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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 educa-
tion 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 writ-
ing 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 complet-
ed without the expert assistance of Richard Smith, a doc-

toral student in the Department of Communication at
Simon Fraser University. Richard assembled the bib-
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liographical resources and tracked down much of the
secondary literature, and organized it all superbly. In ad-
dition, discussions with him helped to structure the book
and finally, his assistance with wordprocessing and elec-
tronic communication systems was (and continues to be)
indispensable. It is a pleasure to be associated with him.

Every commentator on Macpherson’s work is indebt-
ed to Victor Svacek for his comprehensive Macpherson
bibliography, published in Powers, Possessions and Free-
dom: 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 con-
tribute to that volume and the University of Toronto Press
for permitting me to use some portions of my contribu-
tion, “Marx and Macpherson: Needs, Utilities and Self-
Development in this volume.

Some years ago three anonymous evaluators warmly
recommended this project for assistance to theSocial
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, and
the SSHRCC very kindly provided the two grants that were
requested. Three readers of the first draft made sugges-
tions for revisions, some of which have been incorporat-
ed 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 enter-
tain still more. And finally, I am thankful that Brough Mac-
pherson took the time to discuss with me his early
education and career during a long and pleasant conver-
sation 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 necessarily less 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 through-
out a teaching and writing career spanning 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 full-
fledged argument, nor did its advocacy go beyond the gen-
tle remonstrances of the printed page and the public ad-
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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 charac-
ter of his thought, together with an aversion to invoca-
tions 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 simul-
taneously out of his choosing political theory as a lifelong
vocation during his undergraduate years. He was not pub-
licly a notable activist in domains outside those of his aca-
demic 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 Macpher-
son 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 ele-
gant simplicity that is rarely seen in academic discourse.

To take up the serious pursuit of political theory’s an-
cient concerns in a university setting demanded adher-
ence 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 politi-
cal 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 sys-
tem repaid that allegiance by bestowing unhindered career
progress and, later, some of its highest honors on this un-
repentant critic of contemporary institutions.

The major purpose of this short study is to suggest that
Macpherson’s thought can be understood best as the out-
come of his distinctive mode of practicing political the-
ory 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 commit-
ment 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 consi-
dered to be a product of his university education. It be-.
came 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 Vo-
cation.” 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 car-
ing 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.!

Macpherson’s contributions as an epic theorist are ex-
pressed 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 se-
vere 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 mat-
ter 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.”’? 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 na-
tive North American theorist, and a good deal of his im-
portance 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 commit-
ment 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 ar-
gument, equality of opportunity for participation, protec-
tion against persecution for opinions, tolerance, and the
search for truth. These, however, were never intended by
their originators to be reserved exclusively for the scho-
lar’s enclaves, and a demand to institute them as fully as
possible everywhere in society flows from their very na-
ture; the theorist’s task is to name and expose the obsta-
cles 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 liber-
alism had failed to realize its potentialities as a progres-
sive force in society and to assist in a renewed endeavor
to actualize those potentialities.

There was no unanimity on this point. Among Mac-
pherson’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
masses must 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 incon-
sistencies 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, es-
pecially Herbert Marcuse and Max Horkheimer. Both Mar-
cuse and Horkheimer wrote bold interpretive essays on
liberalism in the nineteen-thirties, and Marcuse returned
to these themes much later in “Repressive Tolerance” (1965)
and An Essay on Liberation (1969).3 Marcuse left an am-
biguous bequest to the liberal legacy: he appeared to aban-
don 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 so-
cial institutions. This theory is grounded in the concept
of property, the discussion of which is the single most con-
sistent theme in his life’s work spanning half a century:
“property” is the main consideration in his master’s the-
sis, presented at the London School of Economics in 1935,
and it is still featured in two of the essays in the collec-
tion published in 1985 entitled The Rise and Fall of Eco-
nomic 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 owner-
ship, on the other, forms the underlying unity of Macpher-
son’s thought. His theory of social change, which is based
on the concept of “developmental powers,” represents his
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 present-
ing 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 effec-
tively 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 out-
lined 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 nota-
ble 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 so-
cial transformations that occurred during his lifetime,

Yet one must also admit that a portrait of society com-
posed 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 essen-
tial 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 over-
come the natural tendency of readers and audiences to be-
come distracted and inattentive. Once accomplished, the
patterns in events can be seen more clearly. I count my-
self 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 unin-
terrupted 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 con-
tent 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 1936 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 arti-
cles tends to be rather sparse.

This book begins with a detailed look at the period
which runs from his undergraduate days at the Universi-
ty of Toronto (1929-1932) to 1955. I take a close look at
his master’s thesis, a 325-page opus presented in 1935. The
phase extending from 1936 to 1942 contains the solid ba-
sis 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 essay entitled “The Deceptive Task
of Political Theory”) of the phrase “possessive individu-
alism.” 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 concentrat-
ing on “the interaction of political ideas and concrete po-
litical facts.”” Nevertheless, the analysis presented in
Democracy in Alberta, with its attempted integration of
institutional and theoretical analysis, did not fulfill the mis-
sion for political theory that had been articulated by Mac-
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pherson himself. !

In fact his grand project for theory was largely aban-
doned thereafter. Instead, understanding llberahsms am-
biguous heritage through the concept of possesswe
individualism, together with a major elaboration of the
critique of capitalist society that is based on this conccpt
occupied most of Macpherson’s time and effort without
interruption from 1955 and thirty years onwards.

I do not intend to recapitulate Macpherson’s under-
standing of liberal thought — except insofar as it bears on
his critique of capitalism — or the academic controver-
sies 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 num-
ber of conference papers and published articles and spe-
cial conference sessions devoted to his work testify amply
to the scope and challenge of Macpherson’s spirited fo-
rays into this domain. Nevertheless, such debates, however
learned and influential they may be, are the conventional
stuff of academic life, clouds of interpretation perpetual-
ly swirling over the intellectual landscape: Some forma-
tions 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 Mac-
pherson’s thought and career is not the battles over
Hobbes, Locke and the rest, but rather his steadfast ad-
herence 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 col-
leagues and students, and passages from his correspon—
dence; for the present project, however, I have had to
confine myself primarily to published writings. The im-
portant materials for this project, then, are first the sub-
sidiary comments in book reviews, articles, and:books
which reveal Macpherson’s personal and intellectualistance,
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 fol-
lowing pages may be summarized as follows. Macpherson’s
practice of political theory as a vocation has two intercon-
nected dimensions. One is his commitment to the scho-
lar’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 polit-
ical freedom and property rights. Macpherson’s method
is to seek to break free of this underlying tension or dilem-
ma by posing a series of choices between mutually exclu-
sive options for future social development (which are in
turn based upon mutually exclusive ways of seeing the so-
cial 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 suggest-
ed 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 politi-
cal 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 per-
sisted. He took up professional writing at a time when the
still vibrant ideological currents inherited from the
nineteenth century — capitalism versus socialism and com-
munism — had been amplified by the special circum-
stances of the day: the long economic crisis of capitalist
nations, the sporadic militancy of working-class organi-
zations, the rise of European fascism, and the hopes and
illusions bound with the fate of the Soviet Union. He was
fortunate to be able to embark upon his chosen career im-
mediately 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 view-
point 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 Macpher-
son 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” per-
spective.

For a short period during the Second World War he
took a leave from his university position to work at 2 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 essays and books that eventually
would bring him worldwide recognition as a scholar. Both
the interpretive slant of his scholarly contributions, and
the explicit concerns of the essays he devoted to contem-
porary social issues put him-unmistakably 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 ad-
vancement of a set of goals for social change that are usual-
ly 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 so-
ciety 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 late-
nineteenth-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 seeming-
ly 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 conduct-
ed in academic circles and among the adherents of vari-
ous 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 “so-
cialism.”

In other words, a good deal of ideological debate about
politics and society has lagged behind actual social de-
velopment during the past half-century and indeed has
not yet succeeded in coming to terms with it. Some in-
sight into this situation and the reasons for its persistence
can be found in Macpherson’s writings. 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 op-
tions 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 cen-
tury (the property system, social classes, wage labor, the
commodity form) remain serviceable, since many basic fea-
tures 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 econ-
omy — does not sit still for the operation. Rather it mu-
tates whilst being observed, thus challenging analysts to
retool their conceptual armory regularly. Marx himself,
who had described capitalism as a “permanently revolu-
tionary” 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-based form of political economy, has
a peculiarly dynamic character that distinguishes it from
its relatively more static predecessors. This feature sets 2
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 in-
cisive 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 — 1 will focus on this point, namely the relation
between his key categories and the society they compre-
hend. 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 appropri-
ate 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 so-
cial institutions is embodied is one of the three cential and
interrelated themes in Macphierson’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 com-
ment directly on the scholarly controversies triggered by
Macpherson’s interpretation of the history of liberal po-
litical theory; rather, my discussion of democracy will fo-
cus on the relation between political systems and social
institutions. The third theme is the individual, or more
precisely the connection between individuals and socie-
ty. The best illustration of this theme is the contrast be-
tween “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 con-
temporary 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 dis-
cussion 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 successes of preceding
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generations become their bequest to us and require noth-
ing save suitable appreciation on our part; more valuable
are their artful deficiencies, since we can exercise and de-
velop our own powers in striving to ferret out and over-
come 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 train-
ing in the history of political thought, apart from attend-
ing some lectures on Plato by a philosopher, Fulton
Anderson. He also studied the economic theory of Mar-
shall and others with Professor E. J. Urwick, who had re-
tired from the London School of Economics before going
to Toronto; Macpherson later taught this subject for a num-
ber 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 the-
ory as his chief intellectual interest and academic speciali-
zation. 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 Eu-
ropean 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 Eco-
nomics. He then secured a post as a lecturer in the Univer-
sity of Toronto’s Department of Political Economy for two
years, before leaving Canada and settling in Australia,
whereupon he became a Sinologist, because (as Macpher-
son 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 on them may
be of interest, since Macpherson remembered his teach-
ing as a major factor in forming his own orientation as a
young scholar. Van der Sprenkel published a short piece
in the Canadian Forum in June 1932 entitled “The Fan-
tasies of Mr. Havelock™ in which he stated: “We are living
in a time when, on the one hand, there is a vast move-
ment 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 com-
merce and industry.” He concluded with what appears to
be an oblique defense of the Communist Party. He resur-
faced again as one of three authors of a book entitled New
China: Three Views, published in 1951. A reviewer in the
journal Pacific 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 1ndependent
course in relation to the Soviet Union. These v1ews are
also aired in a series of short essays which van der Sprenkel
wrote for the Spectator in 1955, which show a solid ac-
quaintance with past history and current events in
China.?

