in
the Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science
in 1937 (the largest single group of his reviews would be
published in CJEPS and one of its successors, the Cunadian Journal of Political Science). Here we find the first
instance of what would become a hallmark of Macpherson’s intellectual style in his reviews, namely an extensive
and careful paraphrase of another author’s arguments followed by a critical assessment. The whole is marked by
a judicious and evenhandedtone, the sign of one who takes
seriously the liberal values of the contest of opinion and
freedom of expression. Also, it is clear that Macpherson
made a division in his writing as a whole, concentrating
in his essaysand books on the development of his own
views, including a forceful give-and-take with the directly relevant secondary literature, while evaluating tiorks of
a more general interest in his field in his regular book
reviews.
The review of Pareto’sbook includes ten full pages of
paraphrase and analysis, written in the wonderfully clear
and flowing prose style that Macpherson had perfected
already (which is no simple task when Pareto is the subject). This review is interesting for its strong concluding
remarks on the nature of the social sciences, by way of
his objecting to Pareto’s tendentious appeal to naturalscience methodologies for the study of society For in the
social sciences, Macpherson states,“the observer is a part
of the total social situation all or part of which he is ob-
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serving. His whole attitude is shaped to some extent by
the mental climate of his group and his period,. . .” There
is no such thing as complete impartiality
in the social
sciences, which depend on an explicit sense of purpose
and on value judgements
in order to give meaning and
significance
to their endeavors. He concludes this initial
academic sally with what is evidently a statement of his
own standpoint:
“For to understand
social problems,
which are human problems, one must be of them, not outside them. And to be of them one must share some sense
of purpose.“i8
His next piece is equally of interest, for it shows that
Macpherson
had at the outset of his career a perception
of the developing
field of political science in Canada as
a whole and the place of his own specialty (political theory) within it. The occasion was the publication
in 1938
of a Festschrift for the man who had hired him, E. J. Urwick, edited by Innis and also containing essays by Bladen
and Clark. Entitled “On the Study of Politics in Canada,”
Macpherson’s essay reviewed the development
of the field
in Canadian universities, with special reference to the British traditions
that heavily influenced
Canada, and traced
its gradual
emancipation
from
other
disciplines
(philosophy, history, law, and economics). When he drafted ’
his essay, there were only three courses in politics offered
at the University of Toronto - a survey course in the history of political ideas, advanced political theory (contemporary theories of the state), and the relation between the
state and the economy
- but shortly thereafter
three
courses on government
were added.
Macpherson’s essay included references to a wide range
of works written since 1875 on the government
and constitutional
history of Britain, the United States, and Canada. He noted the “comparatively
late appearance”
in
Canada of the study of government
and attributed
this
“partly to the late development
of a Canadian national
consciousness
and partly to the fact that the similarity of
the Canadian to the English and United States systems of
government
made a specifically Canadian study seem rela-
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Likewise he explained the narrow
tively unnecessary.”
range of Canadian political science studies until then as
the result of the domination
of the field by scholars trained
in Great Britain, who were interested - as far as iCanada
was concerned - mainly in Canada’s distinctive constitutional features, those being “first, the Canadian federal system of government,
and second, the fact of Dominion
self-government
within British imperial unity”l9,
He welcomed recent trends in political science for the
attention they were beginning to bestow on the more “concrete” aspects of political structures and processes (noting the influence of American scholarship in this regard).
He also urged specialists to concentrate
on “recent developments in the Canadian political system,” and the areas
he mentioned
just happened to be those on which he had
focussed his master’s thesis: the role of the state,and its
administrative
functions and the relation between the state
and voluntary
associations. In the conclusion,
however,
he sought to go much further and to carve out a major
role for political theory within the field of political science
as a whole:
For nothing in the modern state is to be fully
understood
unless that state is seen as a product
of the interaction
of men’s ideas and men’s actions and the circumstances
from which these
have arisen and with which they have been confronted. This understanding
must be sought! in
the study of the history of political ideas, considered not as abstract philosophies
but as, at
each stage, both cause and effect of political, social, and economic
situations and activity.20
In fact, this “study of the development
in interaction
of political ideas and concrete political facts offers a new
principle of unity” for the discipline of political science.
Macpherson
demonstrates
here a clear sense of mission
as a young scholar who is committed
not only to: an academic career, but also to bring a sense of social purpose
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to his own discipline. It is political theory itself, properly
understood
as the study of the interaction
of ideas and
events, which is to inculcate this sense of purpose by lending an element of unity to an otherwise disconnected
set
of researches. When this prospect was announced,
political science in Canada had not yet emerged as a distinctive discipline (it was not until 1968 that the Canadian

Journal of Political Science/Revuecanadienne de science
politique separated from its economics partner in CJEPS,
for example). The prominent
position of theory within
Canadian political science today, I suspect, is due at least
in part to Macpherson’s lifelong dedication to his mission.
His absorption
in academic pursuits is shown clearly
here, but Macpherson did not hesitate to state at about the
same time, and equally forcefully, his belief in the need
for social change. A review in 1941 in the Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science of what appears
to be a pedestrian volume on the role of public opinion
in American politics afforded him the opportunity
to make
the following
straightforward
comment:
Democracy
and dictatorship
are not the static
opposites which the author’s emphasis on the
importance
of their differences seems to imply.
The basis of the democracy we have now was
established two and three centuries ago by periods of dictatorship or something very like it, and
another such period may be required to make
our present democracy complete or to make it
serve the ends which the people desire. Whether
such dictatorship
may be required or not depends presumably
on whether or not the requirements
of the capitalist economy become
incompatible
with the democratic expression of
the demands of the classes which capitalism engenders.21
This strikes me as an uncharacteristic
remark, perhaps
reflecting
the strain occasioned
by the outbreak of the
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long-threatened war following upon a long period of economic crisis. Considering especially the rather staid publication in which it was offered, I cannot help but think
that there is a touch of deliberate bravado in this gesture.
In any case a year later Macpherson, reviewing Gaetano
Mosca’s The Ruling CZass, returned to the same forum to
defend the prospect of socialism: “There is nothing [in
Mosca’s argument] to show that, given the socialist institutions of property and the absenceof classeswhose power is based on ownership of property, the existence of the
mechanically necessary governing class is incompatible
with a greater measure of democracy and equality.”
Later- that same year he returned to CJEPS with a
review-essay on seven new books on political thought.
One or two remarks therein are important as a corrective
to the comment on dictatorship quoted above, and as’an
indication of Macpherson’s ongoing concern with the fate
of liberalism. He writes: “For those at least who value the
basic elements of the liberal and democratic philosophies,
it is more important now than at any time in the last
hundred years to investigate the conditions for tlheir effective maintenance.” The context makes it clear that he
includes himself in the reference.Later,he clarifies (thereason for his concern about the future of democracy: since
individualism traditionally is held to be the basis of
democracy, how can it “outlive the disappearance of economic individualism everywhere”?22 (This is quite similar to the questions that Horkheimer and Marcuse had
posed in their essaysof the 1930s on liberalismr but of
course Macpherson would have been unaware of them
then.) The net result of these defenses for both the socialist and the liberal-democratic traditions was to leave
I
the connection between them unclear.
Suitably enough, Macpherson addressedjust this point
in his next major essay, “The Meaning of Economic
Democracy” (1942), written for the University of; Toronto Quarterly.
He begins by defining economic democracy as “an economic order which would make possible the
realization of the purposes or values which political

Dilemmas

of Liberalism

and Socialism

51

democracy can no longer realize by itself”; in fact the concept is also and at the same time a political program, a
set of “proposals for such rearrangements
of the relations
between capital and labour and the state as the proponents
believe necessary to make democracy rea1.“23 The need
for such a program is based on what was the “conventional” radical critique of capitalist society’s institutional
structures, namely that great concentrations
of property wealth
and economic
power effectively
negate the promised
equality of opportunity.
Although Macpherson
does not
cite it, there are echoes here of R. H. Tawney’s powerful
treatise Equality
(1931).
More significant,
however, are the impacts of these
structures on the political process: through controlling
information flows (via ownership of the press), political parties, and pressure groups (here Macpherson
refers to
voluntary associations again), propertied
interests ensure
that the formal equality of democratic voting power will
not upset the established state of affairs. Macpherson sums
this up in terms of the “underlying
antagonism
between
democracy and the concentration
of property”
in modern
society, an antagonism
whose full social impact was not
felt until the twentieth
century, having been delayed due
to extraneous
circumstances
(the existence of an open
frontier in America and the wealth derived from the overseas empire in England).
This much is conventional:
Macpherson concedes that
the dependence
of political on economic power has been
a commonplace
since Aristotle. More interesting - in terms
of what would actually happen in the postwar period is his conception
of what might be called the permanent
state of underlying
social crisis under capitalism. As it is
usually presented in the radical theory, this is the threat
that at any time both the demands made through the political process by the working
class for a greater or a
predominant
share of wealth and power, on the one hand,
and the desire of the propertied
class to retain its existing
privileges, on the other, will be pressed so forcefully
that
a violent confrontation
must result. The key element is
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the notion of significant change in the relative shares of
wealth and power. Macpherson does not phrase the point
in this way Instead, he speaks of a theoretical
“limit”
to
the “concessions”
that the propertied class will make, noting that this “limit is likely to be reached at the point where
the expectations
of both classes cannot be met out of a
no longer sufficiently
expanding
economy.“24
Many Marxist. theorists have occupied themseives indefinitely
to little profit in laying bets just when’such
a
limit would be reached. The prospects of significant peacetime economic
expansion must have seemed remote after the experience of the 1930s. Nonetheless in the Western
world during the quarter-century
after 1945 the sustained
rise in real incomes did indeed lift the whole “social platform” upwards dramatically in terms of material prosperity,
while leaving the relative shares of the various social strata intact. In the process, the entire basis for any polarization of society into two classes contending
for supremacy
collapsed,
almost certainly never to return.
/
In another respect Macpherson’s discussion of economic democracy
touched on a key aspect of future social
change. He conceded that any program on behalf of economic democracy
inevitably would increase the role of
the state in the economy, and he pointed to the positive
experiences
already gained with special wartime bodies
(such as price and supply control boards), which were
generally praised, to suggest that society as a whole need
not fear this prospect overmuch.
The greater concentration of political power, he suggests, could be offset by a
widespread use of advisory and consultative
boards, with
representatives
of all affected groups among their membership, so as to dilute somewhat the authority of dentralized bureaucracies.
In fact the role of the state ‘in the
peacetime economy grew enormously after 1945, although
in ways quite at variance with the ones Macphersoh identified; and it seems reasonably clear from comments
in
his later writings that he did not think much progress in
achieving economic democracy has been achieved thereby I will return to this theme in the concluding
chapter.
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His essay also briefly mentions the concept of industrial democracy, that is, the participation of workers in the
management of industry This is done chiefly to defend
the practices of trade unions, including demands for the
closed shop, as being consistent with democratic freedoms. His lengthy treatment of this issue can be compared
with his curt dismissal in a footnote of the “co-operative
movement” as being relatively unimportant, a judgment
made shortly before the national impact of the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation peaked. This comparison illustrates Macpherson’s commitment to a general theory of modern society in which variations in national
events (such as the role of the CCF in Canadian politics),
although not wholly insignificant, were not allowed to call
into question any major presuppositions of the theory.
“The Meaning of Economic Democracy” is also
noteworthy for Macpherson’s career in that it introduced
two of the concepts, “capacities” and “self-development,”
on which his later interpretation and criticisms of the liberal tradition would be founded. They were introduced as
composing the basic postulate of democracy: stated positively, that each person has a right to live his life “as fully
as his capacities allow, always, of course, so far as is consistent with others having the same right”; alternatively,
that each person should have “equal access with others
to the means of self-development.” The need to ensure
equality of such access is the basis of what is sometimes
called the positive theory of democracy, as opposed to a
program dedicated only to removing all obstacles to individual initiative, without regard for the inequalities that
afford some individuals a differential advantage in
prosecuting their initiatives. Macpherson stateshis adherence to the positive theory, which views the end or purpose of democracy as “the provision of the conditions for
individual self-development.“25
In the same year (1942) he wrote a second essay on
his conception of his discipline. “The Position of Political Science” was published in English in the Frenchlanguage Quebec journal Culture. To the best of my
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knowledge it is the only source for a direct statement by
Macpherson of what I have called his dual commitment.
The special nature of this essay is apparent at once in
the epigraphs, since Macpherson rarely used this device:
a tame passage from John Stuart Mill is followed by the
notorious “thesis” by Marx on the need for changing the
world rather than only interpreting it. There is a hard edge
to this essay,predicting as it does the rise to prominence
within political science of a “class-interest approach,”
which is said to be appropriate since the two-part class
division (capital and labor) within Canada will be increasingly evident as the war continues. Macpherson sees the
United States and Canada as continuing to be relatively
backward in comparison to European capitalist societies,
and attributes this to the “extent and variety” of agricultural interests,which causesectional divisions to be regarded as more important than class ones. The major change
he anticipates is for a labor party to become a leading force
in national politics; here one can detect the impact of his
stay in England on his outlook for his native country.
A social and political philosophy that is appropriate
for these new conditions, that is, one that is “worked out
in terms of broad class interests,” is needed - “even in
Canada,” Macpherson adds. This is true in part because
the rangeof establishedpolitical philosophies is inadequate
to the task. In particular liberalism suffers from a
contradiction which is likely to be explosive the contradiction which has come to exist between free economic enterprise and other freedoms usually described as democratic. The
exigencies of the war may submerge these disputes but a successful end to the war will sharpen them and bring them to a head.
The first sentence in this passageis provided with a footnote reference to “The Meaning of Economic Democracy.” This formulation of the tension or contradiction
between economic freedom (capitalism or the “fully mar-
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ket society”) and political freedom (the ideals of positive
democracy) was to be a fixture in Macpherson’s thought
thereafter.
Almost immediately following this apocalyptic vision
an abrupt change in both the substance and tone of the
essay occurs. The passagereproduced below is its entire
concluding section:
This leads us to the consideration, which must
be brief, of the second and related problem
selected for comment. What should be the political scientist’s attitude towards the political and
social reality he tries to analyse?Should he attempt, in Marx’s phrase, to change the world or
should he only interpret it? While some will say
that is a delusion of grandeur for Canadian political scientists to think that they may choose
to “change the world,” the choice does confront
them, however indirectly. The criterion for this
choice must be the furtherance of knowledge;
if the political scientist is stampeded uncritically by the clamorous urgency of current affairs
he abandons his special function. But this is not
to say that the political scientist must eschew a
philosophy which calls for an effort to change.
On the contrary, as has been argued above, the
advancement o’f a science, its emergence to the
second stage,depends on the working out of a
philosophy to meet new social needs, a
philosophy which informs and is informed by
particular investigations. Such a philosophy ex
hypothesi demands change. Adam Smith and
Bentham, Burke and Marx, advanced their
sciences because they demanded change. They
were solid thinkers; they were also pamphleteers.What is the Wealth of Nations but an extraordinary pamphlet - extraordinary for the
depth and width of perception its author developed in working out and forcibly stating his so-
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cial and economic philosophy?
The political scientist, then, can be at the same
time a scholar and a protagonist of a political
philosophy demanding change, and he will be
a better scholar if he is a protagonist of, or is
feeling his way towards, a more adequate,
philosophy. This does not mean, of course, that
the political scientist has to be a politician or a
publicist; there is a difference between a journalist and a pamphleteer. Neither does it mean
that the political scientist cannot be a politician
or a publicist. Scholarship and fairly intensive
political activity are certainly not incompatible
but they have so far rarely been carried on successfully together.
In less dangerous times than these, it is less
difficult for the political scientist to put the advancement of knowledge first, and to wait for
the indirect effects of such efforts to contribute
to the social changes he deems desirable. The
question which disturbs the political scientist
now is whether he can afford to tiait. There is
unfortunately no way to settle this question. The
writer can only record his view that the present
emergency requires of the political scientist most
of all a deepening and strengthening of his
philosophy in the light of the new problems and
especially the class issueswhich are likely to become increasingly important in Canada.The political scientist’s researches are in any case
informed by a purpose and an approach based
on whatever degree of general understanding of
the world he can get. The approach is going to
make all the difference in the research; the
research can if kept up deepen and widen his
understanding and so strengthen, if necessaryby
modifying, his approach and his philosophy.26
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This passage and the essay itself ends with four lines
from Thomas Hardy: “No auguring mind can doubt that
deeds which
root/In
steadfast purpose
only, will effect/Deliverance
from a world-calamity/As
dark as any in
the vaults of Time.” It is a marvelous testament andprofession de foi from a thirty-one-year-old
author; and although
the sense of urgency is obviously derived from the wartime situation, the conception
of the person who is “at
the same time a scholar and a protagonist
of a political
philosophy”
is not. Rather, this conception expresses Macpherson’s deepest sense of life and purpose and as well
gives voice to the idea of political theory as a vocation.
It is the finest part of the legacy from his work.
Development

