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PREFACE

This book attempts to explicate the transition from classical to post-
classical economics.1 Ours is a story that begins with the hegemony of
egalitarian classical thinking and continues with attack, defense, and
defeat. Between 1850 and 1890, classical economics came under ‹re
from many directions: the literary community; the anthropological and
biological sciences that produced eugenics and the law of natural
selection; and within the social science community itself. By the end of
the century, the transition to postclassical thinking was complete. Dif-
ference and hierarchy now ‹gured prominently in economics.

We shall argue that the controversy surrounding classical econom-
ics occurred largely over the presumption of equal competence, or
homogeneity. On the side of human homogeneity, we locate the great
classical economists, who presumed that economic agents are all
equipped with a capacity for language and trade, and that observed
outcomes are explained by incentives, luck, and history.2 In opposition,

1. For reasons that will become clear as we proceed, we prefer the broader term postclassical
to the more familiar neoclassical terminology because we ‹nd the transition entailing the rise of
hierarchical thinking, the loss of sympathy in economic analysis, and the endorsement of eugeni-
cal remaking infects a broad set of economists, not all of whom would be considered neoclassical.

2. The intellectual composition of classical economics is complex, and it is not our intention
to minimize substantive differences among Adam Smith, Thomas Robert Malthus, David
Ricardo, Robert Torrens, Harriet Martineau, Nassau William Senior, John Stuart Mill, or less
well-known but nonetheless important contributors. Some of these will become apparent in what
follows (see also Peart and Levy 2003). Yet, differences notwithstanding, by 1830 the analytics of
classical growth, distribution, and value theories were well-developed, re›ecting a preoccupation
with land scarcity and diminishing returns, and formulated with the problem of population
growth in mind. We choose to focus on what unites the economists of the time to help clarify



we ‹nd many “progressives,”3 scientists in anthropology and biology, as
well as social scientists late in the century, whose explanation of
observed heterogeneity was race or hierarchy.

At midcentury, arguments about superiority and inferiority played
out in terms of the Irish and the former slaves in Jamaica (Curtis 1997).
In fact, notions of race and hierarchy are rather pliable in our period.
Women and the “labouring classes” were frequently included in dis-
cussions of inherent incompetence. To name but a few additions con-
sidered later, Jews, Italians, and East Europeans all received special
treatment as well. Most startling, perhaps, is the assertion that “race” is
a choice. By choosing to leave behind the direction of one’s betters, a
person was said to turn into a lesser being. We will see many images
from the time that show how choice was supposed to transform people.
The collision with classical economics occurred then, almost by neces-
sity, because for these economists such purported transformations
made no sense.4

We have been told more than once that our outrage at the mid- to
late-nineteenth-century notions of race and hierarchy we consider here
is misplaced. Everyone, we have been told, “was a racist then.” It will
soon be clear that we reject this counterargument. We do so because
we ‹nd it factually incorrect and analytically ›awed. In point of fact,
this book demonstrates that there was signi‹cant (though unsuccess-
ful) resistance to those notions of hierarchy and race. From Smith to
Mill, classical economists rejected racial explanations of observed
behavior and were criticized for doing so. More than this, we ‹nd the
counterargument embodies a form of not-so-subtle hierarchical think-
ing: the thought that we today are superior to those of the past; that we
who are nonracist must excuse the racist writers of the past, because
they simply re›ect their times.

The classical economists’ explanation for observed heterogeneity

xii P R E F A C E

what separated them from their critics. Therefore, the fact that Mill and Senior make almost
interchangeable statements on racial differences (note 5) is of interest to us here, but we set aside
their different views on the desirability of socialism.

3. Thomas Carlyle, John Ruskin, and Charles Dickens will ‹gure prominently.
4. We will, however, argue that J. S. Mill allowed for the possibility of self-directed improve-

ment.



was to appeal to the incentives associated with different institutions.
So, for instance, classical economists such as John Stuart Mill argued
that the Irish problem was largely a matter of institutions rather than
one of inherent indolence.5 Mill was strenuously opposed by those,
such as W. R. Greg, who claimed the Irishman was “idiosyncratic” and
would never be the hardworking Scot. The policy conclusion followed:
special measures were required to look after the Irishman, whose
inherent difference meant he lacked the capacity to rule himself. Mill
struggled with the problem of transition from one set of institutions to
another, how new habits are formed as institutions change. Econo-
mists who have become accustomed to institution-free analysis fail to
appreciate how much of classical economics is designed to deal pre-
cisely with the problem of self-motivated human development in the
context of institutional change.