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 The Economic and
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844 (which Macpherson
had in an English translation reproduced in mlmeo by a
Trotskyist group in New York). Macpherson recalled dur-
ing our conversation in 1986 that he had found Capital
“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 Har-
vard, before returning to Britain and taking up a post at
the London School of Economics in 1920, where he re-
mained on the staff until his death. He authored upwards
of thirty books (including the remarkable published cor-
respondence with the American jurist Oliver Wendell Hol-
mes, Jr.) and hundreds of articles and pamphlets. By the
1920s Laski was firmly committed to democratic social-
ism of a non-dogmatic sort and to its achievement by
peaceful means. But as the economic crisis deepened
throughout the 1920s and 1930s, and as the rise of fas-
cism began to threaten the social progress achieved up to
then, he became convinced that some degree of violence
would inevitably accompany the transition from capital-
ism to socialism; only the end of the war and the elector-
al victory of the Labour Party modified this stance.?

Macpherson attended Laski’s lectures on sixteenth-
century French political theory and developed a broad in-
terest in the history of ideas, including the history of Eu-
ropean social thought, under his influence. He and other
graduate students frequently were invited to tea at Laski’s
home, which had become 2 kind of way-station for Euro-
pean 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 eco-
nomic historian and social reformer whose first book, The
Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century (1912), made
him famous. After teaching for many years in workers’ edu-
cation forums and advocating Christian Socialism in
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speeches and writings, he became a professor at the Lon-
don School of Economics in 1931. His two best-known
books were published in the 1920s: The Acquisitive Soci-
ety (1920) and Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (1926).
The former, which he had first published as a Fabian So-
ciety pamphlet under the title “The Sickness of an Acquisi-
tive 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 Chris-
tianity. Macpherson remarked in his 1986 conversation
with me that his concept of “possessive individualism”
was developed out of his search for a more precise ex-
pression 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’s supervision, entitled ‘“Volun-
tary 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 open-
ing 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 1941 to 1943, first on a second-
ment 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-language newspapers and a collection
of papers from what conventionally is called the “ethnic
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 some-
one 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,” teach-
ing courses on introduction to economics, labor econom-
ics, 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 provin-
cial 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 Mac-
pherson remained a lecturer for about six years before be-
ing promoted to the rank of assistant professor. No tenured
or permanent appointment was granted in those days un-
til promotion to associate professor was made, and nos-
mally 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 S.D. Clark at an informal “lunch table group”
at the Faculty Club. Macpherson had attended a few of In-
nis’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 convetr-
sation in 1986.

While Macpherson was still an untenured assistant
professor in the early 1950s, McCarthyism was taking its
toll among universities and the professoriate in the Unit-
ed 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 [Innis]
had had to listen to some offhand “complaint” about Mac-
pherson’s presumed political stance — but the matter went
no further than that. ,

A final note on style. All readers of Macpherson’s works
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 ex-
pression 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 Macpherson’s M.A.
thesis for a number of reasons. First, it is the only sub-
stantial 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 uncom-
mon in the British system, so that he did no doctoral pro-
gram and Ph.D. thesis. Instead, he took the normal route
of submitting a collection of published papers (sixteen in
all) some twenty years after 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 subject-
matter 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 announce-
ment of a “general strike.”

Most of Macpherson’s thesis is focussed on the theory
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 as-
sociations 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 bod-
ies; 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 ar-
gument.

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 The-
ory 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 legisiation and the key ju-
dicial 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 act-
ed 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.’

The key terms are used quite consistently throughout the
thesis: social institutions and the social system, the eco-
nomic or industrial system, and the patterns of ownership
are all said to be based on the “system [or structure] of
property relations.” .

By the time we reach the end of the work the con-
nections 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 ac-
tions the state will be motivated by one overriding objec-
tive, namely the “protection” of existing property relations.
It is also clear that in his thesis Macpherson does not in-
tend to put the propositions comprising the preceding sen-
tence “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 omis-
sions: Macpherson’s exposition is dominated by a prag- -
matic 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 stat-
ed 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 the socialist State at which the unions are aim-
ing.’® 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 in-
escapable 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 un-
ions 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 com-
mon law freedom of trade was interpreted as the unfet-
tered operation of labor markets between the buyers and
sellers of labor power. The Trade Union Act of 1871 ex-
empted 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 grant-
ing 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 unin-
corporated voluntary associations, and in fact the legal
privileges pertaining to registered status were quite minor.

 In the forty years after 1871, however, union member-
ship 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
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parliamentary debates on the Trades Disputes Act (1906),
Macpherson observes, the “Opposition as well as the
Government agreed that trade unions were now an in-
dispensable 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 reach-
ing agreements on wages and working conditions and for
controlling the outbreak of strikes and walkouts.:

The Act of 1913 addressed a 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 in-
cluded 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 poir'}t:

I do not think anyone who knows anything of
the conditions of labour in this country will dis-
pute that in trade unions you will find your best
class of working men, and the more support and
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 fashloned

Thus another social interest had been identified, a
“third term,” as it were, to stand between the two perma-
nently warring parties of capital and labor: the public in-
terest. Promoting the idea of a public interest to achieve
the basis for a certain orderliness in industrial relations at-
tained some prominence in the 1906 parliamentary debates

i
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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 be-
tween 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 in-
terprets this development as just another instance of “the
State” acting “out of consideration for the interests of 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 con-
ceded 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 in-
terest if we presume that (1) the only truly worthy objec-
tive 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 prac-
tice of the union movement and its political arm, the
Labour Party. For example, during the debates on the Emer-
gency Powers Act of 1920 almost the entire Labour Party
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supported the view that “the public” was to be (in Mac-
pherson’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.”’!® During this
same period the actions and policies of the trade union
movement in Britain showed their increasingly firm com-
mitment to the same path, namely, forcing the state
(through their economic and political power) to ac-
knowledge a duty to uphold and gradually improve a mini-
mum standard of socio-economic benefits — minimum
wages and working condition standards, pensions and
health benefits, unemployment insurance, a “welfare floor,”
greater public 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 condi-
tions of social life.

As Macpherson indicates, this strategy obtained even
during the General Strike in 1926, which ‘“was not direct-
ed in any way to the supersession of capitalism.” The strike
was another tactic, an extreme one justified by the circum-
stances of the moment; but it was not meant to call into
question labor’s overall strategy, which was based on ‘“‘co-
operation with the employers’ organizations with a view
to rationalizing industries on a national scale and secur-
- ing for the workers a share in the control of industry.”’!
This meant participation on nationwide boards for ongo-
ing consultation between capital and labor, including meas-
ures 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 impor-
tance, namely eschewing violence as a means to social
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change. With economic collapse clearly evident, the mem-
bers of the annual meeting of the Trades Union Congress
in 1934 passed a resolution pledging the movement to up-
hold 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 plan-
ning and the nationalization of basic industries and the
financial system.

Another side of this “social contract” is the willing-
ness 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 agree-
ments, accident insurance, and so forth. Macpherson ob-
serves 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 (un-
ions) to another (the political process).

The great underlying significance of this step is as fol-
lows. 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 regard-
ed 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 re-
tain their own commitment to improved working condi-
tions, expressed by pressure-group tactics on politicians,
their own members discover that now they have in many
respects a direct interest in the outcome of political events
but only an indirect interest in the fate of the union move-
ment. Writing in 1935 Macpherson states: “The driving
force and active spirit of the unions will not survive this
change undiminished.’?

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 con-
ditions. Although Macpherson does not say it in this way,
the observation is consistent with his discussion. Further-
more, in politicizing working conditions, society to some
extent also politicizes the issue of property relations, be-
cause 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 re-
ply that it is actually in the “best interest” of the proper—
tied classes for the state to get them to go along, willingly
or not (that is, whether or not those classes are “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 aspect
of social and political life — are appropriated by 2 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 wor-
kers’ co-operatives, by local communes, or in the anar-
chist version by means of spontaneous associations
without the exercise of state authorlty e

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 (Western Europe and
North America). If so, in contemporary society we bave
neither private property in the means of productz’o“n, nor
soctalized property, but ratber politicized property. This
means that we have neither capitalism nor socialismi in the
traditional nineteenth-century senses (nor are we likely to
have either in the future), but rather a hybrid form creat-
ed by the long historical tension between the other two.

1
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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.”’* Nonetheless, a third way indeed had
emerged in the preceding decade, and he could hardly ig-
nore 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 rela-
tion. 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 po-
litical order that would be unlikely to accomplish a tran-
sition to “full socialism.”

It would be unstable largely because it would enact
measures sufficient to thoroughly frighten the existing
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propertied class without either dispossessing or disenfran-
chising that class. In Macpherson’s view three factors in
the situation of the property-owning class would be deci-
sive. First, this class ‘“would retain substantial control over
the sources of public opinion,” presumably the press; se-
cond, it would of course also still be the single most in-
fluential interest-group in industry; and third, the class of
small business owners (often referred to as the “petty bout-
geoisie,” although Macpherson does not use the phrase)
would be utterly frightened of and hostile to the semi-
socialist state. He concludes:

If the combined incidence of these three factors
resulted in the downfall of the Labour Govern-
ment through the forms of democracy, the suc-
ceeding government in its attempt to make the
rule of property secure would find an industri-
al structure whose form expedited a transforma-
tion 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 en-
sure both the continued productivity of indus-
try and the maintenance of control in the State
by the property-owning class.'4

It must be admitted that this was not an entirely improb-
able 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.

‘Tam interested in the way this scenario was crafted not
in order to assess how well or how poorly it represented
the historical possibilities of those times. Rather, an ap-
preciation 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. S

The main presupposition in his standpoint is the exis-
tence of an “either-or”’ choice between polarized oppo-
sites 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 social-
ism. 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 ex-
ample, the title essay in his book The Rise and Fall of Eco-
nomic 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 democrat-
ic forces which would “take control of the capitalist state
and transcend or transform our present managed capital-
ism,” on the other (but we are not told what it would be
transformed int0).1> Or, in the marvelous essay entitled
“The Economic Penetration of Political Theory” first pub-
lished 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 exposmon 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 ex-
amples just cited the characteristics of the alternative so-
ciety indicated by his contrasting pairs are so sketchily
drawn that one scarcely knows whether it is worth nur-
turing. '

There is another aspect in which the form and sub-
stance of Macpherson’s master’s thesis presages the dis-
tinctive intellectual style of all his later work. The concept
of property relations, which is the cornerstone of his the-
sis, is a theme that he returned to again and again during
his career; for example, there are short essays on this sub-
ject 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 ad-
vance. 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 distribu-
tion of wealth, patterns of inheritance, capital investment
flows in Brltam or elsewhere, or of changes over tlme in
all these and other dimensions.