1943-1954

One could say that the foregoing has revealed a good
deal more of the protagonist
than the scholar. Fortunately, the credibility
of my interpretation
is rescued by the
very next article on Macpherson’s chronological
bibliography, which serves it so well that the article might be
viewed as having been invented for this very purpose. “Sir
William Temple, Political Scientist?“, published
in the
Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science in
1943, is the only truly and completely
tedious piece of
writing from Macpherson’s
hands that I have ever read.
What is important in this context is both the subject-matter
and the style. This is his first published study in the history of ideas, and his subject (a writer of the late seventeenth
century) is treated entirely on its own terms, with no references to the issues of Macpherson’s
day. Moreover, it is
entirely faithful to the scholar’s craft as it is usually exercised, being virtually a model of pedantry
The year 1943
thus marks the turning-point
in Macpherson’s practice of
the vocation of political theory Thereafter the balance of
his effort would shift decisively to studies in the historical development
of political ideas and movements,
and
the political scientist as protagonist would appear primarily
in the lists of scholarship.
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By 1945 he was immersed
in the literature
of
seventeenth-century
English political thought, the study
of which culminated
in the book that made him:widely
known outside Canada for the first time, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism
(1962). In 1945 he published in CJEPS a review of two collections
of Leveller
tracts, discussing some of the themes that would reappear
later in chapter 3 of Possessive Individualism
and in his
subsequent
spirited debates with other scholars (such as
essay XII in his collection Democratic
Theory). In the same
year and in the same academic journal the article “Hobbes
Today” (reprinted
without
change thirty years later in
Democratic
Theory under the title “Hobbes’ Bourgeois
Man”) appeared.
His essay on Hobbes shows that he was widely reading both original and secondary sources for the period,
but it was also framed in terms of Hobbes’s releva,nce for
the understanding
of the institutional
structures of contemporary capitalism - in other words, it displays the unity of scholar and protagonist
once again. There is,also an
unmistakeable
tone of self-confidence
and maturity in the
writing,
illustrated by the following
remark: “We would
do well to be afraid of Hobbes; he knows too much about
us.“2’ An interesting
sidelight is that we frequently
encounter the phrase “bourgeois
society,” which so far as
I know he had not employed in print before, a phrase that
normally - at least in a North American setting - marked
those using it as a Marxist of one sort or another. Aepropriately enough, therefore, we find Hobbes’s theory of society being interpreted
here through
Marx’s concept of
commodity
fetishism. His exposition
of the meaning of
this concept
is exceedingly
brief and unsatisfactory,
however. In any event the salient point is that this approach
was dropped in the later and lengthy study of Hobbes that
opens Possessive Individualism.
But the main theme itself, namely that Hobbes’s
scheme of political and philosophical
thought is saturated with “bourgeois
assumptions,”
is not especially well
argued and in fact depends for its cogency upon the fuller
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exposition
given in an earlier study by the well-known
conservative scholar Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy
of Hobbes (1936), which Macpherson cites a number of
times. This alliance of conservative and radical interpreters
is odd but not unfamiliar;
Macpherson
wished to put a
different slant on the results. When he returned to Hobbes
in PossessiveIndividualism he had substituted
his own
terminology,
anchored in the concept of the “possessive
market model of society,” for the tendentious
phrase
“bourgeois
assumptions.”
Obviously
this was not a substantially
different approach, and it still afforded him the purchase he had always sought for launching in the conclusion to Possessive
Individualism a critique of contemporary
society on the
basis of his historical study of English political thought.
The new terminology,
however, allowed him to stay much
closer to the language and spirit of the seventeenth-century
texts he was examining and to avoid making imaginative
leaps of dubious plausibility, such as the assertion in the
1945 essay that Hobbes had a “consistent picture of bourgeois society.” As a result the later version became a more
forceful and convincing
account.
During the decade after 1945 Macpherson
consolidated both his academic interests and his commitment
to the
academic discipline of political science. With respect to
the former, he concentrated
on two areas, the history of
liberalism and the analysis of social credit doctrines. The
extent of his activities related to his discipline throughout the 1950s leaves no doubt that he monitored the events
happening
in his profession,
both in Canada and elsewhere. He worked for a number of years on a project supported by UNESCO which resulted in a report for the
International
Political Science Association that was published in 1954 in the American Political Science Review
under the title, “World
Trends in Political
Science
Research.” The very brief report on Canada therein was
supplemented
by a separate study also published
(in
French only, so far as I can determine) in 1954, which was
a more elaborate survey of the Canadian scene - this time
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including Quebec - ,than was the one he did in 1938.
He continued to observe his own and related academic
disciplines and this is evidenced by an essayon the social
sciences for a collection entitled The Culture of Contemporary Canada (1957) and by the entry for “Political
Science” in the Encyclopedia Canadiana (1958). Preparation of such articles naturally required wide reading in
purely academic sources, reflecting his full-time involvement with the idioms of university life.
His preoccupation with the history of liberalism was
recorded for this period in two major essayson Locke for
the WesternPolitical Quarterly, “Locke on Capitalist Appropriation” (1951)and “The Social Bearing of Locke’s Political Theory” (1954), both of which were later
incorporated into PossessiveIndividualism. It is also apparent in his series of reviews on the Cambridge University Press’s complete edition of Ricardo’s Works and
Correspondence.This preoccupation culminates in the first
exposition of the idea of possessive individualism in an
essayfor the Cambridge Journal entitled “The Deceptive
Task of Political Theory” (1954). The three propositions
that make up this idea - actually he refers to it here as
an “assumption” made by liberal theory from Hobbes to
Bentham - are: (1) each person is the proprietor of his
or her own capacities and is free to employ them in the
search for a means of satisfaction, which become possessions - thus freedom is possession(a corollary assertsthat
this freedom, converting capacities into means of satisfaction, is expressed as the domination over things); (2) the
relations of exchange among individuals with respect to
their possessions are the basic form of social relations; (3)
all rights, including’ rights to life and liberty, may thus be
regarded as property (possession)rights, and the chief end
of political action is the protection of the same.
With this idea Macpherson found a single, unified
dimension in which the interrelationships among all the
notions that had been central to his way of thinking so
far (property, the marketplace, equality, liberty, and, by extension, democracy) could be displayed. Presenting this
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unity as a “model” - as he did in Possessive Individualism - allowed Macpherson to be suitably imprecise about
whether
he was referring to theories about human behavior, on the one hand, or the actual record of historical
events, on the other. (As a matter of fact, as I will show
in the next chapter, it suited his purpose to slide back and
forth between these two domains.)
The second advantage gained through this expression
is that, by virtue of the unity imparted to the elements
that compose it, Macpherson
could display that ensemble effectively as a “real” dynamic and historical process,
rather than as a static collection
of more or less interesting ideas. He did this by the simple device of suggesting
that an assumption
such as possessive individualism
changes its meaning and function with changes in society: the same individualist
assumption
which “was the
strength of the liberal theory in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (when it corresponded
with the social real,
ity) . . . became
the defect
of that theory
about
mid-nineteenth
century (when it ceased to do ~0)“~~ The
point of the device was to chastise liberalism for failing
to see that the original synthesis of property and individual
liberty had collapsed by the middle of the nineteenth century under the growing concentration
of economic power brought
by capitalism,
and that a “new
class
consciousness”
(presumably
the working class is being
referred to) necessarily had rejected liberal values on that
account.
Thus, the conclusion
to “The Deceptive Task of Political Theory”
stays faithful to the basic outlook that had
characterized Macpherson’s work until this point. However,
by the time when the interpretive
scheme, grounded
in
the notion of possessive individualism,
was elaborated in
his 1962 book, the conclusions had been altered dramatically - indeed, the earlier one was rejected in favor of
a quite different position. In the passage from the 1954
article quoted just above Macpherson says that possessive
individualist
assumptions had ceased to correspond with
social reality already by the middle of the nineteenth cen-
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tury In his book, however, Macpherson conceded that the
“assumptions
of possessive individualism
. . . still do correspond to our society, and so must be kept.“29 This concession meant that his earlier critique of liberalism ,should
have been completely
overhauled; but the conclusions to
The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism’
avoided this task, offering in its stead only the rather weak complaint
that no theory
of political
obligation
for
contemporary
society can be founded on the old assumptions of possessive individualism.
The essence of what Macpherson considered to be the
“dilemma”
handed down in the legacy of liberal theory
was, as we have seen, the tension or contradiction
between
property and individual
freedom. His concession, that in
the mid-twentieth-century
possessive individualist assumptions still corresponded
with social reality meant that there
was no apparent contradiction
between property and individual freedom, however. Thus, the abandonment
of his
earlier position in 1962 had left him without a firm basis
for a critique of either liberalism or contemporary
society. He was able to re-establish his critical position only
when he reconceptualized
the notion of property some
time later: subsuming property rights under the category
of human rights, rather than setting property and: liberty
in opposition
as he had been wont to do, permitted him
to develop a new and original basis for the critique of existing social arrangements.
This new point of departure
will be followed
more closely in the next chapter.
Now we must consider
Macphersonk
other, major
project of this period, his study of the political theory and
practice of the Social Credit Movement. Macpherson dealt
with this first purely as a theoretical venture, publishing
“The Political Theory of Social Credit” in CJEPS in 1949.
He used his readings in European social theory toiadvantage for the first time in this piece, noting the parallels in
social credit doctrine
with themes in writings
by the
nineteenth-century
thinkers:
Fourier, Saint-Simon,
and
Proudhon.
Well over half of his article is devoted to summarizing the views of social credit’s originator, Major C.
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H. Douglas, and Macpherson
again shows here (as he did
in his review-essay on Pareto) a remarkable
capacity for
presenting another thinker’s position, even and indeed especially when he disagrees with it, in concise, fair, and
lucid terms; in fact the result appears to be an improvement upon the original.
The assessment of the political significance of the Social Credit Movement
that he developed
in this article
would be carried over intact to Democracy in Alberta. The
main issue discussed was the movement’s challenge to the
traditional party system and its success in maintaining power in what was for all intents and purposes a one-party
environment.
Macpherson attacked the Social Credit form
of one-party politics without taking refuge in the conventional “liberal”
standpoint
that a multi-party
system is a
requisite for democracy. Thus he refers to historical examples of what he calls “one-class democracies”
(which
may have one party or none), citing as examples the regimes led by Cromwell, Robespierre, and Lenin; a regime
may be called democratic,
he says, if it promotes
“the
moral, intellectual, and active worth of all individuals,” that
is, “if it releases the productive force of society from previous obstacles and if it develops wide participation
in administration,
as was notable
in the examples
just
mentioned.”
30 These highly provocative
- and ultimately indefensible - remarks might have been more convincing to his academic audience had he paused at that point
in order to marshal some evidence on their behalf.
One-party movements
are attempts to submerge and
overcome social class divisions, Macpherson
says. They
inevitably fail to do so when they overlook the real basis
of those divisions and instead focus on some arbitrary
aspect of the whole, such as finance capital (as both social credit and some fascist movements
did). This opens
up the road to dictatorship,
“for by seeking or pretending
to remove the evils of which they complain by credit reform alone, they fail to resolve the class tension which,
if not moderated by the democratic party system, can only
be covered over by plebiscitarian
dictatorship.“3r
This
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passagewas reproduced almost verbatim in the concluding chapter of Democracy in Alberta (“plebiscitarian dictatorship” was replaced by the phrase “the devices of a
plebiscitarian state”), showing that the analysesin both article and book led to precisely the same point.
The much longer treatment of Social Credit in
Democracy in Alberta is important for reasons other than
a comparison of the end-points towards which the arguments proceeded. During the decade of the 1950s as indicated above, Macpherson spent much time and effort
in keeping tabs on the full range of work in his academic
discipline of political science, and in his own book. he immersed the discussion of social credit doctrines in the
wider context of Canadian political history. His training
and early teaching experience embraced comparative
government as well as theory, and he himself reported in
conversation that he was intrigued by the Social Credit
Movement because it was an oddity, at least so far as the
nations’ of the British Commonwealth were concerned,
with respect to its notion of government (particularly its
opposition to cabinet government). The extent of empirical detail contained in the book about Alberta’s social
structure, party documents, and political history is unparalleled in all of Macpherson’s published writings.
Finally, however, that empirical detail was not allowed
to constitute a rigorous test for the explanatory power of
key concepts, especially the concept of social class. In a
moment I will try to explain why this was the case and
what its consequences were.
When William Aberhart’s Social Credit Leaguewon 89
percent of the seats in the 1935 provincial election, Alberta was actually beginning the second phase of its long
infatuation with non-party or one-party political systems.
The United Farmers of Alberta (UFA) had started the first
phase by winning office in 1921,a phase that continued
uninterrupted for fourteen years, whereupon the UFA
movement disappeared from the political scene in 1935
as quickly as it had emerged. Both the UFA and Social
Credit Movements opposed cabinet-dominated govern-
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ments and advocated a “populist” control over the movement’s organizational apparatusand political platforms by
elected delegates.
Social Credit doctrine originated in the writings of an
Englishman, Major C. H. Douglas, that began to appear
in print around 1920. His economic theory was based on
the idea that the main obstacle to social well-being was
the control over the supply of money and credit by the
great financial institutions. The result, according to Douglas, was that people did not have sufficient wherewithal
to purchase what they needed. Major Douglas’s remedy
was to advocate the issuance of a “national dividend” in
the form of credit slips that would enable people to increase their purchasing power, Needless to say,the remedy was never implemented by the political organizations
in Western Canada that came to power under the Social
Credit banner. In Alberta, for example, although Major
Douglas was under contract as a consultant to the government, Premier Aberhart began rejecting his advice as soon
as he took office.
Macpherson’s main line of interpretation in Democracy in Alberta can be summarized as follows.32 He attributes the uniqueness of political life on Canada’sWestern
prairies (presumably he is referring to Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta, but this simple matter is never made
clear) to two factors, namely the “relatively homogeneous” social composition of the population and the “quasicolonial” relations between that region and the rest of
Canada. The latter point is reasonably well-known, having to do with the tariff, resource, and transportation policies imposed on the West by federal governments, while
the former is much more important for his argument. Macpherson seeks to establish it with the aid of empirical data
on Alberta’s working population: in 1941farmers and other
“independent commodity producers” constituted 45 % of
the province’s employed persons, while “industrial workers” made up 41%; this is contrasted with the national
average for Canada, namely 30% and 60% respectively
No comparison with Saskatchewan is ever offered, nor
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does Macpherson examine the reasons for which tlhe political histories of Alberta and Saskatchewan deviated so
sharply in this period (the difference is noted once only
in passing in a footnote, but never explored); since one
must assumethat the two prairie provinces had a very similar social composition, this omission is both curious and
damaging to his interpretation.
The political programs of Social Credit and it,s oneparty predecessor, the United Farmers of Alberta, are explained simply as the outcome of a false presumption that
the interests of all groups were identical with those’of the
independent commodity producers - in effect, they assumed that in one sense or another all persons were such
producers. Thus, the Social Credit objective was to unify
this group, so that its members would not compete against
each other, and to have it speak with one voice.: What
others may have regarded as substantial differences among
groups, such as differences between the interests of farmers
and industrial workers, were simply ignored by these
movements.
Macpherson gives a concise account of the basis for
the self-consciousness of independent commodity
producers, such as farmers, who are engaged directly in
the work of transforming the physical environment, and
who can usually see the completed results of their labor
in the form of goods that are useful and necessary for the
satisfaction of immediate needs.All obstaclesthe producers
encounter in maximizing the output of their labor, and
that arise from social relations, such as unreasonably low
prices or high interest and transportation charges, appear
as “artificial” barriers to well-being and fruits of cotispiraties plotted by parasitical and unproductive groups. (The
impediments result from willful evil, unlike natural calamities such as drought and pestilence.) Since the causes of
their malaise are straightforward, the proposed remedies
are thought to be equally uncomplicated.
In terms of the standard political vocabulary) these
remedies are “radical” in some respects and “conservative” in others. Macpherson explains this state of perpetual
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oscillation between the two poles of the political sphere
as the outcome of the peculiar situation of the Canadian
prairies, where a regional concentration
of a particular
group (independent
commodity
producers) existed in a
quasi-colonial
relation
to their own national
government.33 Their radicalism stemmed from their wish to rebe1 against Ottawa, and their conservatism
arose from the
fact that they, as independent
producers who thought that
they could and should control the means of their production, had a direct interest in property rights. The appropriate term for the members of this class, whose lives are
dominated by the struggle to defend their property in the
midst of great economic insecurity and the accumulating
impacts of the economic concentration
growing all around
them, is petit-bourgeois. Their situation is defined most
precisely by their inability to identify
themselves with
either one of the two decisive classes in capitalist society,
labor and capital; and their unwillingness
to recognize the
fact that they are a marginal group in modern society gives
rise to the false consciousness
of the class.
At the very end of his book Macpherson
introduces
a new term, the “quasi-party
system,” that serves to summarize the political expression of this class. The Western
Canadian experience could not be described accurately
enough as the operationof
either a non-party
or a oneparty system, although its main thrust was to attack the
traditional
form of multi-party
politics. It rather became
a quasi-party system, one in which a dominant,
nontraditional party (usually set in opposition
to the main national parties) existed among the weakened remnants of other
political parties, providing a middle way between the normal state of democratic politics and the authoritarianism
of a true one-party state.
The American sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset wrote
a long review of Democracy in Alberta for the Canadian
Forum in 1954. Lipset had published Agrarian Socialism,
his study of the Saskatchewan CCF, in 1950, which was
a revision of his doctoral thesis done under Robert S.
Lynd’s supervision
at Columbia University
Lipset wrote
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a touching dedication to his book (“to the memory of my
father, Max Lipset, who had the same dreams as the farmers of Saskatchewan”), as well as a preface in which he
identified himself as a supporter of “the democratic socialist movement of which the CCF is a part” and expressed his gratitude for the warmth and kindness with
which he, a young man who had not previously travelled
more than a few miles west of New York City’s Hudson
River, had been received by farmers and others in Saskatchewan when he undertook his field research there. One
might suppose that Macpherson would have looked kindly
upon that work, with its obvious sympathy towards its
subject-matter (even the by then well-known and appropriately conservative Lipset who wrote the 1967 preface to
the republication of his book displays a lingering sympathy). Yet Agrarian
Socialism is not even mentioned in
Democracy

in Alberta.