Eventually his blithe indifference to detail proves, costly
In the concluding chapter Macpherson states pointedly that
the “underlying property structure . . . makes the socie-
ty what it is,” and then rephrases once again his major
presupposition: “For the State’s primary function is the pro-
tection of the society it knows, a soc1ety based on a cer-
tain 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 safeguard the existing system of
property relations. That is equally the function
of the State in any other type of society that we
have yet known. It is not less true of Russia to-
day than of any country where society is based
on the institution of private ownership of the
means of production.'®

There follows an elliptical, teasing reference to the utopi-
an possibility of a future society of universal fairness in
which no one would have an interest in altering the dis-
tribution 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 taken at face value 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 US.S.R. shows that the
totalitarian form is no less necessary in a new
and still insecure socialist society than in a threa-
tened capitalist society [such as Italy, Germany,
and Austria]. For, as we have said, the State in
any society is primarily the guardian of the sys-
tem 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 struc-
ture of property relations was in the Soviet Union in the
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1930s, such a structure, whether is was menaced from out-
side its borders or not, absolutely required a totalitarian
state to “protect” it: on the contrary, the Stalinist state came
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 ap-
proach 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 the form 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 not-
ed 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 essence of his tech-
nique, 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 exa-
mine a whole range of familiar figures and ideas in the his-
tory of modern political thought. The best example occurs
in the book which made him famous, The Political The-
ory of Possessive Individualism: the key concept of pos-
sessive individualism is defined in only two pages towards
the end, but in his foregoing disquisition on seventeenth-
century 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 pfint 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 Live-
say, Leo Kennedy, and others; a successor to Masses, it last-
ed 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 Gra-
ham 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 so-
called “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 enti-
tled “The Universities and the Depression.” Walter referred
to 2 “wholesale persecution” of professors for ideologi-
cal reasons in the United States at places such as the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh, but he also remarked that “few
professors in Canada have actually suffered for their teach-
ing,” although some have been “warned and gagged.”
Walter says that 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 keep-
ing 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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ticularly useful), and two or three others before the maga-
zine’s demise in 1937. Of interest, if the published biblio-
graphic record is accurate, Macpherson changed the
orientation of his writing in 1937 and remained faithful
thereafter to this decision. After 1937 almost all his out-
put dealt with matters of academic interest and was writ-
ten for an academic audience; also about ninety percent
of his book reviews after 1937 were published in estab-
lished academic journals, the remainder appearing most-
ly 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 Cana-
dian Journal of Political Science). Here we find the first
instance of what would become a hallmark of Macpher-
son’s intellectual style in his reviews, namely an extensive
and careful paraphrase of another author’s arguments fol-
lowed by a critical assessment. The whole is marked by
a judicious and evenhanded tone, 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 essays and books on the development of his own
views, including a forceful give-and-take with the direct-
ly relevant secondary literature, while evaluating works of
a more general interest in his field in his regular book
reviews.

The review of Pareto’s book 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 sub-
ject). 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 natural-
science 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 out-
side them. And to be of them one must share some sense
of purpose.’18

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 the-
ory) within it. The occasion was the publication in 1938
of a Festschrift for the man who had hired him, E. J. Ur-
wick, 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 Brit-
ish 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 his-
tory of political ideas, advanced political theory (contem-
porary 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 con-
stitutional history of Britain, the United States, and Cana-
da. 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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tively unnecessary”’ Likewise he explained the narrow
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 Canada
was concerned — mainly in Canada’s distinctive constitu-
tional features, those being “first, the Canadian fedeéral sys-
tem of government, and second, the fact of Dominion
self-government within British imperial unity.”!?

He welcomed recent trends in political science for the
attention they were beginning to bestow on the more “con- -
crete” aspects of political structures and processes (not-
ing the influence of American scholarship in this regard).
He also urged specialists to concentrate on ‘“‘recent de-
velopments 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 polxt1cal<scxence
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 ac-
tions and the circumstances from which these
have arisen and with which they have been con-
fronted. This understanding must be sought in
the study of the history of political ideas, con-
sidered not as abstract philosophies but as, at
each stage, both cause and effect of political, so-
cial, and economic situations and activity.2°

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 aca-
demic 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 lend-
ing an element of unity to an otherwise disconnected set
of researches. When this prospect was announced, polit-
ical science in Canada had not yet emerged as a distinc-
tive discipline (it was not until 1968 that the Canadian
Journal of Political Science/Revue canadienne 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 Jour-
nal 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 peri-
ods 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 de-
pends presumably on whether or not the re-
quirements of the capitalist economy become
incompatible with the democratic expression of
the demands of the classes which capitalism en-
genders.?!

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 eco-
nomic crisis. Considering especially the rather stdid pub- -
lication 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 Class, returned to the same forum to
defend the prospect of socialism: “There is nothing [in
Mosca’s argument] to show that, given the socialist insti-
tutions of property and the absence of classes whose pow-
er 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 cofrective
to the comment on dictatorship quoted above, and asan
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 mvesugate the conditions for their ef-
fective maintenance” The context makes it clear that he
includes himself in the reference. Later, he clarifies the rea-
son 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 eco-
nomic individualism everywhere’?2? (This is quite simi-
lar to the questions that Horkheimer and Marcuse had
posed in their essays of the 1930s on liberalism, but of
course Macpherson would have been unaware c’;f them
then.) The net result of these defenses for both the so-
cialist and the liberal-democratic traditions was to leave
the connection between them unclear. '
Suitably enough, Macpherson addressed just this point
in his next major essay, “The Meaning of Economic
Democracy” (1942), written for the University of Toron-
to Quarterly. He begins by defining economic democra-
¢y as “an economic order which would make possible the
realization of the purposes or values which political
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democracy can no longer realize by itself”’; in fact the con-
cept 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 real.’?3 The need
for such a program is based on what was the “convention-
al” radical critique of capitalist society’s institutional struc-
tures, 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 in-
formation flows (via ownership of the press), political par-
ties, 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 over-
seas 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 po-
litical 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, not-
ing that this “limit is likely to be reached at the point where
the expectations of both classes cannot be met cut of a
no longer sufficiently expanding economy.’24

Many Marxist. theorists have occupied themselves in-
definitely to little profit in laying bets just when such a
limit would be reached. The prospects of significant peace-
time economic expansion must have seemed remote af-
ter 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 plat-
form” upwards dramatically in terms of material prosperity,
while leaving the relative shares of the various social stra-
ta intact. In the process, the entire basis for any polariza-
tion of society into two classes contending for supremacy
collapsed, almost certainly never to return. ‘

In another respect Macpherson’s discussion of econom-
ic democracy touched on a key aspect of future social
change. He conceded that any program on behalf of eco-
nomic 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 concentra-
tion 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 mem-
bership, so as to dilute somewhat the authority of ¢entral—
ized 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 Macpherson iden-
tified; 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 there-
by. I will return to this theme in the concluding chapter.
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His essay also briefly mentions the concept of indus-
trial 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 free-
doms. 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 Co-
operative Commonwealth Federation peaked. This com-
parison illustrates Macpherson’s commitment to a gener-
al 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 liber-
al tradition would be founded. They were introduced as
composing the basic postulate of democracy: stated posi-
tively, that each person has a right to live his life “as fully
as his capacities allow, always, of course, so far as is con-
sistent 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 in-
dividual initiative, without regard for the inequalities that
afford some individuals a differential advantage in
prosecuting their initiatives. Macpherson states his adher-
ence to the positive theory, which views the end or pur-
pose of democracy as “the provision of the conditions for
individual self-development.”?5

In the same year (1942) he wrote a second essay on
his conception of his discipline. “The Position of Politi-
cal Science” was published in English in the French-
language 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 increas-
ingly 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 agricul-
tural interests, which cause sectional divisions to be regard-
ed 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 range of established political 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 be-
tween free economic enterprise and other free-
doms usually described as democratic. The
exigencies of the war may submerge these dis-
putes but a successful end to the war will shar-
pen them and bring them to a head.

The first sentence in this passage is provided with a foot-
note reference to “The Meaning of Economic Democra-
cy”” 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 passage reproduced 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 po-
litical scientist’s attitude towards the political and
social reality he tries to analyse? Should he at-
tempt, 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 po-
litical 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 uncritical-
ly 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 of 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
bypotbesi demands change. Adam Smith and
Bentham, Burke and Marx, advanced their
sciences because they demanded change. They
were solid thinkers; they were also pamph-
leteers. What is the Wealth of Nations but an ex-
traordinary pamphlet — extraordinary for the
depth and width of perception its author deve-
loped 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 2 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 jour-
nalist 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 suc-
cessfully together.

In less dangerous times than these, it is less
difficult for the political scientist to put the ad-
vancement 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 wait. 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 issues which are likely to be-
come increasingly important in Canada. The po-
litical 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 necessary by
modifying, his approach and his philosophy.2¢
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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 ef-
fect/Deliverance from a world-calamity/As dark as any in
the vaults of Time.” It is a marvelous testament and profes-
sion de foi from a thirty-one-year-old author; and although
the sense of urgency is obviously derived from the war-
time 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 Mac-
pherson’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. Fortunate-
ly, the credibility of my interpretation is rescued by the
very next article on Macpherson’s chronological bibliog-
raphy, 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 histo-
ry of ideas, and his subject (a writer of the late seventeenth
century) is treated entirely on its own terms, with no refer-
ences to the issues of Macpherson’s day. Moreover, it is
entirely faithful to the scholar’s craft as it is usually exer-
cised, 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 histori-
cal 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 The-
ory of Possessive Individualism (1962). In 1945 he pub-
lished in CJEPS a review of two collections of Leveller
tracts, discussing some of the themes that would réappear
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 wxdely read-
ing both original and secondary sources for the period,
but it was also framed in terms of Hobbes’s relevance for
the understanding of the institutional structures of con-
temporary capitalism — in other words, it displays the uni-
ty 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.’?7 An interesting sidelight is that we frequently en-
counter 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. Appropri-
ately enough, therefore, we find Hobbes’s theory of soci-
ety 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 saturat-
ed with “bourgeois assumptions,” is not especially well
argued and in fact depends for its cogency upon the fuller

1
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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 Possessive Individualism 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 ap-
proach, and it still afforded him the purchase he had al-
ways 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 bour-
geois society.” As a result the later version became a more
forceful and convincing account.

During the decade after 1945 Macpherson consolidat-
ed 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 through-
out the 1950s leaves no doubt that he monitored the events
happening in his profession, both in Canada and else-
where. He worked for a number of years on a project sup-
ported by UNESCO which resulted in a report for the
International Political Science Association that was pub-
lished 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 essay on the social
sciences for a collection entitled The Culture of Contem-
porary Canada (1957) and by the entry for “Political
Science” in the Encyclopedia Canadiana (1958). Prepa-
ration of such articles naturally required wide reading in
purely academic sources, reflecting his full-time involve-
ment with the idioms of university life.

His preoccupation with the history of liberalism was
recorded for this period in two major essays on Locke for
the Western Political Quarterly, “Locke on Capitalist Ap-
propriation” (1951) and “The Social Bearing of Locke’s Po-
litical Theory” (1954), both of which were later
incorporated into Possessive Individualism. It is also ap-
parent in his series of reviews on the Cambridge Univer-
sity 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
essay for 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 posses-
sions — thus freedom is possession (a corollary asserts that
this freedom, converting capacities into means of satisfac-
tion, 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 ex-
tension, democracy) could be displayed. Presenting this
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unity as a “model” — as he did in Possessive Individual-
ism — allowed Macpherson to be suitably imprecise about
whether he was referring to theories about human be-
havior, 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 ensem-
ble effectively as a “‘real” dynamic and historical process,
rather than as a static collection of more or less interest-
ing 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 socie-
ty: the same individualist assumption which “was the
strength of the liberal theory in the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries (when it corresponded with the social real-
ity) ... became the defect of that theory about
mid-nineteenth century (when it ceased to do s0).”2% 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 cen-
tury under the growing concentration of economic pow-
er 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 Polit-
ical 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 dramati-
cally — 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 cor-
respond to our society, and so must be kept.’? This con-
cession meant that his earlier critique of liberalism should
have been completely overhauled; but the conclusions to
The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism avoid-
ed this task, offering in its stead only the rather weak com-
plaint that no theory of political obligation for
contemporary society can be founded on the old assump-
tions 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 assump-
tions still corresponded with social reality meant that there
was no apparent contradiction between property and in-
dividual 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 socie-
ty. 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 ex-
isting social arrangements. This new point of departure
will be followed more closely in the next chapter.

Now we must consider Macpherson’s 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 to,advan-
tage 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 sum-
marizing the views of social credit’s originator, Major C.



Dilemmas of Liberalism and Socialism 63

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 es-
pecially when he disagrees with it, in concise, fair, and
lucid terms; in fact the result appears to be an improve-
ment upon the original.

The assessment of the political significance of the So-
cial 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 pow-
er 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 conven-
tional “liberal” standpoint that a multi-party system is a
requisite for democracy. Thus he refers to historical ex-
amples of what he calls “one-class democracies” (which
may have one party or none), citing as examples the re-
gimes 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 previ-
ous obstacles and if it develops wide participation in ad-
ministration, as was notable in the examples just
mentioned.”3? These highly provocative — and ultimate-
ly indefensible — remarks might have been more convinc-
ing 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 so-
cial 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 re-
form 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.”3! This
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passage was reproduced almost verbatim in the conclud-
ing chapter of Democracy in Alberta (‘“‘plebiscitarian dic-
tatorship” was replaced by the phrase “the devices of a
plebiscitarian state”’), showing that the analyses in both ar-
ticle 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 argu-
ments proceeded. During the decade of the 1950s, as in-
dicated 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 im-
mersed 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 empir-
ical detail contained in the book about Alberta’s social
structure, party documents, and political history is un-
paralleled 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 League won 89
percent of the seats in the 1935 provincial election, Al-
berta 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 move-
ment’s organizational apparatus and 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 Doug-
las, 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 in-
crease their purchasing power. Needless to say, the reme-
dy 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 govern-
ment, Premier Aberhart began rejecting his advice as soon
as he took office.

Macpherson’s main line of interpretation in Democra-
¢y in Alberta can be summarized as follows.3? He attrib-
utes the uniqueness of political life on Canada’s Western
prairies (presumably he is referring to Manitoba, Saskatch-
ewan and Alberta, but this simple matter is never made
clear) to two factors, namely the “relatively homogene-
ous” social composition of the population and the “quasi-
colonial” relations between that region and the rest of
Canada. The latter point is reasonably well-known, hav-
ing to do with the tariff, resource, and transportation poli-
cies imposed on the West by federal governments, while
the former is much more important for his argument. Mac-
pherson seeks to establish it with the aid of empirical data
on Alberta’s working population: in 1941 farmers and other
“independent commodity producers” constituted 45% of
the province’s employed persons, while “industrial wor-
Kers” 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 the po-
litical 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 assume that the two prairie provinces had a very simi-
- lar social composition, this omission is both curious and
damaging to his interpretation.

The political programs of Social Credit and its one-
party predecessor, the United Farmers of Alberta, are ex-
plained 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 as-
sumed 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 basns for
the self-consciousness of independent commodlty
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 obstacles the 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 conspira-
cies plotted by parasitical and unproductive groups. (The
impediments result from willful evil, unlike natural calam-
ities such as drought and pestilence.) Since the causes of
their malaise are straightforward, the proposed rcmedles
are thought to be equally uncomplicated.

In terms of the standard political vocabulary;these
remedies are “radical” in some respects and ‘‘conserva-
tive” 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 2
quasi-colonial relation to their own national govern-
ment.>? Their radicalism stemmed from their wish to re-
bel 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 produc-
tion, had a direct interest in property rights. The appropri-
ate 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 a2 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 sum-
marize the political expression of this class. The Western
Canadian experience could not be described accurately
enough as the operation of either a non-party or a one-
party 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, nontradi-
tional party (usually set in opposition to the main nation-
al parties) existed among the weakened remnants of other
political parties, providing a middle way between the nor-
mal 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 CCE, in 1950, which was
a revision of his doctoral thesis done under Robert S.
Lynd’s supervision at Columbia University. Lipset wrote



68 C. B. Macpherson

a touching dedication to his book (“to the memory of my
father, Max Lipset, who had the same dreams as the farm-
ers of Saskatchewan”), as well as a preface in which he
identified himself as a supporter of “the democratic so-
cialist movement of which the CCF is a part” and ex-
pressed his gratitude for the warmth and kindness with
which he, 2 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 Saskatch-
ewan 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 appropri-
ately conservative Lipset who wrote the 1967 preface to
the republication of his book displays a lingering sympa-
thy). 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 gener-
alization it would not stand the test of 2 comparative in-
quiry 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 pat-
terns in political affiliations were distributed evenly
throughout the ridings in the whole province (as they 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 Cana-
da was more like the United States or 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 in-
terests, and have class positions which set limits to the poli-
cies which might succeed; that classes are more or less
conscious of their position; and that with historical hind-
sight we can try to say whether their consciousness of their
position at any turning point in their history was more or
less-accurate,...”34 So far as his central argument about Al-
berta itself is concerned, he restated what is said almost
in passing towards the end of Democracy in Alberta, that
“both the working-class and the bourgeoisie have, at cru-
cial periods in their history, displayed a greater awareness
of their class position and needs than the petite-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 un-
derstanding 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.”3>

We can now understand why Macpherson had found
no succor in Agrarian Socialism, despite its author’s ideo-
logical sympathy with the CCEF, for Lipset’s argument was
that North America was unique in the modern world be-
cause much of its struggles for social improvement had
stemmed from longstanding traditions of agrarian radical-
ism. This is not to deny that substantial numbers among
the urban working class at various times and places com-
mitted 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 Saskatche-
wan, but as Lipset had shown in detail, by the mid-1930s
the CCF began to abandon explicit references to social-
ism in its political tracts, because most of the farm popu-
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lation simply would not accept a political program for rad-
ical economic and social change based on socialist
ideology. ‘

The view that most demands for radical social ¢hange
in Canada had emerged (and were likely to continue to
do s0) from a non-ideological radicalism, that is, from tem-
porary alliances of social interests which did not derive
‘their impetus from the confrontation of the two alleged-
Iy dominant classes of bourgeoisie and workers, was sim-
ply 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 interests
as well as the political awareness and objectives of vari-
ous groups in the social movements he and Macpherson
were examining; and with them can be understood the
earlier contest in the prairies between the CCF and Social
Credit for the allegiance of the rural population, the con-
trasts between federal and provincial voting results, and
the later swings in voting patterns there between conser-
vative 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 hav-
ing the same — their objectives embrace both their at-
tempts to preserve that stake (which is their conservatism),
on the one hand, and whatever measures they believe may
be necessary to improve their position (which is their
progressivism or radicalism), on the other. Whe'e the
majority will stand in terms of support for political par-
ties and their programs at any time, therefore, depends on
how it will assess the -balance of its interests in the light
of the circumstances .of the moment.

As Macpherson’s own argument shows so well, his ap-
proach 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 expe-
dient, which derived its currency in twentieth-century crit-
ical theory largely from the force of Georg Lukacs’s great
essay on reification, gradually collapsed of its own weight;
so far as I know, Macpherson did not use it again. The con-
cept 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 no-
tion of class consciousness — the presumption that com-
monality in material circumstances is or must be matched
by a specific interpretation of the meaning of those cir-
cumstances — 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 Al-
berta 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 as this province stood in a quasi-
colonial relation to the nation, so the nation stood in a
similar relation to the United States; moreover the “charac-
teristic independent-producer assumptions about the na-
ture of society are very widespread in Canada, a legacy
of the not distant days when anyone could set up in busi-
ness or farming for himself’3¢ Thus he predicted that the
political expression of this situation that had arisen in Al-
berta — the quasi-party system — would triumph in Cana-
dian 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 the-
ory to bear on an extensive analysis of 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 unfortunate-
ly 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 neigh-
boring 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 con-
crete 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 so-
ciety 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 be-
ing 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 con-
firmed the point. In the absence of this concrete dimen-
sion, 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 conscious-
ness 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 im-
agined 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 politi-
cal 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 struc-
tured the various issues in political theory and.ptactice
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, so-
cial credit politics or the fate of liberalism, each illustrat-
ed for him the continued viability of the one overriding
set of options that had been posed in the mid-nineteenth-
century 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 1950s, the exphc1t
posing of issues in terms of this opposition in his writ-
ings 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, as we know owing to the increas-
ing 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
assessed as “‘five-sixths” of a full Marxist!), and his harsh-
est critics all labeled him with assurance a socialist, despite
the fact that he stubbornly refused any ideological label.

My treatment of Macpherson’s formative period in the
preceding chapter suggested that he had embraced a dual
commitment to academic scholarship and to social im-
provement as an undergraduate and that he never wavered
thereafter. Yet these were never meant to be two parallel
but separate tracks. Their unity, as presented in ' Macpher-
son’s 1942 essay ‘“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 scholar-
ship 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 unsta-
ble and problematic relation to the other. The serious com-
mitment to the scholar’s craft placed a heavy toll on the
partnership, requiring in fact that by far the greater por-
tion of available time be spent in its service, and, moreover
that this time be devoted to activities such as wide read-
ing 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 lit-
tle time was left to him either for sustained exposition or
sustained research in new sources of information on po-
litical 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 part-
ly responsible for ensuring that the balance would remain
tipped towards the concerns of scholarship. Beginning
with the reviews in learned journals of The Political The-
ory of Possessive Individualism, other scholars took in-
creasing notice of his work and inevitably (for this is the
scholar’s staff of life) mounted spirited attacks on substan-
tive points both in the interpretation of sources and on
Macpherson’s presumed standpoint. So far as I know, Mac-
pherson never missed an opportunity to reply to any major
review or commentary (nor did he ever concede a signifi-
cant 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 exam-
ple, in answering Jacob Viner’s long review of Possessive
Individualism, in which Viner highlighted what he regard-
ed as a Marxist interpretation, Macpherson made this pub-
lic affirmation:

I am equally astonished at 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] fer-
vour in myself or in my book, and I reject the
imputation ... that any of my readings of the texts
are, presumably because of such fervour, per-
versions of the texts.... By making Marxism a
spectre he has ruled out all the intellectual in-
sight 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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none 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 in-
quiry forced him to continue to pay close attention to the
minutiae of historical scholarship.