In his Canadian
Forum review Lipset objected that
Macpherson had not given good grounds for holding his
major presupposition, namely that differences in systems
of political parties could be explained by differences in
the composition of social classes.He claims that as a generalization it would not stand the test of a comparative inquiry into Canada, the United States,and Europe, and that
even for Alberta it was not a strong hypothesis, since a.
“winner-take-all” form of voting, in a setting where patterns in political affiliations were distributed evenly
throughout the ridings in the whole province (asthey often
have been in Western Canada), could place one party in
office for a long time even when strong opposition to the
ruling party existed among the electorate. Lipset did not
deny that a direct relation between parties and classes
could occur, for he conceded that such a relation existed
in Britain; but not in Canada, Lipset thought, since Canada was more like the United Statesor France with respect
to the relations between social groupings, political parties,
and government.
Macpherson’s spirited reply is valuable chiefly for its
straightforward restatement of his main working assump-
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tions, especially those dealing with the concept of social
class: “My assumptions
were that classes have class interests, and have class positions which set limits to the policies which might succeed; that classes are more or less
conscious of their position; and that with historical hindsight we can try to say whether their consciousness of their
position at any turning point in their history was more or
less accurate,. . .“3* So far as his central argument about Alberta itself is concerned,
he restated what is said almost
in passing towards the end of Democracy in AZbertu, that
“both the working-class
and the bourgeoisie
have, at crucial periods in their history, displayed a greater awareness
of their class position and needs than thepetite-bourgeoisie
has generally done,. . .” Furthermore,
Macpherson had also
explicitly defended his adherence to the concept of class
as the “most penetrating
basis of classification
for the understanding of political behaviour,”
despite the fact (as he
notes) that most scholars in his discipline, even those who
had earlier found it useful, were abandoning
it in favor
of concepts that were more amenable to “techniques
of
measurement
and tabulation.“35
We can now understand why Macpherson
had found
no succor in Agrarian Socialism, despite its author’s ideological sympathy with the CCF, for Lipset’s argument was
that North America was unique in the modern world because much of its struggles for social improvement
had
stemmed from longstanding
traditions of agrarian radicalism. This is not to deny that substantjal numbers among
the urban working class at various times and places committed to radical change and socialist ideologies; but it had
become apparent over time that these commitments
were
neither as deep nor as enduring as they were in many other
places in the world. Many political leaders had also tried
to unite the radicalism of farmer and urban labor groups,
with very limited success. Such an effort at unification
had
also been made in the early days of the CCF in Saskatchewan, but as Lipset had shown in detail, by the mid-1930s
the CCF began to abandon explicit references to socialism in its political tracts, because most of the farm popu-
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lation simply would not accept a political program for radical economic and social change based on socialist
ideology.
The view that most demands for radical social change
in Canada had emerged (and were likely to continue to
do so) from a non-ideological radicalism, that is, from temporary alliances of social interests which did not ,derive
their impetus from the confrontation of the two allegedly dominant classesof bourgeoisie and workers, was simply unacceptable to Macpherson. Nevertheless, to phrase
the point plainly, in this he was wrong: his concepts of
class and class consciousness could not adequately
represent events. Lipset’s looser “sociological” categories
grasped better the‘actual range of diverse social idterests
as well as the political awarenessand objectives df various groups in the social movements he and Macpherson
were examining; and with them can be understobd the
earlier contest in the prairies between the CCF and!Social
Credit for the allegiance of the rural population, the contrasts between federal and provincial voting results, and
the later swings in voting patterns there between c,onservative parties and the New Democratic Party.
People and groups do not normally occupy fixed
points on a political spectrum. Rather - at least starting
from the time when most people have some minimal
“stake” in society to protect, or even only the hope of having the same - their objectives embrace both their attempts ‘to preserve that stake (which is their conserv$tism),
on the one hand, and whatever measuresthey believe may
be necessary to improve their position (which iS their
progressivism or radicalism), on the other. Wheie the
majority will stand in terms of support for political parties and their programs at any time, therefore, depends on
how it will assessthe-balance of its interests in the light
of the circumstances of the moment.
As Macpherson’s own argument shows so well, his approach was defective not so much in the concept of class
as in the concept of class consciousness. After conceding
the point in his reply to Lipset that neither he nor anyone
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else believed that all members of a class could hold the
same view, he took refuge in the last redoubt of all
defenders of the notion of class consciousness, namely
in the claim that (unlike the theorist) members of a class
may not understand their own class interests. This expedient, which derived its currency in twentieth-century critical theory largely from the force of Georg Lukacs’s great
essayon reification, gradually collapsed of its own weight;
so far as I know, Macpherson did not use it again. The concept of class has been with us since the days of ancient
Greek political theory and, given a sensible statement of
its meaning, most social thinkers find it useful; but the notion of class consciousness - the presumption that commonality in material circumstances is or must be matched
by a specific interpretation of the meaning of those circumstances - has been much less successful in winning
adherents, chiefly because to give a plausible account of
what a “true” consciousness might be has been a more
arduous task than it first seemed.
Since the conceptual apparatus for Democracy in Alberta was flawed, the prognosis drawn from this study
could not stand the test of time. In the book’s conclusion,
Macpherson extrapolated Alberta’s situation to Canada as
a whole, arguing that, just asthis province stood in a quasicolonial relation to the nation, so the nation stood in a
similar relation to the United States;moreover the “characteristic independent-producer assumptions about the nature of society are very widespread in Canada, a legacy
of the not distant days when anyone could set up in business or farming for himself.“s6 Thus he predicted that the
political expression of this situation that had arisen in Alberta - the quasi-party system - would triumph in Canadian federal politics as well. When his book was
republished a decade later, he noted in the new preface
that this conclusion had gained more attention than had
the rest of the book! He maintained in 1962 that the course
of federal politics in the preceding period fully justified
his position. Events thereafter, however, tell a different
story.
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Macpherson did not repeat this attempt to bring his
powerful design for dealing with issues in political theory to bear on an extensive analysisof political events. The
role he had forecast for political theory in his 1938 essay,
“On the Study of Politics in Canada” (through a “study
of the development in interaction of political ideas and
concrete political facts”), indicates that political theory
would offer “a new principle of unity” to the discipline
of political science.3’ Democracy in Alberta unfortunately does not weather the test of his own criterion, which
would have required him to directly confront the kind of
empirical detail given in Lipset’s 1950 study of the neighboring province that appeared at the very time when he
was preparing his book on Alberta. Had he thus addressed
“the development in interaction of political ideas and concrete political facts” in the political history of the Prairie
Provinces he would have been forced (I think) to amend
both his working assumptions and his conclusions, both
of which were based on an unsupportable view of class
and class-consciousness.For there was no “working class”
in the classical mold (as a clear numerical majority in society with a unified and distinctive set of political goals)
that existed in Canada in 1935, nor was there any good
reason for Macpherson to suppose at the time of writing
his book on Alberta that such a class would come into being in this country in the future.
Any decent survey of “concrete political facts” - recall his disparaging reference to “techniques of measurement
and tabulation” in his reply to Lipset - would have confirmed the point. In the absence of this concrete dimension, the other half of the partnership (“political ideas”
or theory) had to attempt to bear unaided the weight of
the elaborate and strained exercise about class consciousness that brings Democracy in Alberta to its conclusion.
The load was too great: Democracy in Alberta was a
dead-end for Macpherson. He never again tried this kind
of unifying study of theory and practice that he had imagined at the outset of his career,a type of study that would
represent the distinctive contribution of his own academic
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specialization (political theory) to the discipline of political science. When he returned to the lists a decade later
with The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism,
he did so.by adopting the standpoint of epic theory in
the grand style.

3

Maturity: 1955 to 1985
The Scholar as Protagonist

’

Throughout
his formative period, Macpherson’structured the various issues in political theory and.phctice
with which he dealt largely in terms of an opposition:
capitalism versus socialism. Whether the matter at hand
was trade union practices or the theory of property, social credit politics or the fate of liberalism, each illustrated for him the continued
viability of the one ovetiriding
set of options that had been posed in the mid-nineteenthcentury and had been forcefully
posited anew for his
generation
by a series of fateful events - the Bolshevik
seizure of power in the Soviet Union, worldwide economic
crisis, and the rise’of fascism.
At mid-career, beginning in the late 195Os, the explicit
posing of issues in terms of this opposition
in hi; writings was muted, which does not imply any fundamental
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change in his views: the terminology was a bit different
but the main point was pretty much the same. Certainly
others saw him this way, aswe know owing to the increasing amount of attention paid to his work both in Canada
and abroad. Many of his followers regarded him as a
Marxist of one sort or another (in one evaluation he was
assessedas “five-sixths” of a full Marxist’), and his harshest critics all labeled him with assurancea socialist, despite
the fact that he stubbornly refused any ideological label.
My treatment of Macpherson’s formative period in the
preceding chapter suggestedthat he had embraced a dual
commitment to academic scholarship and to social improvement as an undergraduateand that he never wavered
thereafter. Yet these were never meant to be two parallel
but separate tracks. Their unity, as presented in,Macpherson’s 1942essay “The Position of Political Science,” makes
it quite clear that the scholar was to serve the protagonist;
the image of their unity is the pamphleteer, and Adam
Smith is referred to as a model. The roles of both scholar
and protagonist - the terms are his own, from the 1942
essay - were to be played with equal seriousness and
honest effort, for in Macpherson’s eyes the protagonist
could be served by the scholar only if the latter role were
played strictly according to the tenets of the academic
profession. We have also seen how closely he followed
and reported on the progress of purely academic scholarship in his periodic reviews of the developments in his
discipline of political science.
Macpherson’s subsequent career shows that each side
of the scholar-protagonist duality subsisted in an unstable and problematic relation to the other. The serious commitment to the scholar’s craft placed a heavy toll on the
partnership, requiring in fact that by far the greater portion of available time be spent in its service, and, moreover
that this time be devoted to activities such as wide reading in historical source material whose fruits would have
no direct bearing on contemporary issues.Of course, the
protagonist’s concerns were never overlooked; the book
reviews, minor essays,and comments in major works re-
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veal Macpherson’s continued devotion to this side of the
partnership. Nevertheless, the fact that comparatively little time was left to him either for sustained exposition or
sustained research in new sources of information on political institutions and “concrete political facts” is evident
in the record of his published ‘writings.
After 1960 Macpherson’s steadily growing reputation
within university circles both at home and abroad was partly responsible for ensuring that the balance would remain
tipped towards the concerns of scholarship. Beginning
with the reviews in learned journals of The Political Tbeor-y of PossessiveIndividualism, other scholars took increasing notice of his work and inevitably (for this is the
scholar’s staff of life) mounted spirited attacks on substantive points both in the interpretation of sources and on
Macpherson’s presumed standpoint. So far as I know, Macpherson never missed an opportunity to reply to any major
review or commentary (nor did he ever concede a significant point to a critic); and in all those replies he remained
faithful to his 1942 statement that the scholar could only
serve the protagonist by being a good scholar. For example, in answering Jacob Viner’s long review of Possessive
Individualism, in which Viner highlighted what he regarded as a Marxist interpretation, Macpherson made this public affirmation:
I am equally astonishedat Viner’s final complaint
that the book has an “apostolic” purpose which
prevents its being as high a contribution to
scholarship as it could otherwise have been....
I do not recognize that [Marxist apostolic] fervour in myself or in my book, and I reject the
imputation ... that any of my readingsof the texts
are, presumably because of such fervour, perversions of the texts. ... By making Marxism a
spectre he has ruled out all the intellectual insight which is still to be had from the original
Marx, and has weakened the prospects of
scholarship by creating a disjunction where
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need exist.2

Since the calibre of his writing drew eminent and learned
critics into the lists, his determination
to defend himself
according to all of the accepted canons of scholarly inquiry forced him to continue to pay close attention to the
minutiae of historical scholarship.
During the 1960shis standing in his profession was also
recognized
in a series of honorific
posts such as the
presidency of the Canadian Political Science Association
and the Canadian Association
of University
Teachers,
speeches at convocation
exercises, and prominent
roles
in a series of formal inquiries into allegations of professional improprieties
at various Canadian universities.
In
addition, he participated
in the reviews and controversies
about the governance of universities that were prompted
by the the student protest movements
of the time. Some
of these activities were time-consuming
and unrewarding,
but they were also a natural outcome of his lifelong mission to work within a university setting.
I mentioned above that for the young Macpherson, the
scholar was meant to serve the protagonist, and I have suggested that in the actual course of events the amount of
actual service rendered by the former to the latter was quite
limited. (Once again there is an interesting parallel with,
although no influence from, the leading members of the
Frankfurt School. The remarkable series of essays written
in the 1930s by Horkheimer
and Marcuse especially, which
are breathtaking
in the scope of their learning and the daring quality of their insights, are similarly the products of
scholar-protagonists
who were committed
to the cause of
socialism. Horkheimer
and Marcuse, however, were so fully
and passionately
devoted to learned discourse that the
practical political lessons they sought to draw therefrom
were almost impossible to fathom!) What about assistance
to the scholar, however? Was it possible in Macpherson’s
case for the protagonist
to serve the scholar?
Certainly this was the case in his own eyes. The 1942
essay suggests that scholarship would be stronger if it were
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imbued with a sense of purpose derived from a “general
understanding
of the world”
(but he also concedes that
the results of research in turn may modify the protagonist’s
outlook); and in his reply to Viner he notes that &holarship is weakened if ideological bias disallows the testimony that a particular thinker may have to offer. The second
claim is a strong one, but the first is not particularly
convincing: the criterion for the “sense of purpose”
is too
vague, and plenty of good scholarship is producedjby
academics who have no other purpose in mind save turning
out the very best research that they can.
On the other hand, a number of his fellow scholars
took exception to his approach to scholarship for a variety of reasons and with varying degrees of outrage. Macpherson
replied in kind, and for years these sharp
exchanges added some spice to what were otherwise
rather dull periodicals; surely this was not his ultimate purpose, however. What then was his purpose? In what ways
could the protagonist’s
cause be advanced by means of
scholarship?
To take one example: At the very end of Possessive Individualism,
following
almost three hundred pages of
detailed commentary
on seventeenth-century
English political thought,
we are told for the first time that the assumptions
of possessive individualism
are “now morally
offensive”
- and the adverb is very important,
for the
point is that such assumptions were not morally offensive
in the seventeenth
century,
but became
so in the
nineteenth
and remained
that way thereafter
This,
however, is not what the book itself is all about. The book
is devoted to ascertaining whether the writings of English.
political thinkers from Hobbes to Locke can be said ito have
been shot through with the assumptions of possessive individualism.
Macpherson
answered his question in the affirmative and many other scholars demurred, most of them
doing so by seeking to limit the impact of this interpretation (saying it was strong for Locke and the Leveliers but
weak for Hobbes, for example). As I have noted; this is
the conventional
stuff of academic life.
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The curious feature of all this, of course, is that accepting Macpherson’s version of history holus bolus would do
absolutely nothing for the claim that the possessive individualist assumptions are “now morally offensive.” This
may indeed be the case, but no case had been made for
it. The claim was not a trivial one, since it implied that
the determining feature of contemporary society (the marketplace) is at stake; thus the claim seemingly would have
deserved a treatment at appropriate length, perhaps a book
in itself, in which reasons for and against its legitimacy
could have been considered fully Macpherson never wrote
such a book, confining himself instead to short sections
on this point in some of his post-1965 essays.Thus in this
case, Macpherson’s scholarship was simply irrelevant, if
a justification of his own claim about the moral offensiveness of possessive individualist assumptions was really at
stake: the scholar did nothing for the protagonist’s cause
here.
Did the scholar perhaps benefit the protagonist indirectly rather than directly? Certainly his strong commitment to the university setting, and the sheer amount of
effort devoted to those scholarly debates in which only
specialists could participate, limited severely the extent to
which his critique of society could spread beyond the walls
of academe: the debates conducted in its idioms perforce
would go unnoticed elsewhere.Also his explicit standpoint
as a protagonist may have curtailed some of the influence
he would have had otherwise with respect to the purely’
academic interests of his specialist peer group in political
theory Thus this conclusion about the relation of scholar and protagonist in Macpherson’s career is the same as
the one arrived at earlier, namely that the latter was of limited service to the former.
Yet, however limited, it did serve. On balance his determination and skill in scholarly researchand debate, and
his high standing in his profession resulting therefrom,
caused his own concerns to be placed squarely on the
agenda for his discipline of political theory in Canada for
a number of years.Although these things are hard to meas-
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ure, I believe that Macpherson did succeed in considerably broadening the range of academic debate within political science in Canada and elsewhere. In so doing he,
and others who agreed with him, also brought his standpoint on contemporary society - that a market society
was based on morally offensive assumptions - forcefulI
ly before large numbers of students.
The impact was felt all the more because the function
of the university setting where scholarship is performed
changed quite dramatically over the course of Macpherson’s long career. Not only were Canadian universities
tradition-bound institutions when Macpherson entered
their service; universities in Canada and elsewhere were
traditional elitist institutions then, serving a comparatively
small proportion of the population as a whole, a Ijroportion drawn primarily from overwhelmingly male and
upper-income segments. The universities’ social rol,e,apart
from advancing knowledge, was largely confined to
regulating entry into the professions and the civil service. We must recall again that these were tiines of
widespread despair and foreboding in society at large, and
thus for a young academic to launch his mission asscholarprotagonist in such surroundings took a good deal of
courage. Given the special circumstances of the times, it
was not unreasonable for him to hope that the acceptance
of such a mission by himself and others might succeed
in marshalling the university’s resources and prestige on
behalf of the struggle for a better society
1
The economic prosperity and social changes that had
been accumulating in the postwar period spilled over into
university life in the 1960s.Sheer numbers, for one thing;
a far more diverse student body; a social consensus that
part of this prosperity would be devoted to public purposes, such as better education and health care based on
a principle of universal access, All this also affected the
social function of the university: a changing ecqnomy
demanded wider proficiency in general skills for’whitecollar occupations, and a university education would now
be a standard requirement for entry into them. The peri-
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od of upheaval caused by the “student movement” was
dramatic but relatively brief; however, it had a lasting impact on the conduct of university affairs.
By now, the notion that one can be both scholar and
protagonist is widely (although not universally) accepted
within universities, precisely in the terms that Macpherson proposed in 1942: one must be both scholar and protagonist, accepting the responsibilities of each role in the
fullest sense, and become better at both by allowing experience gained in each to inform and improve the other.
Naturally one cannot attribute the existence of this consensus solely to the example of Macpherson and others
of his generation, but it is not unreasonable to suppose
that he had a large part to play in bringing it about. Long
after the learned debates about the presence of possessive individualist assumptions in the works of the
seventeenth-century English political theorists have become mere curiosities of intellectual history, this contribution will be making its effects felt in the practice of
academic activity in Canadian universities.
Five Themes
Since I am concentrating primarily on the “epic theory” aspects of Macpherson’s work in this book, I have
confined myself to the major themes in the writings of
his mature period, themes that constitute his critique of
contemporary society and his suggestionsfor a better way
that arise out of this critique. There are five such themes;
all of them are related to each other, and moreover they
are internally related in a specific way, so that the five
together make up a unified conception which may be displayed as follows:
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This scheme represents my distillation of Macpherson’s
basic themes and their relation to each other based on a
large number of scatteredpassagesin his publications from
1955 to 1985.
The liberal society and state (usually referreydto as
liberal-democratic society) is the fundamental mediating
force in modern history for Macpherson. It links two decisive developments: first, the activity in the capitalist marketplace, namely the growing predominance of a theory
of human essenceas infinite appropriator and infinite consumer (together with a corresponding practice in actual
life); and second, the struggle within the political order
between the social class interests which seek to defend
the specific property system based on that theory, and
practice of the capitalist marketplace, on the one hand,
and those interests which seek to transcend it in the name
of a different ideal, on the other. The propertied interests
use the party system and other devices (such as control
of information) to ensure that the liberal stateuphollds market principles against the power of majority rule, despite
the pervasive inequities and injustices that these principles continue to produce. Other classes and groups use
the tradition of civil liberties and due process that are protected by the liberal state to create laws and programs that
compensate individuals for some of those injustices, to
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control the operation of market forces, and also to mount
a public advocacy of more radical transformations of the
social order.
The mediating role of the liberal society and state is
precisely what has allowed a group of modern Western
nations to survive the bitter class divisions introduced by
capitalism without resorting to the worst excesses of
authoritarian rule and internal violence. Through courage
and persistence, organized labor and other groups were
able to curb and mitigate the operation of market forces
against the determined resistance erected by propertied
interests. This opposition, however, was unable (and to
some extent unwilling) to challenge the basesof the reigning property system, and both inheritance and persistent
distributional inequalities insured the perpetuation of a
society stratified along lines of wealth and economic power. The ability of propertied interests to use the liberal state
to preserve their predominant social position, while conceding the necessity for constraining the market system,
gave them, as well as the oppositional groups, a real stake
in the maintenance of democratic processes and civil
liberties.
There was no inevitability in all this. Most Western nations more than once stood on the brink of accelerating
class violence that threatened to turn into civil war, and
in response the propertied interests contemplated their
chances of permanently suppressing opposition to them
by means of an authoritarian state.In return, a determined
minority within labor and other organizations sought to
overthrow existing institutions, including the liberal state,
with whatever means were at hand. That such outcomes
were avoided is due as much to chance as it is to any overriding commitment by individuals from all sides to affirming the ideals of the liberal state. Such affirmations are
fragile and do not form a secure redoubt for liberaldemocratic processes, no matter how many successive
generations enjoy their fruits; even today one wonders
how severe a test in any period.of heightened social tensions those processes would endure.