During the 1960s his 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 profes-
sional 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 mis-
sion 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 sug-
gested 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 dar-
ing 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 scholat-
ship is weakened if ideological bias disallows the testimo-
ny that a particular thinker may have to offer. The second
claim is a strong one, but the first is not partlcularly con-
vincing: the criterion for the “sense of purpose” is too
vague, and plenty of good scholarship is produced by aca-
demics 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 varie-
ty of reasons and with varying degrees of outrage. Mac-
pherson 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 pur-
pose, 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 In-
dividualism, following almost three hundred pages of
detailed commentary on seventeenth-century English po-
litical thought, we are told for the first time that the as-
sumptions 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 in-
dividualism. Macpherson answered his question in the af-
firmative and many other scholars demurred, most of them
doing so by seeking to limit the impact of this interpreta-
tion (saying it was strong for Locke and the Levellers 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 accept-
ing Macpherson’s version of history holus bolus would do
absolutely nothing for the claim that the possessive in-
dividualist 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 mar-
ketplace) 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 offensive-
ness of possessive individualist assumptions was really at
stake: the scholar d1c1 nothing for the protagonist’s cause
here.

Did the scholar perhaps benefit the protagonist in-
directly rather than directly? Certainly his strong commit-
ment 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 scho-
lar and protagonist in Macpherson’s career is the same as
the one arrived at earlier, namely that the latter was of limit-
ed service to the former.

Yet, however limited, it did serve. On balance his de-
termination and skill in scholarly research and 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 considera-
bly broadening the range of academic debate within po-
litical science in Canada and elsewhere. In so doing he,
and others who agreed with him, also brought his stand-
point on contemporary society — that a market society
was based on morally offensive assumptions — forceful-
ly before large numbers of students.

The impact was felt all the more because the functlon
of the university setting where scholarship is performed
changed quite dramatically over the course of Macpher-
son’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 propor-
tion drawn primarily from overwhelmingly male and
upper-income segments. The universities’ social role, apart
from advancing knowledge, was largely confined to
regulating entry into the professions and the civil serv-
ice. We must recall again that these were titmes of
widespread despair and foreboding in society at large, and
thus for a young academic to launch his mission as scholar-
protagonist 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 prestlge on
behalf of the struggle for a better society.

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 oné thing;
a far more diverse student body; a social consensus that
part of this prosperity would be devoted to public pur-
poses, 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 economy
demanded wider proficiency in general skills for white-
collar 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 im-
pact 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 Macpher-
son proposed in 1942: one must be both scholar and pro-
tagonist, accepting the responsibilities of each role in the
fullest sense, and become better at both by allowing ex-
perience gained in each to inform and improve the other.
Naturally one cannot attribute the existence of this con-
sensus 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 posses-
sive individualist assumptions in the works of the
seventeenth-century English political theorists have be-
come mere curiosities of intellectual history, this contri-
bution 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 the-
ory” 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 suggestions for 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 dis-
played as follows:
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ECONOMY MEDIATION POLITICS
.3
THE |
1 LIBERAL 4
MARKETPLACE SOCIETY PROPE{RTY
AND
versus STATE versus
IN :
2 THEORY 5
SELF-DEVELOPMENT AND - DEMOCRACY
PRACTICE

This scheme represents my distillation of Macpherson’s
basic themes and their relation to each other based on a
large number of scattered passages in his publications from
1955 to 1985.

The liberal society and state (usually referred to as
liberal-democratic society) is the fundamental mediating
force in modern history for Macpherson. It links two deci-
sive developments: first, the activity in the capitalist mar-
ketplace, namely the growing predominance of a theory
of human essence as infinite appropriator and infinite con-
sumer (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 state upholds mar-
ket principles against the power of majority rule, despite
the pervasive inequities and injustices that these princi-
ples continue to produce. Other classes and groups use
the tradition of civil liberties and due process that are pro-
tected 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 bases of the reign-
ing property system, and both inheritance and persistent
distributional inequalities insured the perpetuation of a
society stratified along lines of wealth and economic pow-
er. The ability of propertied interests to use the liberal state
to preserve their predominant social position, while con-
ceding 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 na-
tions 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 over-
riding commitment by individuals from all sides to affirm-
ing the ideals of the liberal state. Such affirmations are
fragile and do not form a secure redoubt for liberal-
democratic processes, no matter how many successive
generations enjoy their fruits; even today one wonders
how severe a test in any period of heightened social ten-
sions those processes would endure.
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The published record will show that Macpherson re-
mained faithful to those liberal-democratic ideals, despite
an equally strong commitment to what many others saw
as the competing or even contradictory ideals of social-
ism. 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 stages and 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 respec-
tively, which are discrete, readily identifiable domains of
human action — do not stand in simple “opposition” to
the other, but rather are themselves (as the diagram shows)
a unity of complex forces made up of partially contradic-
tory tendencies. Indeed, this structure of internal opposi-
tion is what drives each sphere forward through
developmental stages.

So far as the economic sphere is concerned, in the
capitalist marketplace economy the predominant concep-
tion, 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 “pos-
sessive individualist assumption”). This proclivity stands
in permanent opposition to the individual’s striving for
self-development. They are the two end-points of a con-
tinuum; 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 as a 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 peri-
od this was primarily a static opposition: propertied in-
terests used the mechanisms of the liberal state, especially
the party system, to thwart the demands for redistribu-
tion that would otherwise have been pressed successful-
ly by the majority through democratic processes. This
conception remains with Macpherson to some extent, but
it also undergoes an interesting transformation, for the ten-
sion 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 possessive individualist assump-
tions 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 capital-
ism 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 con-
temporary 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 individu-
al context. In the economic sphere the first is represent-
ed 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 separate phenomena, but rather only two perspec-
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tives of the same issue, they will be treated independent-
ly, 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 so-
cial order founded on fully developed market (or com-
modity) relations, and that it must be replaced by one
founded on some qualitatively-different principlé of so-
cial organization. Given the importance of this theme, it
is rather surprising to discover in Macpherson’s writings
so little descriptive narration on the history, characteris-
tics, and evolution of the economic system of generalized
commodity production.

In fact, Macpherson redefined the Marxist approach
entirely in his own terms! He did so at the beginning of
The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism, where
he states that the assumptions which comprise the pos-
sessive individualist model of the human essence “do cor-
respond substantially to the actual relations of a market -
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 en-
forcement 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 1nd1v1du-
als and are alienable.
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(g) Some individuals want a higher level of util-
ities 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 terminol-
ogy is also explained:

If a single criterion of the possessive market so-
ciety is wanted it is that man’s labour is a com-
modity, i.e. that 2 man’s energy and skill are his
own, yet are regarded not as integral parts of his
personality, but'as possessions, the use and dis-
posal 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. Possessive mar-
ket 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 passage elucidates only two of
the three terms in the key phrase: a specific sense for “mar-
ket” is not given.?

It is a curious omission, given the crucial importance
of the concept of fully developed market relations in Mac-
pherson’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 am-
ple guidance as to what this concept meant. His own writ-
ings contain only offhand remarks that presuppose some
more adequately elaborated argument that is neither given
nor referenced: for example, the claim that the market-
place creates wants 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 rela-
tions (a “full market society”) that is not capitalist? Spe-
cifically, is it possible to have a socialist variant of a full
market society?

The title itself for one of the essays in the collection
- Democratic Theory, “Problems of a Non-Market Theory
of Democracy,” implicitly takes the position that “capitalist”
and “market” are the same.4 In addition, the overwhelm-
ing predominance of the phrase “‘capitalist market socie-
ty” 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.> If we assume at the
very least that he ceased to hold that view, we are still left
without much assistance in his publications for develop-
ing 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 commodi-
ty, entailing that persons may alienate their energies and
skills for a price, and that market relations “shape or perme-
ate 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 Macpher-
son’s works link the marketplace in an inverse relation to
the prospects for a richer self-development of individu-
als. The clearest is at the opening of The Life and Times
of Liberal Democracy: ‘1 shall suggest that the continu-
ance of anything that can properly be called liberal
democracy depends on a downgrading of the market as-
sumptions and an upgrading of the equal right to self-
development.” 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 elec-
torates’ acceptance of system-stability as the overriding
value, or (which amounts to the'same thing) their accep-
tance of the possessive individualist model of man.’¢ 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 con-
juncture 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 Macpherson’s 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 exist-
ed in prior human history. Such an explanation is essen-
tial; curiously enough, Marx had given quite a good one.
(Macpherson had not used it in working out his own stand-
point; 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 castmg
it in entirely negative terms, and envisioning a quick pas-
sage beyond it to a better society. By the time he came
to write the Grundrisse (1857/8), however, Marx’s under-
standing of historical development had changed, and in
that work capitalism appears as a necessary presupposi-
tion for the eventual emergence of human individuality
and freedom. This positive historical mission refers spe-
cifically 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 ina form as rich as pos-
sible in needs, because rich in qualities and re-
lations — 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 cap-
ital, Marx says, is to break down ‘“‘all traditional, confined,
complacent, encrusted satisfactions of present needs.”®
~ Both geographical barriers and previous static modes of
production, he believed, had limited the expression of
needs in earlier societies, and this constricted the human
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-

i
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ly to John Stuart Mill’s: individuality. In the passage quot-
ed 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 poten-
tial human capacities for creativity and enjoyment. Accord-
ing to Marx, capitalism teaches mankind to be dissatisfied
with the satisfaction of needs at the level of “mere subsis-
tence” and creates a need to strive beyond that level. In
another passage the concepts of individuality and univer-
sality 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
(gesellschaftlich) relations, as their own com-
munal (gemeinschaftlich) relations, are hence
also subordinated to their own communal con-
trol, are no product of nature, but of history. The
degree and the universality of the development
of wealth where this individuality becomes pos-
sible supposes production on the basis of ex-
change 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.”

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 hu-
man creative capacities. (2) The new needs that emerge
under capitalism are manifestations of a new “general”
need of indeterminate scope for production and consump-
tion beyond the point of simple subsistence. (3) These new
needs are also an expression of a fuller human personali-
ty and of its enhanced capacities for enjoyment. (4) A rich-
ness 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 so-
ciety presupposes the experience of a society based on
full market relations.

Of course there is a negative side as well. Whlle per-
mitting 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 capital-
ism 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 toreap a normal level
of profit. If widespread deprivation (malnutrition, inade-
quate 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 dur-
ing the Great Depression, we can say that there is. a con-
flict between capital’s needs and those of individuals. Or,
even if there is in general an adequate level of want-
satisfaction, 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 consumiers are
required. Examples of these non-marketable goods or
“direct use values” are seen in health care, education, pub-
lic 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

i
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and individuals is allowed to occur as a matter of principle.

Thus, in Marx’s complete vision of the capitalist mar-
ketplace 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 un-
touched 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 rat10na1 ba-
sis for revolutionary programs.!?

The dialectical tension between positive and negative
aspects of fully-developed market relations worked out by
Marx is an excellent basis for Macpherson’s contrast be-
tween extractive and developmental powers, however.

The Economic Sphere: Individuals as Doers
and Consumers

The foregoing discussion illustrates how, in Macpher-
son’s view, events that affect the individual context within
the economic sphere during centuries of capitalist hegem-
ony might influence the popular view of the relation be-
tween 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 — poten-
tially, 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 plausi-
ble relation to the types of things that we see our fellow
humans actually engaged in around us. The models them-
selves, however, are made up of postulates, not empirical
data, and thus they are not subject to the ordinary rou-
tines of proof and disproof.