84

C. B. Macpherson

The published record will show that Macpherson remained faithful to those liberal-democratic ideals, despite
an equally strong commitment to what many others saw
as the competing or even contradictory ideals of socialism. Thus, preserving the theory and practice of the liberal
society and state meant preserving the ongoing tension
between the economic and political orders in modern
times, a tension that itself was responsible for the progress
of modern history through developmental stagesand for
a gradual improvement in the lot of the majority of
persons.
The entire scheme illustrated above is a genuine
process of historical mediation, because each of its two
“sides” - the spheres of economics and politics respectively, which are discrete, readily identifiable domains of
human action - do not stand in simple “opposition” to
the other, but rather are themselves (asthe diagram shows)
a unity of complex forces made up of partially contradictory tendencies. Indeed, this structure of internal opposition is what drives each sphere forward through
developmental stages.
So far as the economic sphere is concerned, in the
capitalist marketplace economy the predominant conception, as well as the predominant behavior patterns based
thereon, is that every individual should seek to maximize
utilities, which results in the propensity for appropriation
and consumption without natural limit (this is the “possessive individualist assumption”). This proclivity stands
in permanent opposition to the individual’s striving for
self-development. They are the two end-points of a continuum; their relation is inverse, so that an advance along
the line for one is a retreat for the other, and vice versa.
The position on the line where the social system asa whole
stands at any time, then, has a reciprocal impact on the
sphere of politics: the relative strength of the possessive
individualist assumption will influence or determine the
type of social and political demands that the majority will
make through the democratic process.
Turning to the political sphere, Macpherson, in one of
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his major early essays, “The Meaning of Economic
Democracy” (1942) defined the driving force in modern
history as the “underlying antagonism between democracy
and the concentration of property” In his formative period this was primarily a static opposition: propertied interests used the mechanisms of the liberal state,especially
the party system, to thwart the demands for redistribution that would otherwise have been pressed successfully by the majority through democratic processes. This
conception remains with Macpherson to some extent, but
it also undergoes an interesting transformation, for the tension between property and democracy is dynamic, rather
than static. The meaning of property is explored more fully
during his mature period, and property is revealed to be
a basic human right. This result, which stems from the
internal workings of the sphere of politics, naturally has
a reciprocal impact on the possessiveindividualist assumptions which drive forward the economic sphere.
Each of these five themes, as well as some of the
specific relations among them, will now be examined in
greater detail. They represent the scaffolding for the major
contributions made by Macpherson in his mature period.
The support structure that had been provided during his
formative period, namely the opposition between capitalism and socialism, was not discarded; rather, the original
supports were dismantled and the materials re-used in a
much more elaborate framework. All in all, it became a
vantage-point from which to survey a wide range of contemporary issues in both social theory and practice.
Economic

Sphere:

The Marketplace

Each of the two spheres of economics and politics has
two dimensions: the institutional context and the individual context. In the economic sphere the first is represented by the general character of the marketplace, and the
second by the inner tension between “appropriation” and
“self-development” in the lives of individuals. Since these
are not separatephenomena, but rather only two perspec-
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I

tives of the same issue, they will be treated independently, purely for purposes of discussion.
1. The Institutional

Context

Comments on what he usually called the “capitalist
market society” comprise one of the most consistent
threads in the writings of Macpherson’s mature ‘period.
Although other commentators have taken a different view,
it seems to me that this is the point where Macpherson
most clearly joins the Marxist tradition: namely; in the’
presumption that modern society is in its “essence” a social order founded. on fully developed market (or commodity) relations, and that it must be replaced by one
founded on some qualitatively-different principle of social organization. Given the importance of this theme, it
is rather surprising to discover in Macpherson’s writings
so little descriptive narration on the history, characteristics, and evolution of the economic system of generalized
commodity production.
In fact, Macpherson redefined the Marxist ap’proach
entirely in his own terms! He did so at the beginning of
The Political Theory of PossessiveIndividualismj where
he states that the assumptions which comprise the possessiveindividualist model of the human essence“do correspond substantially to the actual relations of a Imarket
society” There are eight such assumptions (or postulates):
(a) There is no authoritative allocation of work.
(b) There is no authoritative provision of rewards
for work.
(c) There is no authoritative definition and e,nforcement of contracts.
(d) All individuals seek rationally to maximize
their utilities.
(e) Each individual’s capacity to labor is his own
property and is alienable.
(f) Land and resources are owned by individuals and are alienable.
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(g) Some individuals want a higher level of utilities or power than they have.
(h) Some individuals have more energy, skill, or
possessions than others.
Taken together the eight describe the principles of a “full
market society” His reason for adopting a new terminology is also explained:
If a single criterion of the possessivemarket society is wanted it is that man’s labour is a commodity, i.e. that a man’s energy and skill are his
own, yet are regarded not as integral parts of his
personality, but’as possessions, the use and disposal of which he is free to hand over to others
for a price. It is to emphasize this characteristic
of the fully market society that I have called it
the possessive market society. Possessivemarket society also implies that where labour has
become a market commodity, market relations
so shape or permeate all social relations that it
may properly be called a market society, not
merely a market economy.
Note especially that this passageelucidates only two of
the three terms in the key phrase:a specific sensefor “market” is not given.3
It is a curious omission, given the crucial importance
of the concept of fully developed market relations in Macpherson’s thought. Clearly, he assumed that its meaning
was self-evident, in the sense that the earlier tradition of
political economy (both liberal and Marxist) offered ample guidance as to what this concept meant. His own writings contain only offhand remarks that presuppose some
more adequately elaborated argument that is neither given
nor referenced: for example, the claim that the marketplace createswants and tastes(a credo for critical theory),
or the statement that the “politically conscious working
class” in the nineteenth century undermined the “moral
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adequacy” of the assumptions on which market society
is based (a proposition that cries out for a few shreds of
evidence in its support), are both lacking in argument.
Macpherson paid a heavy price for this neglect. All of
the publications in his mature period are riddled with basic
ambiguities. Does he mean that the first two terms in the
phrase “capitalist market society” are indissolubly linked,
so that one must have them both together or have neither,
or can we have a system of fully-developed market relations (a “full market society”) that is not capitalist? Specifically, is it possible to have a socialist variant of a full
market society?
The title itself for one of the essaysin the collection
Democratic Theory, “Problems of a Non-Market Theory
of Democracy,” implicitly takesthe position that “capitalist”
and “market” are the same.4In addition, the overwhelming predominance of the phrase “capitalist market society” in the writings of the mature period reinforce the view
that the two terms are inseparable; no explicit suggestions
to the contrary can be found. There are, however, some
reasons for believing that Macpherson abandoned that
view at some point, and perhaps never did hold it, but
instead was guilty of inexact usage.5If we assume at the
very least that he ceased to hold that view, we are still left
without much assistancein his publications for developing what might be called a “positive” theory of the full
market society I shall turn to this task in the following
chapter.
In Macpherson’s theory of the marketplace we are left
with just the basic propositions that labor is a commodity, entailing that persons may alienate their energies and
skills for a price, and that market relations “shape or permeate all social relations.” His relative disregard of the need
for fuller exposition here is compensated for, however, in
the richness of the conception he developed for the other
side of the economic sphere, the individual context. In
one sense the marketplace became the foil for what was
counterposed to it, namely the opposition of “extractive
versus developmental powers” that was played out in the
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lives of individuals.
2. The Individual

Context

A number of straightforward
expressions in Macpherson’s works link the marketplace in an inverse relation to
the prospects for a richer self-development
of individuals. The clearest is at the opening of The Life and Times
of Liberal Democracy: “I shall suggest that the continuance of anything
that can properly
be called liberal
democracy depends on a downgrading
of the market assumptions
and an upgrading
of the equal right to selfdevelopment.”
In an essay on the same theme written a
few years later, he contends that “the possibility
of a
genuinely participatory
democracy emerging in Western
liberal-democratic
states varies inversely with their electorates’ acceptance of system-stability
as the overriding
value, or (which amounts to the-same thing) their acceptance of the possessive individualist
model of man.“6 The
idea that these two are indeed “the same thing” is not given
the benefit of a proper argument.
Macpherson’s
“developmental
ideal” will be sketched
briefly below. As he himself has said, this ideal originates
in the set of values for liberal-democratic
society that John
Stuart Mill fashioned in the nineteenth century.’ The conjuncture of influences from Marx (the critique of market
relations) and J. S. Mill (the ideal of individuality)
is one
of the most interesting
features of Macphersonk
work.
Since he is so reticent about the topic of market relations,
Macpherson
never explained how and why the capitalist
market society could be thought to supply a basis for the
emergence of the developmental
ideal that had not existed in prior human history. Such an explanation
is essential; curiously enough, Marx had given quite a good one.
(Macpherson had not used it in working out his own standpoint; the main source, Marx’s Grundrisse, did not become
widely known in the English-speaking
world until after
the publication of a complete translation in 1973 .) The brief
recapitulation
of it which follows will be helpful for as-
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sessing Macpherson’s position on the relation between
market behavior and individuality.
Marx’s Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844
(which Macpherson had read in part as an undergraduate)
presents a one-sided condemnation of capitalism casting
it in entirely negative terms, and envisioning a quick passage beyond it to a better society. By the time he came
to write the Grundrisse (1857/8),however, Marx’sunderstanding of historical development had changed, and in
that work capitalism appears as a necessary presupposition for the eventual emergence of human indivi’duality
and freedom. This positive historical mission refers specifically to the situation of the individual in the future a situation which would exist after capitalism had passed,
but which could come into being only because of what
capitalism had accomplished:
The discovery, creation and satisfaction of new
needs arising from society itself; the cultivation
of all the qualities of the social human being,
production of the same in a form as rich as possible in needs’because rich in qualities and relations - production of this being as the most
total and universal social product, for, in order
to take gratification in a many-sided way, he must
be capable of many pleasures, hence cultured
to a high degree - is likewise a condition ,of
production founded on capital.
Part of the what he calls the “civilizing influence”‘of capital, Marx says,is to break down “all traditional, confined,
complacent, encrusted satisfactions of present needs.“8
Both geographical barriers and previous static modes of
production, he believed, had limited the expression of
needs in earlier societies, and this constricted thethuman
capacity for enjoyment and thus human development
itself.
Marx relates this civilizing and liberating mission of
capitalism to that concept which links his thought direct-
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ly to John Stuart Mill’s: individuality
In the passage quoted above, and elsewhere, he interprets
this concept as
meaning “universality,”
that is, as the conditions
under
which every person can explore the full range of potential human capacities for creativity and enjoyment. According to Marx, capitalism teaches mankind to be dissatisfied
with the satisfaction of needs at the level of “mere subsistence” and creates a need to strive beyond that level. In
another passage the concepts of individuality
and universality are explicitly joined; here Marx also relates them both
to the full market exchange economy brought into being
by capitalism, and again he insists that capitalism represents
a necessary stage in human history:
Universally developed individuals, whose social
(gesellschuftlich)
relations, as their own communal (gemeinschaftlich)
relations, are hence
also subordinated
to their own communal
control, are no product of nature, but of history The
degree and the universality of the development
of wealth where this individuality
becomes possible supposes production
on the basis of exchange values as a prior condition,
whose
universality produces not only the alienation of
the individual from himself and from others, but
also the universality and the comprehensiveness
of his relations and capacities.9
The main points in Marx’s positive theory of market
relations may be summarized
as follows. (1) Precapitalist
societies imposed severe limits on the development
of human creative capacities. (2) The new needs that emerge
under capitalism are manifestations
of a new “general”
need of indeterminate
scope for production
and consumption beyond the point of simple subsistence. (3) These new
needs are also an expression of a fuller human personality and of its enhanced capacities for enjoyment. (4) A richness in needing is an essential aspect of individuality
and
human freedom.
(5) Individuality
is the comprehensive
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development
of human capacities. (6) The emergence of
this type of individuality
as a general phenomenon
in society presupposes
the experience of a society based on
full market relations.
Of course there is a negative side as well. While permitting the qualitative and quantitative expansion of needs,
the capitalist mode of production
imposes its own set of
limits and barriers to satisfaction.
The principal barrier,
that social wealth can only be produced
in the form of
exchange value, arises out of the very nature of capitalism itself. As Marx puts it in Capital, what is produced
is determined
by what can be produced
profitably:
The
“needs of capital for valorization”
stand opposed to and
rule over the “needs of workers for development.”
What this means is that at any time some people have
urgent requirements
for the necessities of life (such as food
and shelter) that go unanswered,
because the goods that
would satisfy those requirements
cannot be produced and
sold for a price that the needy can afford and that, will at
the same time enable the producer to reap a normal level
of profit. If widespread
deprivation
(malnutrition,,
inadequate health care and education,
and so forth) prevails
while already existing productive
resources are idled or
underutilized
by the owners of capital, as was the case during the Great Depression,
we can say that there is a conflict between capital’s needs and those of individuals.
Or,
even if there is in general an adequate level of wantsatisfaction,
it may happen that large numbers of people
begin to express demands that cannot be met through the
operation
of market relations, that is, where goods are
priced separately and direct payments from consumers are
required.
Examples of these non-marketable
goods or
“direct use values” are seen in health care, education, public transportation,
and other goods that are supplied to
all individuals
on an equal basis (either without charge or
at a price that does not cover their costs) and are paid-for
out of general tax revenues. In this case, a set of goods
has been removed from the purview of market relations,
so that, in supplying
them, no conflict between capital
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and individuals is allowed to occur asa matter of principle.
Thus, in Marx’s complete vision of the capitalist marketplace there is an interesting dynamic tension between
its positive and negative aspects that has been played out
in practice since Marx’s time. In many ways this form of
market relations has continued to penetrate previously untouched aspects of social and personal life; on the other
hand, in many countries other aspects of life have been
insulated completely or partially from the full impacts of
market principles. Marx himself could see a resolution of
this tension only in the transcendance of capitalism and
the implementation of qualitatively different social forms
(socialism and communism). Yet as Stanley Moore has
shown so well, both the arguments and the descriptions
for these new social forms given by Marx were so poorly
presented that they could not be regarded as a rational basis for revolutionary programs. lo
The dialectical tension between positive and negative
aspectsof fully-developed market relations worked out by
Marx is an excellent basis for Macpherson’s contrast between extractive and developmental powers, however.
The Economic Sphere: Individuals as Doers
and Consumers
The foregoing discussion illustrates how, in Macpherson’s view, events that affect the individual context within
the economic sphere during centuries of capitalist hegemony might influence the popular view of the relation between marketplace and society From the beginning he had
framed his consideration of market relations in terms of
assumptions about the “human essence,” that is, about
how people ought to behave if they wish to promote and
enhance their well-being. Nonetheless, Macpherson never
offered a composite sketch for this idea in which all the
elements were fitted together; what follows, therefore, is
my own attempt to outline it.
In modern history, there is an ongoing tension between
two competing “models” of the human essence,each of
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which presumes to be a comprehensive statement about
what humans are (by virtue of their very nature 2 potentially, that is to say)and about how they should act (if they
wish to fully actualize their innate and unique qualities).
Like all other great schemes in political thought, therefore,
these are meant to be, at one and the same time, both
descriptive and hortatory statements. In order to Win any
following, however, the schemes must bear some plausible relation to the types of things that we see our fellow
humans actually engaged in around us. The models themselves, however, are made up of postulates, not empirical
data, and thus they are not subject to the ordinary routines of proof and disproof.
In Macpherson’s version the two competing models
share a common foundation, namely human beings considered as bundles of capacities and powers. Capacities
are “uniquely human attributes”; normally Macpherson
resisted any pressure to be more specific than that, but
on one occasion he listed them as “the capacity for rational understanding, for moral judgement and action, for
aesthetic creation or contemplation, for the emotional activities of friendship and love, and sometimes, for religious
experience,” adding later the capacity for transforming Nature (which includes “materially productive labour”) and
for curiosity, laughter, and games. The powers of humans
are also simply “their potential for using and developing
their uniquely human capacities.” Obviously there are
other human attributes, but Macpherson thought that these
were the desiderata for exerting and developing human
capacities. Subsequently, in response to the obvious objection that he had avoided listing any unpleasant qualities, he simply said that the ones he had named are the
ones required for a democratic society to be able to function: human capacities “are taken to be only those . .. the
use and development of which does not prevent others
from using and developing theirs.“” In other words, this
is simply the way Macpherson wished to define the concept of human capacities for the purposes of the argument
that followed. So far so good.
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Different
commentators
are expected
to construct
different lists, but no one is likely to deny that those offered
by Macpherson
belong among the table of human capacities. The two models intervene at this point; let us use
Macpherson’s
labels: “developmental”
and “extractive.”
The former model asserts that, regarding each person’s
powers - which are the summation
of his or her energy,
skill, and ability to exert the same - there must be “access to whatever things outside [that person] are requisite
to that exertion.” In other words, the developmental
model
must “treat as a diminution
of a man’s powers whatever
stands in the way of his realizing his human end, including any limitation
of that access.” (The point is conceded
that any individual’s
access is quite properly
limited by
the proviso that resources of equal value must be available for every other person.) The other model may be adduced easily as a variant: the extractive
model is the
conception
of a man’s powers that “includes his natural
capacities plus whatever additional power (means to ensure future gratifications)
he has acquired by getting command over the energies and skill of other men, or minus
whatever part of his energies and skill he has lost to some
other men.“12
These additions and subtractions
represent the “net
transfer of powers” operating in a capitalist economy that
arise because most persons must sell their labor power on
unfavorable terms to those who control access to resources
for both the means of labor and the satisfaction of needs.
The transfer of power has three aspects. The first is that
the worker loses the value that s/he adds to a product by
his/her labor over and above what s/he is paid in wages
- a familiar .idea from the Marxist tradition and its notion of surplus value. There are also two other and much
broader aspects, which in effect incorporate
a theory of
freedom and a theory of consciousness within the notion
of the transfer of powers. Thus, the second aspect is the
diminution
of a person’s productive
powers, defined as
the capacity to produce material goods, to the extent to
which the person cannot determine
for herself or him-
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self the choice of activities on which to exercise those
powers.
The third aspect is the diminution of what we may call
a person’s extra-productive powers, “that is, his ability to
engage in all sorts of activities beyond those devoted to
the production of goods for consumption, to engage in
activities which are simply a direct satisfaction to,him as
a doer, as an exerter (and enjoyer of the exertion) of his
human capacities, and not asa means to other (consumer)
satisfactions.” Finally, the very important connection between the second and third aspects is made as follows:
For the presumption is that the way one’s capacities are used in the process of production will
have some effect on one’s ability to use and develop one’s capacities outside the process of
production. A man whose productive labour is
out of his own control, whose work is in that
sense mindless, may be expected to be som;ewhat mindless in the rest of his activities.‘3 I
(Unfortunately, Macpherson offered no examples of what
he meant by “mindless activity.“) I will further discuss the
doer-consumer contrast later. Here we must examine
another contrast that arose in this expanded conception
of the transfer of powers, namely the distinction between
activities which are ends in themselves and those, which
are means to other ends.
/
Such a distinction is another element in the contrast
between two views of human capacities: “Whatever the
uniquely human attributes are taken to be, in [the developmental] view of man their exertion and development are
seen as ends in themselves, a satisfaction in themselves,
not simply a means to consumer satisfactions.” Macpherson says that this notion has its roots in ancient and
medieval political thought and was resurrected in different forms in the nineteenth century by such diverse
thinkers as Carlyle, Nietzsche, Ruskin, and Marx; but it
owes its prominence as a competing ideal in liberal-
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democratic
theory to John Stuart Mill and his followers.
The opposed view sees humans as “a bundle of appetites
seeking satisfaction,”
as utility-maximizing
creatures:
This is the postulate that man is essentially an
unlimited
desirer of utilities, a creature whose
nature is to seek satisfaction of unlimited desires
both innate and acquired. The desires could be
seen as sensuous or rational or both. What mattered was that their satisfaction required a continuous input of things from outside. Man is
essentially an infinite consumer. I4
This view, given its most complete exposition by Bentham,
is the core of the dominant
liberal-democratic
ideology
that runs from Hobbes up to J. S. Mill.
At first glance there seems to be a serious difficulty
here. Is the creation of utilities not an absolute necessity
for the exertion and enjoyment
of human capacities? For
by “the creation of utilities”
is commonly
meant the
production
of all those things that satisfy human needs,
not only so-called basic needs for food, shelter, and so
forth, but also the expanded set of needs that define a civilized existence, such as those that give rise to culture, beauty, and a sophisticated
palate. The answer to the question
posed above is clearly “Yes”; but for Macpherson this does
not cancel the opposition.between
the two models. He
seeks to uphold the two-models
argument, not by distinguishing utility-creating
from utility-maximizing
behavior,
which
would
have required.
of him some delicate
metaphysical
exercises, but by maintaining
that there are
qualitatively-different
routes to the same end.
Macpherson
states that the two (humans
as selfdevelopers YerSUs humans as infinite consumers) are not
incompatible
“in the abstract,” that is, considered only as
concepts, but they are indeed incompatible
in historical
reality. This is described in two alternative ways. “First,
what is opposed to the maximization
of individual human
powers is not the maximization
of utilities as such, but
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a certain way of maximizing utilities, namely, a system of
market incentives and market morality including the right
of unlimited individual appropriation.” Thus it is only one
particular type of utility-maximizing behavior that,causes
a blockage of developmental powers; in concrete terms
it does so by instituting over time vast inequalities in the
distribution of property, leading to a denial of “the equal
right of each individual to make the best of himself.“15
And sometimes Macpherson was willing to modify the
terms of the opposition, saying that what is opposed to
the developmental ideal is not the image of humans as infinite consumers of utilities as such, but only its further
extension to humans as infinite appropriators of property
- which leads in actuality to the same result of inequality noted above.
We can now see clearly how the later concentration
on possessiveindividualist assumptions leads directly back
to the central concept of property in his formative period.
Finally, there is the distinction between “doer” and
“consumer,” which is simply a variant of what has already
been presented, for the doer, who is “an exerter and developer and enjoyer of his human capacities, rather than
merely a consumer of utilities,” is just another name for
the agents of the developmental ideal. This variation,
however, provides further clarification for the meaning of
the term “consumer” in Macpherson’s thought: consumption is a passive rather than active mode of life, and it serves
only an incidental or instrumental function with respect
to exertion and enjoyment of human capacities. ’
I will now put’all these points together in a matrix that
gives an overview of Macpherson’s claims with respect to
the two models.
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MODELA
MODELB
DEVELOPMENTAL EXTRACT
WE
Full

Limited

All retained
Equalaccess

NetTransfer
Unequal
access.

Non-market?
[marketbutnoncapitalist?]

Fullymarket?
[capitalist
market?]

GroupIII: Activities
5. Modeof Action
Doing
6. Objective
of Action Ends-inthemselves
7. Satisfaction
Direct
8. Self-consciousness
Adequate

Consuming
Meansto other
ends
Indirect
Somewhat
mindless

There are two points about this matrix requiring comment. First, the question marks at the Group II ‘items refer
back to an issue raised in the preceding section, as to
whether
Macpherson
meant to distinguish
between
a
“capitalist market”
society and another possible type,
which does not now exist but may come into being sometime, namely a society based on a fully-developed
set of
market relations that operates in some non-capitalist
form.
This does not affect the account given of the extractive
model, but it does have a bearing on how we think about
the developmental
model. Second, we must recall earlier
comments on Macpherson’s “method”
as an epic theorist,
which he uses to uphold the developmental
and extractive models as an “either-or”
choice. This requires him to
highlight the differences between them and to make it appear as if their attributes are fundamentally
incompatible;

100

C. B. Macpherson

however, there are other options. For instance, he could
have exhibited his extractive model as another kind of developmental path, thus considering it as an alternative to
(rather than the opposite of) the one he prefers. Instead,
he leavesus with the impression that there are no redeeming features at all in the extractive model, or at least none
worth mentioning. Such a polarization of presuppositions
and choices is perhaps the single most distinctive chararacteristic of Macpherson’s approach.
When I apply Macphersonian themes to contemporary
society in the concluding chapter, I shall do so on the supposition that we cannot accept such a polarization. I maintain there that any future we can foresee for contemporary
society (in particular, for Canada) will include fullydeveloped market relations as one of its determining features. Therefore, if we wish to retain the core of Macpherson’s developmental idea, as I think we can and should,
we will be forced to revise his account of this idea in order to incorporate within it the operation of market relations. This will require major revisions to the above matrix,
including the criteria of mode of action, objective of action, and satisfaction.
In one of his later works, The Life and Times of Liberal
Democracy, Macpherson spoke (with reference to J. S. Mill)
of “the contradiction between capitalist relations of
production as such and the democratic ideal of equal po.ssibility of individual development” and again, more succinctly, of “a contradiction between capitalist relations of
production as such and the developmental ideal.“16 The
context for these.remarks and others like them makes it
plain that when Macpherson is speaking of capitalism in
this way he is working within a framework of ideal’types.
Furthermore, the statements just quoted hold for every
conceptual scheme, value system, or public policy!orientation, or every attempt to put any of the foregoing into
practice in economy and society, that is intended: to induce people to believe and act as if they were essentially
infinite consumers and infinite appropriators. Let us label
this the “capitalist agenda.”
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Serious challenges to the capitalist agenda have been
mounted since the nineteenth century, as Macpherson
often notes, and there continues to be strong resistance
to it in contemporary society. Can one say that despite such
challenges it remains the dominant agenda now - say in
Canada? This may be impossible to answer, at least not
without having a much more precise definition of the term
“capitalist agenda.” Macpherson has given insufficient
guidance here. The move towards an adequate political
framework for the democratic ideal, which in The Life and
Times of Liberal Democracy is identified as participatory
democracy, is said to be blocked by both a preference for
“affluence” over “community” and by a belief that our
market society can guarantee affluence to most persons.
The success of participatory democracy, he says further,
is predicated on a “downgrading or abandonment of market assumptions about the nature of man and society,” on
a reduction of social and economic inequality, and on “a
change in people’s consciousness (or unconsciousness),
from seeing themselves and acting essentially asconsumers
to seeing themselves and acting as exerters and enjoyers
of the exertion and development of their own capacities.“”
In the next chapter I will return to this point, and ask
what happens to Macpherson’s scheme if we suppose as I think we must do now - that most persons in Canada today do see themselves as actually exerting and enjoying their own capacities, at least to some significant
extent, and moreover that they certainly do not regard
either existing market relations or their consumer behavior
as being inconsistent with their present utilization of their
capacities. Quite the contrary, in fact. I will argue there
that we should respond to this evident state of affairs not
by taking refuge in a theory of false consciousness,by supposing that all such persons are blinded by the propaganda of commodities. Rather, we ought to revise aspects of
Macpherson’s developmental ideal while retaining its
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“spirit.”
It is precisely in all his references to the sphere of consumerism that Macpherson consistently errs. So far as I
know, there is in the entirety of his writings no reference
to that sphere which even hints that anything worthwhile
may transpire there. As an issue, consumerism is framed
narrowly to begin with: he wonders whether any level of
consumer benefits could compensate for the “work situation of employees in a system of capitalist rationality”
and whether workers will ever change their priorities
“from consumer satisfaction to work gratification.“i8
Whatever answers might be given to these musings is one
thing; a more important observation is that Macpherson
apparently never considered that consumption activity is
in itself a significant domain of human creativity and satisfaction - as an expression of individuality, as a source
of diverse and genuine satisfaction, and even as an end
in itself. I shall return to this point in the concluding
chapter.
One major reason for this blindness is easy to pinpoint.
Macpherson was always searching for elements in the tension within the individual context of the economic sphere
(doers versus consumers) that evidenced resistance to the
capitalist agenda. At a certain level of generality such
resistancebecomes an oppositional political program, and
thus the link between economic and political spheres is
established. His representation of the difference between
doing and consuming ruled out in principle any possibility that under conditions of general affluence consumer
activity could aid in enriching the developmental, ideal.
What he does unearth in his search for resistance to
the capitalist agenda is a rather arbitrarily-chosen assemblage: concern about environmental pollution, community and neighborhood movements, worker participation
in management (industrial democracy). Curiously enough,
he even includes the factor of “increasing doubts,about
the ability of corporate capitalism to meet consumer expectations”!i9 In reality there is very little unity among
the various groups which advance such causes, in their
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composition, objectives, or methods; nor is it self-evident
that the commonality of these causes(apparently, whether
their proponents realize it or not) is a striving to “downgrade market assumptidns.” In sum, Macpherson never
showed how there is any specific basis here for the enrichment of the developmental ideal.
The difficulty in describing and assessingMacpherson’s
account of the economic sphere in his mature period is
just thi?: when he wrote about present-day matters, did
he think he was referring to what is still “basically” or “essentially” (despite all modifications since it originated) the
capitalist agenda or not? If so, then for anyone who accepts the polarization of options represented in Macpherson’s two models the structure of market relations in their
capitalist form remains the single most significant obstacle to further social progress.
I think that the answer to the above question is indeed
in the affirmative. An essay first published in 1985 says:
“It would be idle to speculate on the possible extent and
timing of what I have loosely called the transcendence of
capitalism. But if and when it comes ....“20Certainly, the
persistence of large-scale accumulations of capital in the
hands of “private” investors, and the decisive influence
of these investors’ actions in global capital markets, constitute a plausible basis for such an answer. But we ought
to look at Macpherson’s remarks on issues in the sphere
of politics first, and especially at his later reflections on
the concept of property, before closing the book on this
matter.
The Political

Sphere:

Property

versus Democracy

The two forces held in tension within the political
sphere throughout modern history, property and democracy, are so tightly linked in Macpherson’s thinking that they
must be considered together.
An essayentitled “A Political Theory of Property,” first
published in his collection Democratic Theory (1973), can
be regarded as the centerpiece of Macpherson’s contribu-
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tion to contemporary political thought. Its explicit treatment of changes in the nature of property as a political
issue over the whole course of modern history marks the
resumption in his mature period of a theme that was a cornerstone of his formative years; in the years that followed
he then edited a volume titled Property and wrote a number of new essays on the subject. “So all roads lead to
property”: the point of convergence for most of the main
currents in his other writings.
There are practical as well as theoretical issues at stake
in his contentious interpretation of liberal-democratic
thought. Macpherson signals his belief in the importance
of property for actual social change thus:
It may even be that the break-through of consciousness .. . which would release us from the
false image of man as infinite consumer and infinite appropriator, will come through a further
transformation of the notion of property, induced by changes now already visible in the institution of property itself and in the needs
which it serves.
Thus, the relation to the ideas discussed in the preceding
section is firmly established. Moreover, at the same time
he makes explicit the equally important link to the,political sphere, specifically the theory and practice of democracy; for Macpherson “the structure of property relations”
(the expression that is the constant refrain in his master’s
thesis) was always the integument enclosing together the
spheres of economics and politics.
The key change in the meaning of property in the
twentieth century is a process of “broadening.” The
dominant earlier notion of the right of an individual or
corporation to exclude others from the use of things is
by no means abandoned, but competing notions have
been added, especially the claim to a right of access for
everyone to a minimum share of resources. This ‘share is
in effect an entitlement to a stream of revenue that is suffi-
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cient to sustain every person at a decent level of existence,
whether this stream of revenue be generated by earning
an income at paid employment or receiving various kinds
of welfare benefits from the state. This is the idea of
property as universal right, a right “to the means of a fully human life,” that is is to say,
(a) a right to a share in political power to control the usesof the amassedcapital and the natural resources of the society, and (b), beyond that,
a right to a kind of society, a set of power relations throughout the society, essential to a fully
human life.
“Political power,” he adds, “then becomes the most important kind of property”; and with this statement we arrive at the single most important feature of contemporary
political lifeezlAlthough Macpherson does not use the expression, what he has achieved here is the concept of the
politicization of property. Some speculations on the
broader implications of this concept will be offered in the
concluding chapter.
In effect, Macpherson says,the state thereby takes over
many of the allocative functions formerly managed by the
marketplace, and in so doing severely limits what was
hitherto the almost unrestrained sway over property exercised by individuals and corporations. He also recognizes a danger in this assimilation of the economic and
political spheres, namely that politics might be regarded
as just another forum in which the competition among
individuals and groups for control over productive
resources occurs. Voters might be regarded as consumers
of political programs and public policies, exercising their
sovereign power by making choices among them on utilitymaximizing grounds. Such a conception did arise in political science,and it offered the devoteesof unconstrained
market behavior another opportunity to display the alleged
explanatory power of their finely-tuned models. Macpherson sought to check this initiative first by applying against
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it all the objections previously raised against possessive
individualist assumptions, and second (and more importantly) by using the normative language of rights.
The essay“Human Rights as Property Rights,” first published in 1977,provides an elegant and forceful resolution
to the longstanding tension in Macpherson’s thought between property and democracy, In his formative period
that unresolved tension seemed to have only one, possible outcome when the demand for genuine democracy
and equal rights was pressed. This was the conventional
socialist solution of “abolishing” private property in the
means of production, taking it (with or without compensation) from its owners and setting up “socialized”
property, which of course meant in practice (except for
the anarchists) that it would be owned by the state and
managed by the public-sector bureaucracy. Now another
way is perceived, contingent upon seeing individual
property essentially as “the means to a full and free life
of action and enjoyment.”
The solution is startling. Through this final conceptual twist, the ultimate aims of democracy and the system
of property are no longer opposed but identical. The
chances of really bringing this about depend upon our
making a basic choice between two competing sets of objectives, and we should not be surprised at finding out
what our options are:
We may just go on behaving as insatiable consumers. Our demand for the means of a full life
may just be a demand for more consumer goods.
But it need not be so. We may pick up again what
is a very old idea, the idea that used to prevail
before the market economy converted us all into
consumers: the idea that life is for doing rather
than just getting. You.may ask, can the right to
such a full and free life of action and enjoyment
be made an individual property, i.e. a legally enforceable claim that society will enforce in
favour of each individual? There is no intrinsic
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difficulty about this.**
If we take this statement as a kind of terminus for the road
that Macpherson travelled during his career,from his earliest comments on property to this radical reformulation
of the idea, we can find in it traces of the two main
problematic areas in his standpoint.
One has been noted by Steven Lukes, namely the curiously individualist character of Macpherson’s utopianisme The developmental ideal is always cast in terms of
individual action (or as in the case here, individual
property), and the perfunctory allusions to “community”
we encounter here and there in his writings do not do
justice to the part played by social relations in defining
the possibilities for the realization of human capacities.
On the other hand, the rejoinder can be made that the
mainstream socialist tradition has overemphasized the
desirability of social controls on individual action imposed
in the name of justice, giving rise to fears that excessive
conformism and suppression of civil liberties inevitably
will accompany every socialist regime. In this context Macpherson’s stress on the fullest possible realization of every individual’s capacities, reflecting his unshakeable
commitment to the positive side of the liberal-democratic
tradition, can be regarded as a beneficial influence.
The other potential difficulty has to do with the stark
opposition he posits between doing and consuming. Macpherson can easily accept the idea that much of the
capitalist agenda has already been shelved. He can also admit the proposition that liberal-democratic society
emerged as part of a historical brood we call “capitalist
market society.” Seemingly he wishes to pretend, however,
that the siblings - chief among them, liberal-democratic
institutions and fully-developed market relations - bear
no genetic resemblance to each other: “[T]he central ethical principle of liberalism - the freedom of the individual to realize his or her human capacities ... has outgrown
its capitalist market envelope and can now live as well or
better without it.. . .“** It is impossible, however, to dis-
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cover in Macpherson’s writings what this statement actually means, since (as noted earlier) the question as to
whether he is referring only to the capitalist form of market relations, or to fully-developed market relations as such,
was never clarified.
Yet there is no form of fully-developed market relations
that does not entail consuming things, as that activity is
normally understood, and therefore Macpherson’sstraightforward opposition between doing and consuming does
suggestthat market relations as such are the problem. This
impression is strongly reinforced by aspects of his discussion of John Stuart Mill in The Life and Times of Liberal
Democracy. Certainly it is plain how powerfully Mill’s writings influenced Macpherson’s core concept, the developmental ideal. On the other hand, he finds fault with Mill’s
sketch of a better society that would be based on a network of producers’ co-operatives, because “the competitive market system would still operate, for the separate
co-operative enterprises were expected to compete in the
market, and would therefore be driven by the incentive
of desire for individual gain.” Note that, in fairness,,Mill’s
scheme should not be considered as a variant of the
capitalist agenda, because the economy would not be
directed by a class composed of a small minority of persons who dominate the productive system through their
control over capital-resources. Despite this Macpherson
continues: I
In other words, Mill accepted and supported a
system which required individuals to act as maximizing consumers and appropriators, seeking
to accumulate the means to ensure their future
flow of consumer satisfactions, which meant
seeking to acquire property A system which requires men to see themselves, and to act, as consumers and appropriators, gives little scope for
most of them to see themselves and act as exerters and developers of their capacities.25
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It is market competition
as such, not capitalist market relations, that Macpherson
is objecting
to here.
Now, all forms of an economy based on market relations, and not just the capitalist form, are indeed inconsistent with the developmental
ideal in a number of specific
contexts. Among them are the holding of incomes at or
near minimal subsistence levels, imperialist
domination
over other national economies, authoritarian
control over
management decisions, manipulation
of political processes
in favor of special interests, and inequalities that deny some
persons a fair chance to develop their skills, all of which
are still with us in varying degrees. Yet in modern times
capitalist societies have no monopoly
on them, and it is
tendentious
for anyone to suggest that the so-called socialist societies experience them chiefly because they are
at a “lower”
stage of economic
development.
In short, Macpherson simply has not shown why there
cannot be a rational form of “acting as consumers and appropriators”
that is perfectly consistent with his own developmental
ideal. He never was able to come to terms
with the notion that a society based on the developmental ideal, as the natural successor to what has gone before,
cannot be something
made in the image of “a very old
idea,” as he put it in a passage quoted above, but rather
must be something new and never before seen, a genuine
democracy of persons immersed in fully-developed
market relations. I shall argue in the concluding
chapter that
we should accept such a notion.