In Macpherson’s version the two competing models
share a common foundation, namely human beings con-
sidered 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 ra-
tional understanding, for moral judgement and action, for
aesthetic creation or contemplation, for the emotional ac-
tivities of friendship and love, and sometimes, for religious
. experience,” adding later the capacity for transforming Na-
ture (which includes “materially productive labour”) and
for curiosity, laughter, and games. The powers of humans
are also simply “their potential for usmg 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 ob-
jection that he had avoided listing any unpleasant quali-
ties, he simply said that the ones he had named are the
ones required for a democratic society to be able to func-
tion: 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 con-
- cept 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 capac-
ities. 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 “ac-
cess 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, includ-
ing 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 availa-
ble for every other person.) The other model may be ad-
duced easily as a variant: the extractive model is the
conception of a2 man’s powers that “includes his natural
capacities plus whatever additional power (means to en-
sure future gratifications) he has acquired by getting com-
mand over the energies and skill of other men, or minus
whatever part of his energies and skill he has lost to some
other men.’1?

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 no-
tion 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 as a means to other (consumer)
satisfactions.” Finally, the very important connection be-
tween the second and third aspects is made as follows:

For the presumption is that the way one’s capac-
ities are used in the process of production will
have some effect on one’s ability to use and de-
velop 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 some-
what mindless in the rest of his activities.".

(Unfortunately, Mdcpherson 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 develop-
mental] view of man their exertion and development are
seen as ends in themselves, a satisfaction in themselves,
not simply a means to consumer satisfactions.” Macpher-
son says that this notion has its roots in ancient and
medieval political thought and was resurrected in differ-
ent 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 mat-
tered was that their satisfaction required a con-
tinuous input of things from outside. Man is
essentially an infinite consumer.'

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 civi-
lized existence, such as those that give rise to culture, beau-
ty, 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 distin-
guishing 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 self-
developers versus 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’!5

-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 in-
finite 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 mequah—
ty noted above.

We can now see clearly how the later concentration
on possessive individualist 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 de-
veloper and enjoyer of his human capacities, rather than
merely a2 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: consump-
tion 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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CRITERIA MODEL A MODEL B
DEVELOPMENTAL EXTRACTIVE

Group I: Attributes
1. Exertion and enjoy-

ment of capacities | Full Limited
2. Powers of each
individual All retained Net Transfer
3. “Outside Things” | Equal access Unequal access.
Group 11I: Context
4. Economy Non-market? Fully market?
[market but non- [capitalist
capitalist?] market?]
Group III: Activities
5. Mode of Action Doing Consuming
6. Objective of Action | Ends-in- Means to other
themselves ends
7. Satisfaction Direct Indirect
8. Self-consciousness | Adequate Somewhat mindless

There are two points about this matrix requiring com-
ment. 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 some-
time, 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 extrac-
tive models as an “either-or” choice. This requires him to
highlight the differences between them and to make it ap-
pear as if their attributes are fundamentally incompatible;
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however, there are other options. For instance, he could
have exhibited his extractive model as another kind of de-
velopmental path, thus considering it as an alternative to
(rather than the opposite of) the one he prefers. Instead,
he leaves us with the impression that there are no redeem-
ing 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 chararac-
teristic of Macpherson’s approach.

When I apply Macphersonian themes to contemporary
society in the concluding chapter, I shall do so on the sup-
position that we cannot accept such a polarization. I main-
tain there that any future we can foresee for contemporary
society (in particular, for Canada) will include fully-
developed market relations as one of its determining fea-
tures. Therefore, if we wish to retain the core of Macpher-
son’s developmental idea, as I think we can and should,
we will be forced to revise his account of this idea in ord-
er to incorporate within it the operation of market rela-
tions. This will require major revisions to the above matrix,
including the criteria of mode of action, ob]ectlve of ac-
tion, 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 pos-
sibility of individual development” and again, more suc-
cinctly, of “a contradiction between capitalist relations of
production as such and the developmental ideal’!6 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 orien-
tation, or every attempt to put any of the foregoing into
practice in economy and society, that is intended: to in-
duce 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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The Capitalist Agenda

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 mar-
ket 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 as consumers
to seeing themselves and acting as exerters and enjoyers
of the exertion and development of their own ca-
pacities.” 17

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 Cana-
da today do see themselves as actually exerting and en-
joying 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 sup-
posing that all such persons are blinded by the propagan-
da 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 con-
sumerism that Macpherson consistently errs. So far as 1
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 situ-
ation of employees in a system of capitalist rationality”
and whether workers will ever change their priorities
“from consumer satisfaction to work gratification.”8
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 satis-
faction — as an expression of individuality, as a Source
of diverse and genuine satisfaction, and even as an end
in itself. T 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 ten-
sion 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
resistance becomes 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 possibil-
ity 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 assem-
blage: concern about environmental pollution, commu-
nity 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 ex-
pectations”!" 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 “down-
grade market assumptions.” In sum, Macpherson never
showed how there is any specific basis here for the en-
richment of the developmental ideal.

The difficulty in describing and assessing Macpherson’s
account of the economic sphere in his mature period is
just this: when he wrote about present-day matters, did
he think he was referring to what is still “basically” or “es-
sentially” (despité all modifications since it originated) the
capitalist agenda or not? If so, then for anyone who ac-
cepts the polarization of options represented in Macpher-
son’s two models the structure of market relations in their
capitalist form remains the single most significant obsta-
cle 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 ....”29 Certainly, 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, con-
stitute 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 democra-
cy, are so tightly linked in Macpherson’s thinking that they
must be considered together.

An essay entitled “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 treat-
ment 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 cor-
nerstone of his formative years; in the years that followed
he then edited a volume titled Property and wrote a num-
ber 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 cons-
ciousness ... which would release us from the
false image of man as infinite consumer and in-
finite appropriator, will come through a further
transformation of the notion of property, in-
duced by changes now already visible in the in-
stitution 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 politi-
cal sphere, specifically the theory and practice of democra-
cy; 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 ful-
ly human life,” that is is to say,

(a) a right to a share in political power to con-
trol the uses of the amassed capital and the natur-
al resources of the society, and (b), beyond that,
a right to a kind of society, a set of power rela-
tions throughout the society, essential to a fully
human life.

“Political power,” he adds, “then becomes the most im-
portant kind of property”’; and with this statement we ar-
rive at the single most important feature of contemporary
political life.?! Although Macpherson does not use the ex-
pression, 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 ex-
ercised by individuals and corporations. He also recog-
nizes 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 utility-
maximizing grounds. Such a conception did arise in po-
litical science, and it offered the devotees of unconstrained
market behavior another opportunity to display the alleged
explanatory power of their finely-tuned models. Macpher-
son 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 impor-
tantly) by using the normative language of rights.

The essay “Human Rights as Property Rights,” first pub-
lished in 1977, provides an elegant and forceful resolution
to the longstanding tension in Macpherson’s thought be-
tween property and democracy. In his formative period
that unresolved tension seemed to have only one possi-
ble 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 compen-
sation) 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 conceptu-
al 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 ob-
jectives, and we should not be surprised at finding out
what our options are: -

We may just go on behaving as insatiable con-
sumers. 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 en-
forceable claim that society will enforce in
favour of each individual? There is no intrinsic
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difficulty about this.22

If we take this statement as a kind of terminus for the road
that Macpherson travelled during his career, from his earli-
est 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 cu-
riously individualist character of Macpherson’s utopian-
ism.23 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 Mac-
pherson’s stress on the fullest possible realization of ev-
ery 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. Mac-
pherson can easily accept the idea that much of the
capitalist agenda has already been shelved. He can also ad-
mit 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 ethi-
cal principle of liberalism — the freedom of the individu-
al to realize his or her human capacities ... has outgrown
its capitalist market envelope and can now live as well or
better without it....”24 It is impossible, however, to dis-
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cover in Macpherson’s writings what this statement actu-

‘ally means, since (as noted earlier) the question as to
whether he is referring only to the capitalist form of mar-
ket 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’s straight-
forward opposition between doing and consuming does
suggest that market relations as such are the problem. This
impression is strongly reinforced by aspects of his discus-
sion of John Stuart Mill in The Life and Times of Liberal
Democracy. Certainly it is plain how powerfully Mill’s writ-
ings influenced Macpherson’s core concept, the develop-
mental ideal. On the other hand, he finds fault with Mill’s
sketch of a better society that would be based on a net-
work of producers’ co-operatives, because “the competi-
tive 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 per-
sons who dominate the productive system through their
control over capital-resources. Despite this Macpherson
continues:

In other words, Mill accepted and supported.a
system which required individuals to act as max-
imizing 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 re-
quires men to see themselves, and to act, as con-
sumers and appropriators, gives little scope for
- most of them to see themselves and act as ex-
erters and developers of their capacities.?’
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It is market competition as such, not capitalist market re-
lations, that Macpherson is objecting to here.

Now, all forms of an economy based on market rela-
tions, and not just the capitalist form, are indeed incon-
sistent 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 so-
cialist 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 ap-
propriators” that is perfectly consistent with his own de-
velopmental ideal. He never was able to come to terms
with the notion that a society based on the developmen-
tal 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 mar-
ket 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 be-
tween the spheres of economics and politics. As noted
there, the liberal state historically has allowed contending
groups to press their demands for the extension, main-
tenance, 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 pre-
vent 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 es-
pecially 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., developmen-
tal] concept of powers, to diminish men’s powers more
than does the market transfer of powers.”2¢ 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 con-
cluded his evaluation of four models of democracy in the
last paragraph of The Life and Times of Liberal Democracy,
he states that his preferred model — participatory democra-
cy — must include “the heart” of the earlier liberal-
democratic model worked out by J. S. Mill. And in an es-
say, 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 liberal-
democratic 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. |

We now have all the themes in the social theory of Mac-
pherson’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 so-
lidity 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 restric-
tive 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 ma-
ture period are sorted out — with a new concept of
property that derives its meaning from its function in con-
temporary political processes within the liberal-democratic
state.



4

Canada as a2 Quasi-Market Society

There is no doubt that from first to last C. B. Macpher-
son’s studies of political theory and practice carried a prag-
matic 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 ful-
ly 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 rea-
soned presentation of his own standpoint.

Macpherson’s lifelong project as scholar and pro-
tagonist began as an act of personal courage and was per-
formed 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 conclud-
ing 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 stand-
point 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 ac-
cept a legacy such as Macpherson’s is to take seriously the
example he set as an epic theorist. This entails not slav-
ishly repeating the answers he gave to the questions he
posed, but rather seeking to do what he did, namely us-
ing a critical theory of society to renew and press force-
fully 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 politic-
ization of property, a positive theory of market relations,
and a re-evaluation of consumerism.

One key unresolved issue remains after all of Macpher-
son’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 fully-
developed market society are pertinent to an entire range



114 C. B. Macpberson

of public policy choices being faced today by the citizens
of many Western nations — and also, in even more dra-
matic 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 so-
cial 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”’! Intentionally or not, it echoes the phrase
“quasi-party system” used in Democracy in Alberta. 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 considera-
ble role in regulating both the economic mechanisms oper-
ating in markets and the effects of those mechanisms on
individuals and groups. In fact these are largely two differ-
ent 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
essential factors in an emerging sqcial formation on a global
scale. The quasi-market society is basically the same con-
cept as that of the “mixed economy,” and it offers a' frame-
work within which specific “hybrid” social formations can
combine private- and public-sector genes in many. differ-
ent ways. (One good example is Britain’s “quango,’ an acro-
nym 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 de-
velopment.