Conclusion: The Liberal State
When introducing
the section on the “Five Themes”
above I outlined the liberal state’s role as the mediator between the spheres of economics
and politics. As noted
there, the liberal state historically has allowed contending
groups to press their demands for the extension, maintenance, modification,
or dismantling of social institutions
through structures of party politics and civil liberties that
have varied widely in the degree of their dedication to the
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values of justice and equality, all the while seeking to prevent a fall into overt class warfare and escalating violence.
In his mature period, Macpherson paid more attention
to the virtues of the liberal-democratic tradition, and especially to the great importance of the commitment to civil
liberties within it, than he had earlier. Just how seriously
he took this element is shown ip the following passage:
“The absence or severe restriction of civil and political
liberties must be held, on the ethical [i.e., developmental] concept of powers, to diminish men’s powers more
than does the market transfer of powers.“26 In view of
the intensity of his battle against possessive individualist
assumptions, this is an eloquent testimony to his equally
strongly held commitment to civil liberties. When he concluded his evaluation of four models of democracy in the
last paragraphof The Life and Times of Liberal Democracy,
he statesthat his preferred model - participatory democracy - must, include “the heart” of the earlier liberaldemocratic model worked out by J. S. Mill. And in an essay,also published in 1977,“Do We Need a Theory of the
State?” Macpherson announced that he placed himself in
a category with “those who accept and would promote
the normative values that were read into the liberaldemocratic society and state by J. S. Mill and the
nineteenth- and twentieth-century idealist theorists,. ..“*’
So far as I know, this was the first time he ever made an
explicit statement of his affiliation, although of course it
was implicit in much of his previous work.
I
We now have all the themes in the social theory of Macpherson’s mature period, as well as a sense of the basic
ways in which they are internally related to each other.
Those interrelationships give his thought a range and solidity that is indeed impressive; I have also sought to show
at various points, however, that everything does not quite
add up.The deficiency is to be found in the overly restrictive concept of market relations with which he worked
throughout his career. In the concluding chapter, I will
make the necessary adjustments to his scheme so as to
repair that deficiency
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It is also evident that over the entire span of his career
Macpherson’s
thinking comes full circle. For what begins
with property and the state in his 1935 master’s thesis ends
fifty years later - when the major themes from his mature period are sorted out - with a new concept of
property that derives its meaning from its function in contemporary political processes within the liberal-democratic
state.

Canada as .a Quasi-Market

Society

There is no doubt that from first to last C. B. Macpherson’s studies of political theory and practice carried a pragmatic intent:
to display
the shortcomings
of the
market-dominated
society in which he lived and to show
the way to a better one. The foregoing
discussion also
showed that his dual commitment
as scholar-protagonist
compelled
him to express his advocacy in and through
the craft of academic scholarship. This meant that he fully accepted the scholar’s responsibility
in approaching
historical sources, namely that interpretation
of the past
must be grounded
in the mustering of textual evidence,
the fair consideration
of opposing viewpoints,
and a reasoned presentation
of his own standpoint.
Macpherson’s
lifelong
project as scholar and protagonist began as an act of personal courage and was performed with tireless devotion and great intellectual’ ability
In my view, he made a lasting positive contribution
to the
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practice of academic activity in Canada. In this concluding chapter I wish to accept the legacy of Macpherson’s
project, and to do so I will ask how present-day society
appears when it is assessed systematically
from the standpoint of Macpherson’s
core ideas and ideals.
Naturally
the answers given will be my own: in no
sense do I claim that this is how Macpherson
himself
would have made such an assessment. Indeed, it must be
said at the outset that he would have expressed strong
reservations,
if not sharp objections, to some parts of my
sketch. Yet I think that the only appropriate
way to accept a legacy such as Macpherson’s is to take seriously the
example he set as an epic theorist. This entails not slavishly repeating the answers he gave to the questions he
posed, but rather seeking to do what he did, namely using a critical theory of society to renew and press forcefully a demand for further improvements
in the state of
social justice and in the conduct of democratic
politics.

Legacy
The distillation
in the preceding chapter of the major
themes that run through Macpherson’s work reduced them
to two core elements, property and the marketplace. Three
important
topics emerged from that distillation,
and they
will be taken up again in this chapter; they are the politicization of property, a positive theory of market relations,
and a re-evaluation
of consumerism.
One key unresolved issue remains after all of Macpherson’s published writings have been considered,
namely
whether his unrelenting
criticism of market relations and
their social consequences
is meant to apply to any and
all forms of a fully-developed
market society, or only to
the capitalist type. Of course, in one sense, this is a
hypothetical
issue, since so far as fully-developed
market
relations are concerned we have actual experience of the
capitalist type only. Yet it is more than that for the nature
and characteristics
of non-capitalist
forms of a fullydeveloped market society are pertinent to an entire range
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of public policy choices being faced today by the citizens
of many Western nations - and also, in even more dramatic terms, by those in so-called socialist and communist
nations. In fact, this may be the single most important
point of convergence in global societal change now.
Macpherson gave us an expression that describes this
common element now emerging in so many different social formations around the globe: a quasi-market society
So far as I can determine, he used it only once in all his
writings, namely, in his 1973 essay “A Political Theory of
Property.” l Intentionally or not, it echoes the phrase
“quasi-party system” used in Democracy in Albeyta. He
refers to just two components of this idea, but both are
part of the foundations of the quasi-market society The
first, mentioned earlier, is that the marketplace no,longer
allocates the lion’s shares of property rights and the
benefits that flow therefrom among individuals and
groups. The second is that the state assumes a considerable role in regulating both the economic mechanisms operating in markets and the effects of those mechanisms on
individuals and groups. In fact these are largely two different ways of saying the same thing.
Macpherson never made more of the idea than what
is in this brief passage;however, in my view his thinking
during the last decade would support a much greater role
for it, indeed one in which it is the cornerstone of a general
theory in political economy, a theory that can grasp the
essentialfactors in an emerging social formation on a global
scale. The quasi-market society is basically the same concept as that of the “mixed economy,” and it offers a,framework within which specific “hybrid” social formations can
combine private- and public-sector genes in many, different ways. (One good example is Britain’s “quango,” an acronym for “quasi autonomous non-governmental
organization.“) In terms of this theory, Canada is seen as
already being a quasi-market society or mixed economy,
as are also most other OECD nations - that is, Northern,
Western and Southern Europe; the United Kingdom,
Ireland, and Iceland; North America; Australia, New
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Zealand, and Japan: twenty-four in all. In addition, the
major socialist nations - the Soviet Union and most of
the nations of Eastern Europe - are now (but only quite
recently) publicly committed to the same course of development .
The Nature

of a Quasi-Market

Society

What are the distinguishing characteristics of a quasimarket society? A variety of lists could be constructed;
my own emphasizes the integration of diverse institutional
forces into a distinctive type of political economy. (1)The
public or government sector accounts for about one-half
of a nation’s annual Gross National Product and about onequarter of its direct employment. (2) There are fullydeveloped market relations: labor is a commodity, satisfaction of most needs is accomplished through market purchases,and almost all individuals are engagedin numerous
market transactions every day (3) Notwithstanding (2), the
state undertakes indirect regulation of the entire economy and direct regulation of a substantial portion of the
national economy. (4) The economy comprises a relatively small number of large enterprises, privately or publicly controlled (or a mixture of both), which dominate the
national economy, plus a largenumber of small enterprises.
(5) Income and wealth distributions show large and persistent inequities across sectors of the population. (6) A
“welfare floor” protects the least-well-off from being
deprived of the basic necessities of life, and in some cases
assures a “decent” standard of living.
Whatever the variations in detail among countries
might be, these six characteristics are the bedrock upon
which the political economy of a quasi-market society is
based; and when I want to employ a shortened expression in the discussion to follow, I will refer to them as the
“six characteristics.” In addition, those countries in which
these six features have evolved to the furthest extent also
have one other, overriding trait as well: in such countries
(e.g., Canada) much of both national and regional politi-
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cal life is taken up explicitly with managing the quasimarket economy, which is thus a form of “political economy” in the fullest sense of the term. There are no major
(and very few minor) questions of economic policy that
are not by the same token also political issues, and, this
fact is reflected daily in news reports, journalistic commentary, public opinion poll results, and politicians’ attempts
to curry public favor.
As the name itself indicates, the marketplace and its
activities (characteristic #2 above) are the heart and soul
of this emergent social type. Generally speaking, the other
five characteristics do not affect the others directly, but
rather influence the whole system by operating in and
through market relations; this generalization is subject to
many qualifications, of course. (A profoundly important
“indirect” result is to continuously reinforce and expand
the role of market relations in everyday life.) Thus, in
describing how its principal features coalesce we should
place this characteristic at the center, and arrangethe others
in orbit around it:
INCOME
DISTRIBUTION

WELFARE
FLOOR
MARKET
RELATIONS

CAPITAL
CONCENTRATION

REGULATION
GOVERNMENT
SPENDING

I will illustrate some of the specific interrelationships
among these features, as well as how they are mediated
by market relations, in a later section of this chapter.
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As is the case with any model that attempts to limn
the broad outlines of a historically-significant societal type,
here too the model captures only what is a general tendency or direction in events at a high level of abstraction.
Thus exceptions to the six characteristics will be found
almost anywhere one chooses to look. In the end, one
must choose either the path that is sometimes derisively
called “grand theory,” trusting in the existence of the Zeitgeist to protect oneself against the consequences of ignoring so much contrary evidence; or alternatively choose
the historian’s way of approaching the patterns in events
by sifting through as much messy detail as one can tolerate. In a book devoted to a practitioner of epic political
theory, the former is the more fitting choice.
The first qualification is the theorist’s concession to
the historian, namely that the greatvariations in detail cannot be overlooked: the six characteristics refer to a general
tendency of historical development, moreover one which
is by no means irreversible. First, there are marked differences in levels of economic well-being among countries
(say,Sweden and Portugal today) that are quasi-market societies; the generalization will hold - and I think it does
- only if one can point to forces at work that will tend
to reduce those differences over time. Second, the social
consensusthat underpins a quasi-marketsociety is strongly
affected by periodic swings in popular political ideologies,
and those swings are more pronounced in particular countries. The country with the weakest commitment to this
consensus is the United States.The United Kingdom under successive Thatcher governments seems determined
to destroy it entirely, although since in no election has
Thatcher’s party won an absolute majority of votes, the
results should not be interpreted as an affirmation by a
majority of the electorate of that ideological agenda.Third,
even among those nations where that social consensus is
relatively stable, there are wide variations among the ways
in which each of the six characteristics - and thus also
the resultant mix - is expressed through public policies.
The second qualification is that although many of these
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characteristics are also to be found in other countries namely in many LDCs (less developed nations) L in addition to those that have been mentioned, LDCs are
(perhaps arbitrarily) excluded from the category of quasimarket society This is largely because the majority of their
populations have never been integrated into a wage economy and thus into fully-developed market relations; traditional, pre-capitalist social formations still persist, including
the limited market relations that govern the dealings of
agricultural peasantswith a landlord classor with the state.
There appears,however, to be a certain inevitability in the
pattern that will result everywhere, sooner or later, in the
reduction of agricultural laborers to a small fraction of the
working population and the integration of the remainder
into a wage economy of some sort, and in the accompanying transformation in social relations. At present the most
dramatic instance of emerging changesof this kind among
the LDCs is to be found in China.
On the other hand, the Soviet Union, which ,only in
the summer of 1987announced its intention to move from
a “command economy” to one in which market relations
will be allowed to operate in a substantial portion of the
national economy, as well as most of the Eastern European socialist countries, are regarded as already being quasimarket societies2 This is because the majority of their
populations have been part of a wage economy for some
time already; because traditional social institutions have
been undermined by official ideologies committed to
“modern” practices; and because those populations have
been heavily influenced (largely through the underground
economy) by Western models of consumerism, well in advance of their capacities to practice affluence. In these nations, fully-developed market relations have been
artificially suppressed by obsolete dogmas, and this is in
the process of being remedied.
One of the most fascinating developments to watch
for in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe is the evolution of the political consequences resulting from a commitment to expand market relations in their economies.
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The introduction of individual and group initiatives and
responsibilities into economic relations must lead to intensified demands for the democratization of political life.
In Hungary, where the impact of market forces has spread
furthest, such demands have been made publicly already.3 More will follow.
When did the Transition from Capitalism
to Socialism occur?
A quasi-market society or mixed economy, then, is one
in which fully-developed market relations exist side-byside with a state apparatusthat overseesthe national economy and takes responsibility for major social programs
through transfer payments. It is neither a capitalist nor a
socialist society, but a hybrid form that has some of the
featuresof both. A quasi-market society is “beyond capitalism and socialism.” How and when did it come into existence?
To answer this we must first briefly describe its difference from its predecessors with respect to the six characteristics. The ideal capitalist society - which still appears
in the fervent rhetoric of “free-market” ideologues shares three of those six characteristics: fully-developed
market relations, extreme disparities in the distribution of
income and wealth, and an economic structure in which
massive concentrations of corporate capital co-exist with
small businesses. The other three are absent as a matter
of principle. Public sector expenditures and employment
are kept to an absolute minimum (except for military and
police functions), as is government regulation of the economy: the role of the state is to guarantee the sanctity of
contracts and to provide internal and external security, that
is, to protect property. Furthermore, there is no welfare
floor, the poor being rescued from misery or extinction
only by private charity.
The ideal type of socialist society is just the opposite.
The three characteristics inconsistent with “pure” capitalism - a large public sector role in expenditures and em-
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ployment, overall regulation of the economy, a welfare
floor - are meant to predominate in economic planning.
Its extreme form is a command economy in which the state
plan sets specific performance targets for every producing unit and in which all workers in a real sense are employees of the state.Where differential wages are paid, and
the state employees must purchase individually ‘at least
some of the important means of subsistence, market relations still prevail, although many major items (housing,
education and health care) are effectively removed from
the marketplace. The communist ideal envisions the elimination of all market relations and their replacement by a
society-wide barter system based on exchanges of direct
use-values,that is, a system where neither labor nor goods
have prices. The socialist ideal incorporates the institution
of economic justice through either an immediate or a
gradual narrowing of disparities in income and wealth distribution (including confiscatory inheritance taxes); for
communism such differences no longer would be measurable.
Neither of these ideal types has ever existed in reality
in full accord with the blueprints drafted by their ideological proponents, of course, although some reasonable
approximations are to be occasionally found. Much more
interesting than each of the blueprints themselves, when
considered in isolation, is the historical tension or dialectical interplay between them.
From the moment of its origins in early modern Europe the development of capitalism was resisted bitterly
by most of those affected by it, first in the hopes of restoring the precapitalist social relations that were being destroyed, and later under the banner of the socialist ideal
that accepted the radical transformations wrought by
capitalism and sought to go beyond them. The opposition began to win significant victories in the most economically advanced nations during the second half of the
nineteenth century, especially in achieving legal recognition for trade unions and a gradual extension of the franchise. In most places the “either-or” nature of this contest,
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that is, the belief on both sides that the paths of capitalism and socialism were divergent, and that there was only
a choice between one or the other, without compromise,
which has the cast of mind in which Macpherson began
his career, persisted into the 1930s.At that point, orginating in the Scandinavian countries and spreading to many
others after the war, a compromise of immense historical
significance was fashioned, resulting in the emergence of
the quasi-market society with the characteristics outlined
above.
The compromise included an acknowledgement by
business interests of a permanent and growing role for the
state in the management of national economies and an acceptance of the assumption by the state of major responsibility for social welfare programs. On the other side, it
entailed the (largely tacit) acknowledgement by the oppositional forces that there would not be full economic
justice in the socialist sense and no significant labor or
public control over management prerogatives in enterprises. Both sides accepted the fundamental proposition
that major increases in well-being for every social group,
whatever its standing on the inequitable incomedistribution scale,were to be achieved by general economic growth. This is what was earlier referred to as the “social consensus” that provides the basis for the further
evolution of quasi-market societies.
Thus, the question that forms this section heading “When did the transition from capitalism to socialism occur?” - is misleading (yet just slightly so). In one sense,
this “transition” actually did occur, on a world scale,from
1918 to 1949, that is, in the period bounded by the triumph of revolutionary movements in the Soviet Union and
China. These and associatedevents in Eastern Europe and
elsewhere meant in effect that capitalist development in
the “classical” pattern - e.g., British history from the
seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries - would be restricted largely to its countries of origin in Europe and North
America, and in modified patterns in other places (such
asJapan) where U. S. military power would permit it to
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occur. No other indigenous copies of this classical pattern
are likely to emerge in the future; attempted artificial transplantations of it (which conveniently omit the requirement
for liberal-democratic political institutions), for example
the current one in Chile, are not likely to survive much
beyond the downfall of the repressive regimes that sponsor them.
Since 1945, the dominant political rhetoric outside the
circle of OECD countries, by a wide margin, has been
either one or another variant of socialism. In terms of a
vision governed by a set of ideals, this socialist rhetoric
was fashioned primarily out of nineteenth-century European materials, suitably outfitted with a patina of local idiosyncrasies before being broadcast to the population. In
almost every case its material basis was to be some version of a command economy in which market relations
were strictly confined within a framework of central planning and state-owned enterprises. Yet today most command economies as such are either bankrupt or being
dismantled because they cannot provide the con:ditions
for meeting even minimal economic development goals,
chief among which is an appropriate motivational context
for individuals.
Like its antagonist, therefore, socialism (in its :‘classical” -formulation derived from nineteenth-century European struggles) has already run its course. As originally
conceived, its historical mission was to succeed capitalism; its actual mission, however, was to modify capitalism in developed countries and to prevent it from further
expansion into other countries during the latter part of
twentieth century. As a motivating set of competing ideals,
it accomplished this blockage in two ways: first, by forcing the business classesin capitalist nations to accept the
compromises that led to the emergence of the quasizmarket
society; second, through successful revolutionary movements, by preventing the classical pattern of capitalist development from spreading around the world. Adopting
Hegelian terminology (always a risky business) here, with
apologies to Marx for revising the conclusion to his three
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volumes of Capital, one could say that socialism is the
“negation” of capitalism, and the quasi-market society is
the “negation of negation.”
An objection to this perspective can be lodged from
either of two sides.From a certain “right-wing” standpoint,
the six characteristics are precisely those of socialism, and
therefore countries such as Canada and Sweden already
suffer the misfortune of living under that unhappy regime.
This is largely a matter of labelling, useful for inspired rhetorical flights but not for much else. One need only reply
that, considering such factors as the influence and investment discretion of private capital and the disparities in income and wealth distribution in Canada and Sweden,
every one of the great nineteenth-century socialist progenitors would be astonished by such a thought.
From another perspective, some socialist believers
could view the quasi-market society as a stepping-stone
to the full realization of their dreams. On the basis of the
social consensus already determined, in this view only a
few additional measures need to be taken, such as a confiscatory inheritance tax, drastic reductions in income inequalities imposed by legislative fiat, and a greatly
expanded sector for state-owned enterprises, In reply to
this, one can say that the predominant tendency in public policy agendas,even among social-democratic parties,
lies in the opposite direction, To be sure, there are still
strong commitments to remedying specific ills, such as
overcoming pay inequities between men and women and
replacing the demeaning welfare apparatuswith an entitlement system such as a guaranteed annual income. Once
in power, however, every social-democratic government
is challenged by the exigencies of managing both divergent group interests and a national economy that is only
partly under its direct control (due to its integration within a global setting), all of which tends to restrict its policies and practices within a few degreesof variation around
the prevailing social consensus.
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OECD

Nations

as Quasi-Market

Societies,

As noted at the outset, three issues about contemporary
society (politicization
of property, theory of market relations, evaluation of consumerism)
are of special interest
at this point, because in considering
them we can utilize
Macphersonk
legacy to assist us in outlining the main features of a still-developing
social type, the quasi-market society Before turning to these I will provide a sampling of
data on the six characteristics;
most of the data is about
Canada, which therefore offers a case study on the quasimarket society today. Some information
pertains to a larger
group of OECD countries, thus offering a comparative perspective. The data must only be considered as illustrative,
rather than exhaustive or definitive.
Moreover, given the
great variations in circumstances
and political traditions
among the twenty-four
OECD nations, it is impossible to
determine
whether or not Canada is “typical”
in any of
the categories so illustrated.
I suspect that Canada now
rests approximately
at the midpoint on a spectrum - defined by the six characteristics
taken as an integrated set
- that extends from what is at present the least developed
(the USA?) to the most fully developed stage (Scandinavia?) of the quasi-market
society. As indicated earlier, the
Soviet Union and Eastern European nations should be
placed on the spectrum as well, thus producing
a situation that has an interesting dynamic tension: The most economically
advanced OECD countries
have attained the
quasi-market
society model through
capitalism;
while
others are approaching
from an intersecting
route, in full
flight from largely unhappy applications of an overly rigid
/
socialist ideology.
The data on social and economic conditions
in Canada (plus a bit of comparative data) relevant to the six characteristics may be sorted somewhat
arbitrarily
into two
categories: three (public sector economic activity, government regulation of and subsidies to business, and,capital
concentration)
pertain to the societal level of action, and
another two (income distribution,
and transfer payments
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and the welfare floor) are relevant on the individual level.
While this is convenient for purposes of discussion, in reality the two levels are completely integrated in a unified
sphere of social action,
1. Society: Public Sector Economic Activity
A variety of indicators measure the importance of the
public sector role in the national economy, including the
level of expenditures and capital formation, the relative
importance of public sector enterprises, and employment.
The materials provided in this section are,drawn largely
from the work of one of Canada’s leading authorities in
this field, W. T. Stanbury.
There are reliable measures for total expenditures, by
all levels of government (“G”) (local, regional, national)
in a country, considered as a percentage of its Gross National Product (GNP). The percentage figure in the table
below is the ratio of G to GNP:
NATION
Canada
United States

Japan

United Kingdom
France
Germany
Netherlands
Sweden*
*excluding

social

security

%

YEAR

47.9
38.0
32.7
46.4
48.6
47.5
62.5
64.4

1983
1982
1982
1981
1981
1981
1980
1980

payments

Equally significant is the long historical trend for this ratio. In Canada, it rises from between 4 and 7 percent in
1867,to 13.2% in 1913,15.7% in 1926, 21.4% in 1939, between 22.1% and 26.5% in 1950, between 29.7% and
32.6% in 1960, 36.9% in 1970,and 41.8% in 1980. Therefore, the ratio of G to GNP increased by seven times from
1867 to 1983. The totals include both what are called “ex-
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haustive expenditures,” which use up goods and services,
and transfer payments between levels of government, and
between various governments and individuals; in Canada in 1983,roughly half of total public sector expenditures
fell into each of these two categories.
Total government wages and salaries as a percentage
of all national wagesand salarieswas 25.1% by 1977.Public
sector employment comprised 23.7% of all employment
in Canada in 1975 (24.2% of total public sector employment was at the federal level, 44.4% at the provincial level, and 31.4% at the municipal level). To the 23.7% figure
may be added the employment data from public enterprises (seebelow). Finally asa percentageof the total capital
stock in Canada,the share of public capital stock remained
at roughly 30% throughout the 1960s and 1970s.
By the early 198Os,the federal and provincial crown
corporations that comprise the public enterprises in Canada accounted for a further 5 % of GNP, for 4.5 % of total
national employment, and for 16% of gross fixed, capital
investment. They include almost the entire range of industrial activity, and are significant in telephone and communications, housing, transportation, power utilities,
liquor distribution, and industrial development. Some indication of their relative size is shown by the fact that,
among the largest 100 nonfinancial corporations of all
types, federal and provincial crown corporations accounted for 14.7% of profits, 179% of sales,and 30.8% of assets.
Finally, and in addition to the above, federal and provincial governmentsin Canada hold equity investments in
“mixed enterprises,” which are essentially private-sector
firms, including minority, equal-share,and majority positions. By the 198Os,there were over 300 significant cases
of this type, about two-thirds of which represented holdings by the Federaland Quebec governments. Government
investments in mixed enterprises comprised 7.5“/p of total equity capital in Canada.
If we examine the first indicator (G as % of GNP) as
an overall guide to the other components, the massive
presence of the public sector in the economic activity of
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many OECD nations is clearly indicated. The general activities represented by this data, together with the specific regulatory and subsidy apparatus controlling
business
(see below), both of which have grown steadily in scope
over the past century, shows that about half of these
modern economies constitute a “zone of exclusion”
for
capitalist market operations.
Given the prevailing political imperatives
in these countries, we could further say
that the public sector provides the basic framework within which the private sector is allowed to operate now.
Nevertheless,
it should be remembered
that the end
result of most of these public sector activities, so far as
their direct-impacts
on the lives of individuals
are concerned, basically serves to reinforce the structure of market relations. This is because their most direct impacts on
individuals
(as well as their indirect impacts through private businesses), are in one way or another, the provisioning of incomes that are spent through private decisions
on goods and services in the marketplace.
The dismantling
of certain public sector activities
through the so-called process of “privatization,”
in the
United States, the United Kingdom, and by imitation and
to a lesser extent in Canada, is in some cases a reasonable
response to economic inefficiencies
that have been protected from the rules governing other players by the chance
outcomes of political influence. In its ideological
form,
however, privatization
does present a short-run challenge
to the emerging structures of quasi-market societies. Public
support for such- ideological
constructs,
however, tends
to wax and wane; I suspect that in the long run the ideological form of privatization
will not undermine
the basic
institutional
struts of our mixed economy.

2. Society: Business Regulation and Subsidies
Part of the public sector expenditures
detailed above
are targeted to services and subsidies by governments
to
business. A comprehensive
review undertaken by the Canadian federal government
in 1985 identified
fifty-seven
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major programs and tallied their costs as follows: (1)subsidy programs, direct outlays of $4.5 billion plus foregone
revenues (tax expenditures) of $7.7 billion; and (2) service programs, $4.2 billion in costs, for a grand total of $16.4
billion.5 The major outlays and tax expenditures - for
which no comparable total figures are available 2 of the
ten provincial governments must also be added: Since
1970, total expenditures of all types by provincial governments have been almost equal to total federal expenditures;
on the assumption that provincial spending on services
and subsidies to business was the same proportion of all
expenditures, the $16.4 billion figure could be double.
So far as regulation is concerned, Stanbury notes that
it is pervasive in the fields of transportation, energy, insurance, banking, securities, telecommunications, broadcasting, agriculture, and the professions. He cites a study
that counted 1,744 federal and provincial regulatory statutes in effect in Canada in 1978, and he estimates that
about 30% of gross domestic product manufacture was
subject to direct regulation.
In this category of activity, therefore, we find both
financial and nonfinancial support for and “interference”
with the operation of markets on the part of governments.
By these means, and others, elected governments possess
the instruments to respond quickly to public pressuresand
to fulfill social and economic objectives that are not being achieved by the “uncontrolled” process of market
forces. Earlier comments about privatization applies equally to the current ‘.‘deregulatory” thrusts: they are u:nlikely
to greatly affect the underlying foundations of the’mixed
economy.
3. Capital

Concentration

The long-term trend toward concentrated ownership
of private sector industrial and financial assetscontinued
apace while the public sector role was expanding dramatically during the post-1945 period. In Canada, the total
number of .industrial firms increased from thirteen to
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eighty-three thousand from 1946-1976;the proportion in
the total of the top 70 firms dropped from 0.55% to
0.08%) but the top 70 maintained their 50% share of total assets.
A line graph in W. K. Carroll’s book, Corporate Power and Canadian
Capitalism,
shows the remarkable consistency in the structure of capital concentration in Canada
over a thirty-year period from 1946 onwards.6 Over this
period, the line showing the share of industrial assetscontrolled by the top 70 industrial firms, as a percentage of
all industrial assets,shifts by less than 10% above and below the fifty-percent level; in 1976 it is almost exactly at
the same point it was in 1946. There is no reason to suppose that there have been significant changes since 1976.
The concentration of asset control in the Canadian
financial sector is even more marked: in 1976 the top 20
firms controlled assets worth twice as much as the total
assets of the top 70 industrial firms, and the top five out
of that twenty controlled about two-thirds of the total assets of financial companies.
Much has been made of this capital concentration from
a variety of perspectives. I will mention only one aspect
that is directly relevant to the foregoing considerations,
namely that this concentration is an important part of the
ongoing “co-operative tension” between the public and
private economic sectors in a quasi-market society. The
public sector is itself highly concentrated (in Canada for
example, eleven governments), and thus the interactions
between the agentsfor these two clusters of economic and
political power can be performed in a reasonably “efficient” manner. This is an appropriate way of effectively
managing a complex and dynamic domestic system (which
is also integrated into a global system) where authority is
shared de facto between those who stand at the pinnacle
of private sector economic interests, on the one hand, and
of regional and national political power, on the other.
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4. Individuals: Income Distribution
In a market-oriented society cash income is the determining factor in accessto most goods and services for all
individuals. For most persons the single most important
source of income is wages and salaries;transfer payments,
investment income, and capital gains are other significant
sources. Struggles to enact minimum wage levels, and efforts to maximize rates of pay through collective bargaining, have been at the center of relations between capital
and labor since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution,
and indeed in most OECD nations real wages have risen
steadily over time throughout the period of industrialization.
Although the campaign to win wage levels that.assure
some decent standard of living has been successful, little
if any change has occurred in the proportionate distribution of incomes across various sectors of the population,
at least during the period when any reliable statistical data
is available. This distribution has remained remarkably stable, for example, over the last fifty years (that is, during
the period of welfare gains after the Great Depression and
the sustained rise in real incomes after 1945). This means
that the economically-stronger sectors of the income earning population have managed to maintain their relative
shares of income (and presumably of wealth) virtually intact, although it is sometimes alleged that the “welfare
state” is dedicated to the radical redistribution or even
levelling of income and wealth. General increasesin wellbeing, therefore, can be attributed to the rising level of
wealth in the society as a whole (in Canada mean real income has more than doubled since 1945), which carries
all sectors upward while holding their relative sharespretty
much constant.
Certainly there are some net redistribution effects from
government welfare policies, and thus some other measure, such as “command over resources,” would be (at least
in theory) a better measure than income shares are of the
end-point relative standing of different groups in a given

Dilemmas

of Liberalism

and Socialism

131

society Nonetheless, such more general measuresare evidently difficult to construct. The leading Canadianauthority in the field, Irwin Gillespie, has written: “During the
15 years under consideration [1961-19761, governments
have been unsuccessful in increasing the degree of redistribution from the rich to the poor such that the ‘share’
of command over resources of the poor has increased significantly.“8
A very small sample of the abundant statistical data on
income distribution is given below.9 (In the following
section special note of the importance of transfer payments
in the cash incomes of the various sectors will be taken.)
The data are usually reported in the form of “quintiles,”
that is, the percentage of total national income received
by each one-fifth of the population, when the whole
income-receiving population (families and unattached individuals) is ranked from the lowest to the highest income
recipient. Thus the first quintile representsthe lowest 20%
of the population; the second quintile, the next 20% (i.e.,
those who rank twenty-first to fortieth), and so on to the
fifth quintile, representing the top 20% of all income
recipients.
CANADIAN DATA: INCOME SHARES BY QUINTILE
Year

First Second Third Fourth Fifth

1
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COMPARATIVE

Country
UnitedStates
Sweden
UnitedKingdom
France
Germany
Japan
‘for

various

years

in the

DATA’

First Second Third Fourth Fifth
4.4
11.5
16.9 24.0
43.2
10.5 15.9 23.6
45.4
E
11.7
16.5
23.4
42.0
213
5.3
5.6

7.7
9.5
11.3

13.3
12.8
16.0

22.0
17.5
12.6

54.7
54.9
44.5

7.1

12.9

17.6

21.5

18.9

1960s

The Canadian data indicate the stability over time of
the income shares, and it is representative,of a common
feature in the economically-advanced OECD countries.
The comparative data show the rough similarity across
such countries, although there are interesting variations.
Indeed, so uniform is this pattern that some authorities
refer to a “4-40 rule,” that is, about 4% to the lowest quintile and 40% to the highest.
5. Transfer

Payments

and the Welfare

Floor

In addition to interest on the national debt (which is,
in Canada’scase,mostly income to its own citizens), transfer payments by. the federal government represent disbursements to individuals, subsidies and capital assistance,
as well as intergovernmental transfers. Fully three-quarters
of national government expenditures are transfer payments
now (as opposed to exhaustive expenditures, that is, purchases of goods and services), which generally demonstrates the size of the financial “reshuffling” function of
governments that maintains adequatelevels of money flows
in the economy.
At this point, I am concerned mainly with the significance of transfers for individuals, which include cash
payments made directly to individuals, of three main.types:
general programs (welfare, income supplements, workers’
compensation, and unemployment insurance); programs
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for the elderly, including cash transfers such as OAS and
tax expenditures such as RRSPs;and programs for families, such as family allowances and the child tax credit.
Here too the dimensions of the activity are relevant: ,transfers cpmprised fully 27.2% of all personal income in Canada in 1983,more than double the proportion of thirty years
previous. The other type is comprised of support programs
for health care, housing, and schooling at all levels; about
60% of transfer expenditures fall into this category In 1981,
total transfers of all these types constituted 18.9% of GNP
Naturally the poorest persons derive the greatest
benefits from transfers,although all income groups benefit
to some extent, especially from the universal programs
such as health care and education. The importance of these
transfers in providing a welfare floor for the poorest sector is shown in the comparison of income sharesby quintile with and without their impact on incomes (Canada,
1981 data):
First
Income
before
Transfers1.4
TotalMoney
Income 4.6