The Nature of a Quasi-Market Society

What are the distinguishing characteristics of a quasi-
market 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 one-
quarter of its direct employment. (2) There are fully-
developed market relations: labor is a commodity, satis-
faction of most needs is accomplished through market pur-
chases, and almost all individuals are engaged in numerous
market transactions every day. (3) Notwithstanding (2), the
state undertakes indirect regulation of the entire econo-
my and direct regulation of a substantial portion of the
national economy. (4) The economy comprises a relative-
ly small number of large enterprises, privately or public-
ly controlled (or a mixture of both), which dominate the
national economy, plus a large number of small enterprises.
(5) Income and wealth distributions show large and per-
sistent 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 expres-
sion 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 quasi-
market economy, which is thus a form of “political econ-
omy” 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 commen-
tary, 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 arrange the others
in orbit around it:

INCOME WELFARE
DISTRIBUTION 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 ten-
dency 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 Zeit-
geist to protect oneself against the consequences of ignor-
ing 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 toler-

ate. 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 great variations in detail can-
not 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 differ-
ences in levels of economic well-being among countries
(say, Sweden and Portugal today) that are quasi-market so-
cieties; 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
consensus that underpins a quasi-market society is strongly
affected by periodic swings in popular political ideologies,
and those swings are more pronounced in particular coun-
tries. The country with the weakest commitment to this
consensus is the United States. The United Kingdom un-
der 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) - in ad-
dition to those that have been mentioned, LDCs are
(perhaps arbitrarily) excluded from the category of quasi-
market society. This is largely because the majority of their
populations have never been integrated into a wage econ-
omy and thus into fully-developed market relations; tradi-
tional, pre-capitalist social formations still persist, including
the limited market relations that govern the dealings of
agricultural peasants with a landlord class or 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 accompany-
ing transformation in social relations. At present the most
dramatic instance of emerging changes of this kind among
the LDCs is to be found in China.

On the other hand, the Soviet Union, which 'only in
the summer of 1987 announced 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 Europe-
an socialist countries, are regarded as already being quasi-
market societies.? 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 ad-
vance of their capacities to practice affluence. In these na-
tions, 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 evolu-
tion of the political consequences resulting from a com-
mitment 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 in-
tensified demands for the democratization of political life.
In Hungary, where the impact of market forces has spread
furthest, such demands have been made publicly al-
ready.> 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-by-
side with a state apparatus that oversees the national econ-
omy 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
features of both. A quasi-market society is “beyond capital-
ism and socialism.” How and when did it come into ex-
istence?

To answer this we must first briefly describe its differ-
ence from its predecessors with respect to the six charac-
teristics. 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 econ-
omy: 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” capital-
ism — 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 2 command economy in which the state
plan sets specific performance targets for every produc-
ing unit and in which all workers in a real sense are em-
ployees 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 rela-
tions still prevail, although many major items (housing,
education and health care) are effectively removed from
the marketplace. The communist ideal envisions the elimi-
nation 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 dis-
tribution (including confiscatory inheritance taxes); for
communism such differences no longer would be meas-
urable, ',
Neither of these ideal types has ever existed in reality
in full accord with the blueprints drafted by their ideo-
logical 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 dialec-
tical interplay between them, '
From the moment of its origins in early modern Eu-
rope the development of capitalism was resisted bitterly
by most of those affected by it, first in the hopes of restor-
ing the precapitalist social relations that were being des-
troyed, and later under the banner of the socialist ideal
that accepted the radical transformations wrought by
capitalism and sought to go beyond them. The opposi-
tion began to win significant victories in the most eco-
nomically advanced nations during the second half of the
nineteenth century, especially in achieving legal recogni-
tion for trade unions and a gradual extension of the fran-
chise. 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 capital-
ism 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, orginat-
ing 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 ac-
ceptance of the assumption by the state of major respon-
sibility for social welfare programs. On the other side, it
entailed the (largely tacit) acknowledgement by the op-
positional forces that there would not be full economic
justice in the socialist sense and no significant labor or
public control over management prerogatives in enter-
prises. Both sides accepted the fundamental proposition
that major increases in well-being for every social group,
whatever its standing on the inequitable income-
distribution scale, were to be achieved by general econom-
ic growth. This is what was earlier referred to as the “so-
cial 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 oc-
cur?” — 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 tri-
umph of revolutionary movements in the Soviet Union and
China. These and associated events 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 res-
tricted largely to its countries of origin in Europe and North
America, and in modified patterns in other places (such
as Japan) 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 trans-
plantations 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 spon-
sor them.

Since 1945, the dommant 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 Euro-
pean materials, suitably outfitted with a patina of local idi-
osyncrasies before being broadcast to the population. In
almost every case its material basis was to be some ver-
'sion of a2 command economy in which market relations
were strictly confined within a framework of central plan-
ning and state-owned enterprises. Yet today most com-
mand economies as such are either bankrupt or being
dismantled because they cannot provide the conditions
for meeting even minimal economic development goals,
chief among which is an appropriate mot1vat10nal context
for individuals.

Like its antagonist, therefore, socialism (in its “classi-
cal” formulation derived from nineteenth-century Euro-
pean struggles) has already run its course. As originally
conceived, its historical mission was to succeed capital-
ism; its actual mission, however, was to modify capital-
ism 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 forc-
ing the business classes in capitalist nations to accept the
compromises that led to the emergence of the quasi-market
society; second, through successful revolutionary move-
ments, by preventing the classical pattern of capitalist de-
velopment 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 rhe-
torical flights but not for much else. One need only reply
that, considering such factors as the influence and invest-
ment discretion of private capital and the disparities in in-
come and wealth distribution in Canada and Sweden,
every one of the great nineteenth-century socialist pro-
genitors 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 con-
fiscatory inheritance tax, drastic reductions in income in-
equalities 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 pub-
lic 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 apparatus with an entitle-
ment system such as a guaranteed annual income. Once
in power, however, every social-democratic government
is challenged by the exigencies of managing both diver-
gent group interests and a national economy that is only
partly under its direct control (due to its integration with-
in a global setting), all of which tends to restrict its poli-
cies and practices within a few degrees of variation around
the prevailing social consensus.



124 C. B. Macpberson

OECD Nations as Quasi-Market Societies

As noted at the outset, three issues about contemporary
society (politicization of property, theory of market rela-
tions, evaluation of consumerism) are of special interest
at this point, because in considering them we can utilize
Macpherson’s legacy to assist us in outlining the main fea-
tures of a still-developing social type, the quasi-market so-
ciety. 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 quasi-
market society today. Some information pertains to a larger
group of OECD countries, thus offering a comparative per-
spective. 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 — de-
fined 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 (Scandina-
via?) 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 situa-
tion that has an interesting dynamic tension: The most eco-
nomically 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 Cana-
da (plus a bit of comparative data) relevant to the six charac-
teristics may be sorted somewhat arbitrarily into two
categories: three (public sector economic activity, govern-
ment 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 real-
ity 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 Na-
tional Product (GNP). The percentage figure in the table
below is the ratio of G to GNP:

NATION % YEAR
Canada 479 1983
United States 38.0 - 1982
Japan 32.7 1982
United Kingdom 46.4 1981
France 48.6 1981
Germany 475 1981
Netherlands 62.5 1980
Sweden* 64.4 1980

*excluding social security payments

Equally significant is the long historical trend for this ra-
tio. 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, be-
tween 22.1% and 26.5% in 1950, between 29.7% and
32.6% in 1960, 36.9% in 1970, and 41.8% in 1980. There-
fore, 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 Cana-
da 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 wages and salaries was 25.1% by 1977. Public
sector employment comprised 23.7% of all employment
in Canada in 1975 (24.2% of total public sector employ-
ment was at the federal level, 44.4% at the provincial lev-
el, and 31.4% at the municipal level). To the 23.7% figure
may be added the employment data from public¢ enter-
prises (see below). Finally as a percentage of the total capital
stock in Canada, the share of public capital stock remained
at roughly 30% throughout the 1960s and 1970s. '

By the early 1980s, the federal and provincial crown
corporations that comprise the public enterprises in Cana-
da 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 in-
dustrial activity, and are significant in telephone and com-
munications, housing, transportation, power utilities,
liquor distribution, and industrial development. Some in-
dication of their relative size is shown by the fact that,
among the largest 100 nonfinancial corporations of all
types, federal and provincial crown corporations account-
ed for 14.7% of profits, 17.9% of sales, and 30.8% of assets.

Finally, and in addition to the above, federal and provin-
cial governments, in Canada hold equity investments in
“mixed enterprises,” which are essentially private-sector
firms, including minority, equal-share, and majority posi-
tions. By the 1980s, there were over 300 significant cases

_of this type, about two-thirds of which represented hold-
ings by the Federal and Quebec governments. Government
investments in mixed enterprises comprised 7.5% of to-
tal 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 ac-
tivities represented by this data, together with the specif-
ic 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 politi-
cal imperatives in these countries, we could further say
that the public sector provides the basic framework with-
in 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 con-
cerned, basically serves to reinforce the structure of mar-
ket relations. This is because their most direct impacts on
individuals (as well as their indirect impacts through pri-
vate businesses), are in one way or another, the provision-
ing 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 pro-
tected 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 suchr ideological constructs, however, tends
to wax and wane; I suspect that in the long run the ideo-
logical 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 Cana-
dian federal government in 1985 identified fifty-seven



128 C. B. Macpherson

major programs and tallied their costs as follows: (1) sub-
sidy programs, direct outlays of $4.5 billion plus foregone
revenues (tax expenditures) of $7.7 billion; and (2) serv-
ice programs, $4.2 billion in costs, for a grand total of $16.4
billion.> The major outlays and tax expenditures — for
which no comparable total figures are available — of the
ten provincial governments must also be added. Since
1970, total expenditures of all types by provincial govern-
ments 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, in-
surance, banking, securities, telecommunications, broad-
casting, agriculture, and the professions. He cites a study
that counted 1,744 federal and provincial regulatory sta-
tutes 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 pressures and
to fulfill social and economic objectives that are not be-
ing achieved by the “uncontrolled” process of market
forces. Earlier comments about privatization applies equal-
ly to the current ‘deregulatory’ thrusts: they are unlikely
to greatly affect the underlying foundations of the' mixed
economy. :

i
1

3. Capital Concentration

The long-term trend toward concentrated ownership
of private sector industrial and financial assets continued
apace while the public sector role was expanding dramat-
ically 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 to-
tal assets.