Secgnd Third Fourth Fifth
9.6
17.8 26.4 44.9
10.9 17.6 25.2 41.8

Thus transfers more than tripled the money income share
of the poorest quintile, while having a small (in some cases
negligible) impact on the remainder.
The five characteristics on which some selected information has been given are all part of a dense web of functions in contemporary society; in other words, they play
a part in many aspects of social action, only one of which
is the institutional makeup of a quasi-market society. For
example, massive public sector expenditures and government management of the economy reflect a political commitment to securing general social well-being, which is
intended to ensure a standard of living for everyone at
some minimal level of decency, regardless of incomeearning potential. (Of course this commitment, when
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translated into policies and practices, is often insufficiently
strong in particular times and places to prevent some persons from falling into poverty and degradation.)
My special interest, however, is in how these five
characteristics support and enhance the centrality of market relations in everyday life. Public sector expenditures,
both exhaustive and transfer,maintain high levels of money
flows in marketplace transactions for both individuals and
firms, and also account for between one-quarter and onethird of all employment, the cash incomes from which are
also translated into market purchases.Regulation and subsidies amount to policy-directed control over businesses,
but they are also an alternative to systems in which governments attempt to produce goods and services (rather than
policies) directly, and in this sense they reinforce marketoriented structures of behavior. In addition, the high level of capital concentration facilitates a kind of partnership
between big government and big business, with the partners seeking to manage jointly their national economies
through effective responses to domestic and international market forces. All these macroeconomic and macropolitical manipulations keep market relations fixed firmly in
place in the everyday life of most individuals, whose daily
routines are absorbed in a rich mixture composed of both
real and vicarious experiences of buying and selling.
Three Issues
The basic concept of a quasi-market society is this:
dominant institutional forces (the alliance of concentrated economic and political power) place market relations
at the center of social action, while also constraining marketplace operations within boundaries set by political
events. Those boundaries shift constantly in response to
the ebb and flow of political currents, but they are permanent enough to allow the clear distinction of this form
of political economy from any others where a relatively
unrestricted play of market relations prevails. So far as the
lives of individuals are concerned, the quasi-market soci-
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ety perpetuates severe inequalities in.the distribution of
income and wealth, while providing, by its welfare floor,
sufficient resources to enable most of the poorest persons
to avoid absolute deprivation.
Let us recall once again Macpherson’s criterion for a
political theory worthy of its heritage,which he enunciated
at the outset of his career in his essay “On the Study of
Politics in Canada” (1938): Political theory can provide a
“principle of unity” for the discipline of political science
when it focusses on “the interaction of political ideas and
concrete political facts.” The concept of the quasi-market
society that has been developed here, I submit, is plausible as a contribution that satisfies this criterion.
This elaborated notion of a quasi-market society remains faithful to Macpherson’s two core themes, property
and the marketplace. There are, however, a number of
points in my elaboration which, if accepted, require that
revisions be made to the prescriptions that Macpherson
derived from his treatment of his two themes. These revisions become apparent in a consideration of three issues: the politicizing of property, a positive theory of
market relations, and the evaluation of consumerism.
The quasi-market society represents a thoroughgoing
politicization of property, which offers our contemporary
society a clear alternative to either the socialization of
property (the familiar socialist demand) or unregulated
capitalism. The process of politicizing property leaves by
far the greatest and most desirable portion of economic
wealth in private hands, usually in starkly unequal portions. At the same time, the possession and enjoyment of
this wealth - with respect to both its totality and its relative shares - are subject ultimately to control by
democratically-elected governments. Some minimal redistribution of command over resources occurs through the
application of public policies, but far more significant is
the impetus for increasing overall well-being (in unequal
shares)through sustained economic growth, by means of
an almost countless number and variety of political
manipulations of market forces.
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This course appears to have the firm support of the
vast majority of citizens in the OECD countries. In specific
terms, this means an affirmation
of the two opposed but
complementary
sides of a quasi-market society: on the one
hand, a market-oriented
economy in which private sector businesses take most of the initiative in economic development;
on the other, a political economy in which
democratic
governments
exercise an overall supervisory
and management
role in the economy, stepping in routinely to adjust the outcomes of the operations of market
forces. There are broad swings of public policy and opinion regarding the relations between the zones of Ijrivate
and public sector initiatives,
but in most cases this
managerial role of governments
is exercised irrespective
of political ideology (that is, whether liberal, conservative,
or social-democratic).
At various times in most OECD
countries in the post-1945 period liberal, conservative, and
social-democratic
governments alike, responding to t,he imperatives of the moment, have found themselves promoting both types of initiatives.
To say that property has been “politicized”
is of course
to concede that it has been indirectly socialized. In other
words, the process involving the politicization
of property
recognizes the rational core in the socialist objection
to
capitalism, namely that modern economic wealth results
from the general application
of human technological
ingenuity of all types, irrespective
of the legal fiction of
ownership or control over the means of production. ,It also
recognizes that all who participate in the creation of this
wealth should be guaranteed
some minimum
share of
benefits that will permit them to enjoy whatever is regarded as a “decent” standard of living according to the prevailing criteria.
Nonetheless,
the program
for the politicization
of
property also concedes the rational core in the caIjitalist
objection
to socialism, namely that a modern industrial
economy
simply
cannot
function
according
to an
authoritative
allocation
(by public
bureaucracies)
of
productive
inputs and of the resultant economic wealth.
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It also concedes that, to date, the program of economic
justice in statesnominally committed to socialism and communism has been in practice an outrageous sham, such
that-persistent inequalities in the command over resources
in those states rival those in managed capitalist societies.
Politicizing property means steering an erratic course
between the Scylla and Charybdis of “pure” capitalism and
socialism. The quasi-market society avoids the intolerable polarization of great wealth and equally great poverty
inevitably produced by unregulated capitalism; it also
avoids the unsatisfying combination of egalitarianrhetoric,
privileged elites, and sclerotic productivity that has been
perfected by those statesnominally dedicated to the ideals
of socialism and communism.
The upshot is that quasi-market societies are founded
on a positive theory of market relations. By this phrase
I mean that there is an explicit commitment to market
forces as an indispensable mechanism for assuring an acceptable level of economic performance (measured by indicators of real overall growth, increases in productivity,
and so forth) in a modern economy This is largely because
the complexity of this economy, in terms of the sheernumber of types of inputs, products, and processes, as well
as the dynamic state of international markets, is such that
it simply cannot achieve acceptable performance levels
through any known form of centralized planning. Partially regulated market forces, which permit continuous adjustments in resource allocations through innumerable
individual decisions by producers and consumers, can
yield a better result than centralized planning can, but only
with close supervision by governments. Furthermore, only
the system of market-type benefits appearsto supply sufficient motivation for most individuals to develop and exert the full range of their abilities.
Nevertheless, this commitment to market forces in a
quasi-market society is purely pragmatic rather than
ideological, which is what differentiates it from the theory and practice of “pure” capitalism. The centrality of
market relations for public policy and everyday life ob-
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tains only as long as an adequate level of collective and
personal benefits is delivered thereby. Every instance of
significant market failure or relative disadvantage,whether
occurring internally in a nation or in international trade,
even in the notorious bastions of “free enterprise”’ in the
United States(witness the proposed trade protection laws),
is greeted with loud demands - by business, labor, and
other interests alike - for compensatory political action.
Managed capitalist societies have found their way to
the quasi-market form by gradually circumscribing with
political authority the domain of market forces. As noted
earlier, the Soviet Union and the EasternEuropean nations
are now proceeding into it along an intersecting route, by
gradually withdrawing bureaucratic control from various
economic spheres, allowing them to fall partially under
the sway of market-based determinations. Obviously, this
is a purely pragmatic decision. What is still unclear is the
extent to which the proponents of this dramatic change
in direction are aware that they will be unable to contain
its secondary consequences, especially the inevitable dispersal of market-oriented modes of behavior throughout
the interstices of collective and personal life.
The positive theory of market relations deviates in
other ways from the critique of capitalism exemplified in
Macpherson’s work. The most important of these:has to
do.with the relation between the spheresof work and consumption. Perhaps the single most distinctive principle to
which all the great theorists of socialism adhered, from
the mid-nineteenth-century onwards, is that by its very
nature capitalism destroys the possibility of deriving satisfaction from labor for the great majority of the industrial
workforce. Therefore, a cornerstone of socialism was the
restoration or achievement of satisfaction in labor in one
way or another (for example, in the utopias of Fourier or
William Morris). The largely hidden premise in this outlook was that labor was the single most meaningfuljvenue
for human satisfaction in general. This point was often
made by denigrating other domains of satisfaction, particularly that of consumption. We earlier discussed how
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Macpherson represented the stark opposition of the domains of doing (active development and enjoyment of human powers) and consumption (purely passive and
meaningless activity).
There are undoubtedly many individuals for whom
finding work that is intrinsically satisfying (which includes
decent working conditions, of course) is a high priority
This should not be surprising; however, there is no evidence that any significant portion of individuals see this
objective as a “political” or ideological matter, that is, as
part of a larger struggle for radical change in existing social institutions. Nor is there any evidence that such persons see their pursuit of satisfying work as somehow
inconsistent with the structure of market relations; quite
the contrary, they find that enhancing their own market
power is a very effective way of accomplishing this objective. Seeking satisfying work is one of a series of interconnected goals, along with others like a high income,
sufficient leisure time, and good family relations, and individuals are inclined to try to achieve the best “package”
they can with respect to all of them as a set.
The positive theory of market relations deviates most
sharply from the received socialist critique, as exemplified by the work of Macpherson and others, in the evaluation of consumption activity. Basing itself primarily on
the concepts of false needs and false consciousness (and
especially on reification and commodity fetishism), this
critique made two allegations. First, that individuals are
systematically misled in looking for gratification in consumer purchases by what are only apparent or superficial
need-satisfactions, rather than genuine ones; in other
words, consumer decisions in a market-oriented setting
are almost entirely irrelevant where the issue is how truly
human needs may be satisfied. Second, the deception of
apparent need-satisfaction prevents individuals from detecting the real sources of their oppression (which are
lodged in the relations of production) and thus from striving to transcend the system of market relations as such.
This critique was always largely a speculative exercise,
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for little evidence of any kind had ever been offered in
support of the deception or manipulation
hypothesis. The
abundant evidence we do have from marketing and consumer behavior research is that on balance consumer experiences
represent for the most part the genuine
gratification
of quite genuine and deeply-felt needs Naturally many specific dissatisfactions
or disappointments
are
sensed, and there are surely expressions of desire that are
either illegal or unacceptable according to prevailing community standards. It can even be maintained
that efforts
by individuals
to match the objectives of their wants to
the characteristics
of goods can be difficult or impossible
in some cases, due to the number and complexity
of marketplace transactions in a fully-developed
market society
Nevertheless, none of this proves that most individuals are
deceived by the “propaganda
of commodities”
(especially by advertising
claims) into making systematic errors
about the entire assortment of their wants or thelmeans
for satisfying them.
Since there is ample room for misunderstanding
here,
I would like to state explicitly that no attempt is being made
here to share the fantasy of free enterprise ideologues who
regard the system of market relations as the Eighth Wonder
of the World. I am only indicating that there is no special
kind of defect in them by comparison with other systems,
either pre-capitalist
or utopian socialist in nature.’ Every
kind of economic order may be pervaded with injustice,
and in every known society individuals
and groups have
prevented themselves, at least in part, from realizing their
own objectives by constructing
behavioral patterns and
pictures of the world that contain inconsistencies
and
regressive features. The quasi-market
society is not immune from contamination
by this longstanding
practice.
‘As indicated earlier, all of the principal features of the
quasi-market society reinforce the centrality of market relations in the everyday life of most individuals. The general
rise in real incomes over a century of industrial development, as well as the existence of the welfare floor, have
drawn almost everyone deeply into the experience of be-
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ing a consumer on a daily basis for the entirety of one’s
life. During the past half-century
considerable amounts of
daily personal time have been shifted from other types of
activities to intensive involvement
in all aspects of the act
of consumption.
Many studies of consumer behavior confirm that this is regarded as a voluntary choice and for the
most part is thought to be both stimulating and enjoyable.
The genuine gratifications
derived from consumer experiences are of two kinds. There are those flowing from
the sheer proliferation
of goods and their complex characteristics, for our tendency to surround ourselves with layers
of objects seems to be a basic human trait; this is the
“materialistic”
aspect of market-oriented
behavior. The
other is a playful indulgence in the circulation
of images
attached to objects, to the point where every act of consumption
appears to be only a fleeting expression of a
purely evanescent order, a walk in the kingdom of fairies
(to borrow the appellation
that Hobbes bestowed on the
religious establishments
of his day); this is its “symbolic”
aspect.
It is the symbolic aspect that is most potent in luring
individuals
into full involvement
with acts of consumption. This is because in marketing and advertising imagistic modes of communication
are used to establish a dense
web of connections
between the characteristics of goods,
on the one hand, and the vast range of known motivational impulses that are at work in the individual’s
search
for satisfaction,
on the other. For most persons at least,
in no other dimension of life - such as work, education,
or any other - is an attempt made to connect so intensively and pervasively the individual’s
motivations
with
the possibilities of gratification
in the surrounding
social
environment.
Therefore it is certainly no accident that the
sphere of consumption
should have a special value in a
quasi-market
society It is quite possible to imagine also
that this may change in time, with some other dimension
of life assuming the position of priority that consumption
now enjoys; as yet we have no sign of it.
The institutional
network of the quasi-market society
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(combining the six characteristics), as it exists at present
in advanced OECD countries, shows an explicit bias for
promoting consumerism as the single most important zone
of gratification in the lives of individuals. There seems to
be little question that, as the nominally socialist countries
follow their own paths to the quasi-market society, there
too the bias towards consumerism will be promoted by
the authorities. Nevertheless we should note two qualifications. First, the consumerist bias occurs not in isolation,
but within a larger context where - for most OECD nations - very important domains of life, especially health
care and education, but often including others, have been
removed almost entirely from the sphere of market,-driven
consumer decisions. This has happened due to strong and
persistent demands by the majority of citizens. It would
be quite incorrect to think therefore that all domains of
personal life are absorbed in market relations now or that
this is likely to happen in the future.
The other qualification is that quasi-market societies
are dynamic rather than static types of societies. This
means that changes - perhaps dramatic ones - in collective and personal behavior are bound to occur over
time. In particular, although some structure of general market relations must persist out of necessity, for purely pragmatic reasons, the existing consumerist bias need’not be
regarded as our unalterable destiny. People may eventually become jaded with the consumption of images and give
greater priority to other sources of satisfaction. If so the
utopian theorists like Macpherson will have their day.

Epilogue
An Appreciation
At the time when he accepted his first university teaching appointment at the age of twenty-four, C. B. Macpherson had settled upon his vocation, his ideological
standpoint, and his mission. So far as the first-mentioned
is concerned, there is no evidence that he ever considered
any other path for himself savethat of a university teacher
and an author of scholarly publications. So far as his political ideology is concerned, every page of his master’s
thesis shows his passionate commitment to socialism, in
a form defined essentially by the nineteenth-century European working classmovement; that commitment stayed
with him undiminished in intensity thereafter. Finally, his
very first published essay as a young academic, “On the
Study of Politics in Canada,” announced what was to be
his life’s mission: to cause the academic discipline in his
own country, in which he wished to participate, to recognize and accept the value - indeed the necessity - of an
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approach to political theory that was grounded in a commitment to radical social improvement.
What Macpherson had not yet found at the onset of
his career in 1935, and what he was not to find until he
was almost at mid-career, was his own distinctive “voice.”
The term “voice” refers to an appropriate mode of expression for his ideas, one that combined a personal writing
style with a fully-developed and highly original interpretive thrust - the voice that speaks clearly in The Political Theory of PossessiveIndividualism and thereafter. To
be sure, all that came before constituted a preparation for
the breakthrough that occurred in his maturity But until
the late nineteen-fifties he had not succeeded in satisfactorily articulating through his scholarship the results of
the synthesis he had achieved early in life for himself, in
his own mind, between his ideological commitment and
his mission as a member of the academic profession.
Until approximately 1955 those two aspects of his being subsisted together but separate in an uneasy alliance.
His ideological commitment was unshakeable,and was allowed to show through most of his scholarly writing in
varying degrees. For example, it is clearly evident in the
journal article that represents his first foray into the subject matter that later would make him famous, “Hobbes
Today” (1945), as well as in the conclusions to Democracy in Alberta (1953). At times it seems to veer towards a
somewhat dogmatic Marxism before being harnessed
again. As indicated above, Professor Macpherson’s status
as a Marxist of some sort is debated in the secondary literature. Undoubtedly, he was always “sympathetic” to
Marxist theory; but neither the substance nor the citations
in his writings indicates that he read very widely in Marxist
literature, nor did he ever systematically confront the fundamental concepts debated in that literature, such as class
consciousness, proletariat, alienation and reification,
capitalist economic crisis, and surplus value. The rather
diffident responses he gave in an interview published in
1983, dealing with his assessment of Marx, are symptomatic of the uses to which he put the Marxist tradition
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in his publications.
*
Nevertheless,
the extent to which Macpherson
sympathized with Marxism is not the most important
issue
regarding the writings of his formative period. The important point is that before the late nineteen-fifties
he had
not succeeded in completely
integrating the two sides of
his dual commitment
as scholar and protagonist.
What I
mean is simply that in the end his ideological commitment
got in the way of his treatment of his subject-matter, resulting in an only partially satisfactory interpretive exposition.
The interpretation
in “Hobbes Today,” for example, is based
on wholly unsupported,
allusive comments about the nature of “bourgeois
society” In addition, the conclusions
to Democracy in Alberta rest on a tendentious
theory of
social class and class consciousness,
for Macpherson’s position is riddled with unclarified
assumptions
about the
existence of a self-conscious
“working
class” and about
the relation between social group consciousness
and social being.
Nonetheless, with the concept of “possessive individualism” Macpherson discovered the tool that finally would
enable him to unite scholar and protagonist
successfully
and indeed brilliantly. Since it was centered on the workings of fully-developed
market relations, this concept could
draw into itself (as the related notion of acquisitiveness
had for R. H. Tawney) all the central concerns in the traditional socialist critique of capitalist society. Therefore it
served well - as Macpherson
testified in his concluding
section of Possessive Individualism - the cause of his
ideological
commitment.
2 On the other hand, whether
or not other established scholars agreed with him, this concept had a completely
plausible relation to the actual textual evidence in the history of liberal political thought that
he was examining.
Thus, he could express the substantive concerns that motivated his ideological
commitment
“inside” the very stuff of scholarly debate, so to speak.
He had found the principle of unity he had been seeking
for a quarter of a century.
Other interpretations
of Macpherson’s work very differ-

146 C. B. Macpherson

ent from the one advanced here undoubtedlv
can be
made.3 Fair enough. Many of those already advanced,
however, especially by authors who profess to share Macpherson’s kind of commitments,
exhibit a common fault:
they ignore his dedication
to serving the purely academic side of political science as a discipline throughout
most
of his career. In the nineteen-thirties
and -forties he worked
out his sense of mission in studies on the history and development
of his discipline in Canada. He poured out a
continuous
stream of book reviews in his field, on a range
of subjects much wider than his specialty of political theory alone. In the nineteen-fifties
he did comprehensive
assessments of the development
of political science on the
international
plane, and in the nineteen-sixties
he undertook many obligations
of a purely professional
sort.
It is my contention
that one cannot understand
Macpherson’s career and thought unless one appreciates this
aspect of his activity. His desire to assist in the realization
in Canada of the traditional
socialist program.for
social
change was not formulated
independently
of his choice
of an academic vocation; rather, those two aspects of his
life appear to have emerged simultaneously
and to have
remained intertwined
thereafter. Each aspect nurtured the
other and caused it to evolve and mature. It is because he
took so seriously his role as a scholar that he continued
to search for his own voice, and it was the sustained effort involved in that search that finally resulted in the great
books of his mature period. Nor was he any less devoted
to his commitment
as protagonist, and that dedication too
drove him on until he found the interpretive
scheme that
would accomplish
his mission of renovating his academic discipline. In my view, it was this fertile and iminterrupted
interaction
between
the two aspects that is
responsible for the enduring significance of Macpherson’s
life and work.
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