A line graph in W. K. Carroll’s book, Corporate Pow-
er and Canadian Capitalism, shows the remarkable con-
sistency in the structure of capital concentration in Canada
over a thirty-year period from 1946 onwards.® Over this
period, the line showing the share of industrial assets con-
trolled by the top 70 industrial firms, as a percentage of
all industrial assets, shifts by less than 10% above and be-
low the fifty-percent level; in 1976 it is almost exactly at
the same point it was in 1946. There is no reason to sup-
pose 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 as-
sets 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 agents for these two clusters of economic and
political power can be performed in a reasonably ‘“effi-
cient” 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 deter-
mining factor in access to 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 ef-
forts to maximize rates of pay through collective bargain-
ing, 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 industriali-
zation. :

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 distribu-
tion 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 sta-
ble, 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 earn-
ing population have managed to maintain their relative
shares of income (and presumably of wealth) virtually in-
tact, although it is sometimes alleged that the “welfare
state” is dedicated to the radical redistribution or even
levelling of income and wealth. General increases in well-
being, therefore, can be attributed to the rising level of
wealth in the society as a whole (in Canada mean real in-
come has more than doubled since 1945), which carries
all sectors upward while holding their relative shares pretty
much constant.

Certainly there are some net redistribution effects from
government welfare policies, and thus some other meas-
ure, 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
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society. Nonetheless, such more general measures are evi-
dently difficult to construct. The leading Canadian authori-
ty in the field, Irwin Gillespie, has written: “During the
'15 years under consideration [1961-1976], governments
have been unsuccessful in increasing the degree of redis-
tribution from the rich to the poor such that the ‘share’
of command over resources of the poor has increased sig-
nificantly.’8

A very small sample of the abundant statistical data on
income distribution is given below.? (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 in-
dividuals) is ranked from the lowest to the highest income
recipient. Thus the first quintiie represents the 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
1951 4.4 11.3 18.3 233 42.8
1961 4.2 1.9 18.3 24.5 41.1
1971 3.6 10.6 17.6 24.9 43.3
1981 4.6 10.9 176 25.2 41.8
1984 45 10.3 171 25.0 43.0
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COMPARATIVE DATA*

Country First Second Third Fourth  Fifth
United States 4.4 1.5 169 240 432
Sweden 4.6 10.5 159 236 454
United Kingdom 6.4 1.7 165 234 420
France 2.3 7.7 13.3 220 547
Germany 5.3 9.5 12.8 175 549
Japan 5.6 13 160 126 445
Australia 71 12.9 176 23.5 389

*for various years in the 1960s

The Canadian data indicate the stability over time of
the income shares, and it is representative of 2 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 quin-
tile and 40% to the highest.

5. Transfer Payments and the Welfare Floor

In addition to interest on the national debt (which is,
in Canada’s case, mostly income to its own citizens), trans-
fer payments by the federal government represent dis-
bursements 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, pur-
chases of goods and services), which generally demon-
strates the size of the financial “reshuffling” function of
governments that maintains adequate levels of money flows
in the economy.

At this point, I am concerned mainly with the sig-
nificance 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 fami-
lies, such as family allowances and the child tax credit.
Here too the dimensions of the activity are relevant: trans-
fers comprised fully 27.2% of ail personal income in Cana-
da 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 sec-
tor is shown in the comparison of income shares by quin-
tile with and without their impact on incomes (Canada,
1981 data):

First:  Second  Third  Fourth Fifth

Income before Transfers 1.4 96 178 264 §4.9
Total Money Income 46 109 176 252 418

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 infor-
mation has been given are all part of a dense web of func-
_tions 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 govern-
ment management of the economy reflect 2 political com-
mitment 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 income-
earning potential. (Of course this commitment, when
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1

translated into policies and practices, is often insufficiently
strong in particular times and places to prevent some per-
sons from falling into poverty and degradation.)

My special interest, however, is in how these five
characteristics support and enhance the centrality of mar-
ket 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 one-
third of all employment, the cash incomes from which are
also translated into market purchases. Regulation and sub-
sidies amount to policy-directed control over businesses,
but they are also an alternative to systems in which govern-
ments attempt to produce goods and services (rather than
policies) directly, and in this sense they reinforce market-
oriented structures of behavior. In addition, the hlgh lev-
el of capital concentration facilitates a kind of partnership
between big government and big business, with the part-
ners seeking to manage jointly their national economies
through effective responses to domestic and internation-
al market forces. All these macroeconomic and macropo-
litical 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 1s this:
dominant institutional forces (the alliance of concentrat-
ed economic and political power) place market relations
at the center of social action, while also constraining mar-
ketplace operations within boundaries set by political
events. Those boundaries shift constantly in response to
the ebb and flow of political currents, but they are per-
manent 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 plausi-
ble as a contribution that satisfies this criterion.

This elaborated notion of a quasi-market society re-
mains faithful to Macpherson’s two core themes, property
and the marketplace. There are, however, 2 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 re-
visions become apparent in a consideration of three is-
sues: 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 por-
tions. At the same time, the possession and enjoyment of
this wealth — with respect to both its totality and its rela-
tive shares — are subject ultimately to control by
democratically-elected governments. Some minimal redis-
tribution 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 sec-
tor businesses take most of the initiative in economic de-
velopment; on the other, a political economy in which
democratic governments exercise an overall supervisory
and management role in the economy, stepping in rou-
tinely to adjust the outcomes of the operations of market
forces. There are broad swings of public policy and opin-
ion regarding the relations between the zones of prwate
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 the im-
peratives of the moment, have found themselves promot-
ing 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 in-
genuity 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 regard-
ed as a “decent” standard of living according to the prevail-
ing criteria.

Nonetheless, the program for the p011t1c1zat10r1 of
property also concedes the rational core in the capitalist
objection to socialism, namely that a modern industrial
economy simply cannot function according to an
authoritative allocation (by public bureaucraciés) 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 states nominally committed to socialism and com-
munism 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 intolera-
ble polarization of great wealth and equally great poverty
inevitably produced by unregulated capitalism; it also
avoids the unsatisfying combination of egalitarian rhetoric,
privileged elites, and sclerotic productivity that has been
perfected by those states nominally 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 ac-
ceptable level of economic performance (measured by in-
dicators 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 sheer num-
ber 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. Partial-
ly regulated market forces, which permit continuous ad-
justments 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 appears to supply suffi-
cient motivation for most individuals to develop and ex-
ert 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 the-
ory 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 Eastern European 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 dis-
persal 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 spheres of work and con-
sumption. 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 satis-
faction 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 out-
look was that labor was the single most meaningful:venue
for human satisfaction in general. This point was often
made by denigrating other domains of satisfaction, par-
ticularly that of consumption. We earlier discussed how
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Macpherson represented the stark opposition of the do-
mains of doing (active development and enjoyment of hu-
man 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 evi-
dence 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 so-
cial institutions. Nor is there any evidence that such per-
sons 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 ob-
jective. Seeking satisfying work is one of a series of inter-
connected goals, along with others like a high income,
sufficient leisure time, and good family relations, and in-
dividuals 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 exempli-
fied by the work of Macpherson and others, in the evalu-
ation 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 con-
sumer 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 de-
tecting the real sources of their oppression (which are
lodged in the relations of production) and thus from striv-
ing 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 con-
sumer behavior research is that on balance consumer ex-
periences represent for the most part the genuine
gratification of quite genuine and deeply-felt needs. Natur-
ally many specific dissatisfactions or disappointments are
sensed, and there are surely expressions of desire that are
either illegal or unacceptable according to prevailing com-
munity 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 mar-
ketplace transactions in a fully-developed market society.
Nevertheless, none of this proves that most individuals are
~ deceived by the “propaganda of commodities” (especial-
ly by advertising claims) into making systematic errors
about the entire assortment of their wants or the:means
for satisfying them.
. Since there is ample room for mlsunderstandmg 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 im-
mune from contamination by this longstanding practice.
As indicated earlier, all of the principal features of the
quasi-market society reinforce the centrality of market re-
lations in the everyday life of most individuals. The general
rise in real incomes over a century of industrial develop-
ment, as well as the existence of the welfare floor, have
drawn almost everyone deeply into the experience of be-

'
‘



Dilemmas of Liberalism and Socialism 141

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 con-
firm 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 ex-
periences are of two kinds. There are those flowing from
the sheer proliferation of goods and their complex charac-
teristics, 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 con-
sumption 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 consump-
tion. This is because in marketing and advertising imagis-
tic 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 motiva-
tional 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 lifé — such as work, education,
or any other — is an attempt made to connect so inten-
sively 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 qualifi-
cations. First, the consumerist bias occurs not in isolation,
but within a larger context where — for most OECD na-
tions — 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 soc1etles
are dynamic rather than static types of societies. This
means that changes — perhaps dramatic ones — in col-
lective and personal behavior are bound to occur over
time. In particular, although some structure of general mar-
ket relations must persist out of necessity, for purely prag-
matic reasons, the existing consumerist bias need not be
regarded as our unalterable destiny. People may eventual-
ly 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 teach-
ing appointment at the age of twenty-four, C. B. Macpher-
son 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 save that of a university teacher
and an author of scholarly publications. So far as his po-
litical 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 Eu-
ropean working class movement; 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 recog-
nize and accept the value — indeed the necessity — of an
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approach to political theory that was grounded in a com-
mitment 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 expres-
sion for his ideas, one that combined a personal writing
style with a fully-developed and highly original interpre-
tive thrust — the voice that speaks clearly in The Politi-
cal Theory of Possessive Individualism 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 satisfac-
torily 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 2 member of the academic profession.

Until approximately 1955 those two aspects of his be-
ing subsisted together but separate in an uneasy alliance.
His ideological commitment was unshakeable, and was al-
lowed 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 sub-
ject matter that later would make him famous, “Hobbes
Today” (1945), as well as in the conclusions to Democra-
cy 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 liter-
ature. 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 fun-
damental 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 sympto-
matic of the uses to which he put the Marxist tradition
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in his publications.!

Nevertheless, the extent to which Macpherson sym-
pathized with Marxism is not the most important issue
regarding the writings of his formative period. The im-
portant 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, result-
ing in an only partially satisfactory interpretive exposition.
The interpretation in “Hobbes Today,” for example, is based
on wholly unsupported, allusive comments about the na-
ture 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 po-
sition is riddled with unclarified assumptions about the
existence of a self-conscious “working class” and about
the relation between social group consciousness and so-
cial being.

Nonetheless, with the concept of “possessive individu-
alism” Macpherson discovered the tool that finally would
enable him to unite scholar and protagonist successfully
and indeed brilliantly. Since it was centered on the work-
ings 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 tradi-
tional socialist critique of capitalist society. T herefore 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 con-
cept had a completely plausible relation to the actual tex-
tual evidence in the history of liberal political thought that
he was examining. Thus, he could express the substan-
tive 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-
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ent from the one advanced here undoubtedly can be
made.3 Fair enough. Many of those already advanced,
however, especially by authors who profess to share Mac-
pherson’s kind of commitments, exhibit a common fault:
they ignore his dedication to serving the purely academ-
ic 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 de-
velopment 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 the-
ory 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 under-
took many obligations of a purely professional sort.

It is my contention that one cannot understand Mac-
pherson’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 ef-
fort 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 academ-
ic discipline. In my view, it was this fertile and uninter-
rupted interaction between the two aspects that is
responsible for the enduring significance of Macphersons
life and work.
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