In the period we study, economic analysis also supposed, as Mill put
it in his essay “On the De‹nition of Political Economy; and on the
Method of Investigation Proper to It” ([1836] 1967; hereafter, Essays),
that it treats “man’s nature as modi‹ed by the social state” (321). The
classical tradition retained a key role for nonmaterial concerns, what
Adam Smith had called “sympathy” and the desire for the approbation
of other humans. Once human hierarchy was recognized, people were
seen as unequally deserving of sympathy and approbation: those among
us who were hardworking and frugal deserved more sympathy (and
resources) than those among us who were inherently imprudent. So, as
the attack on human homogeneity occurred, a related attack on (undi-
rected) social sentiments began. If individuals extended sympathy (and
charity) to the imprudent among us, then such social sentiments were
not to be trusted. Biologists who wished to perfect the race argued that
sympathy for the “feeble” and the “un‹t” served to dilute what we might
call the gene pool, and so it should be suppressed. As the transition to
postclassical economics played out late in the century, sympathy disap-
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5. Senior also attributed outcomes to institutions rather than inherent differences: “Almost all
the differences between the different races of men, differences so great that we sometimes nearly
forget that they all belong to the same species, may be traced to the degrees in which they enjoy
the blessings of good government” ([1836] 1938, 76).



peared from economics never to return substantially. Material concerns
became singularly important in postclassical analysis.6

For various reasons—not the least of which is the history that fol-
lows—we hold that the classical economists got it right: an analytical
system in which everyone counts equally and is presumed equally
capable of making decisions is the only system that seems morally
defensible to us.7 And, not surprisingly, we ‹nd analytical systems that
presume hierarchy are indefensible. This book explains why.

First, we ‹nd the history compelling, and awful. In all the instances
in which a group has been treated as “different,” difference has turned
into hierarchy, and hierarchy has sometimes led to terrible analytical
and policy consequences.8 We also ‹nd that systems in which hierar-
chy is invoked are extraordinarily pliable. The “inferior” becomes any
group who is presently out of favor with the analyst.

Most compelling for us, the analysis that presumes difference is ter-
ribly tempting to analysts and policymakers. Once difference creeps
into the analysis, the temptation is to presume that difference implies
inferiority. It also seems often to imply that the writer, whether social
commentator or scientist, somehow “knows better.” And here we ‹nd
that this is not simply a presumption that the analyst has better infor-
mation. Instead, it extends to a presumption of inherent superiority.
For whatever reason, the analyst presumes the subjects’ choices aren’t
to be trusted but instead require looking after. Somehow, the analyst is
privy to knowledge about what decisions “should” be made and what
preferences individuals “should” have, if they only knew better. As a

xiv P R E F A C E

6. It is widely accepted that the boundary of economic science was narrowed throughout the
nineteenth century (Winch 1972; Peart 2001b). What has gone unrecognized is that this narrow-
ing also entailed the removal of sympathy and rise in materialism late in the century. The follow-
ing chapters explain why we ‹nd this removal to be an unfortunate development.

7. This is not to say that we agree in all respects with all classical economists, or that we dis-
agree always with all their opponents. We ‹nd analysis that presumes homogeneity is compelling,
and we object to treatments entailing hierarchy. And we ‹nd that, on balance, the classical econ-
omists fall on the side of homogeneity, while (again, on balance) their critics fall on the side of
hierarchy.

8. Much of the material in the chapters that follow has in fact been dif‹cult for us to read. We
reproduce it, and examine the arguments made thereby, in order to set the record straight, to
learn from the past, and to make our case in favor of analysis that presumes homogeneous com-
petence.



society and as a community of academics, it is taken for granted that
the scientist is somehow superior to—better motivated or more able
than—the individuals under investigation, who are not trusted to make
reasonable choices. We ‹nd such a presumption of superiority on the
part of the analyst is the last, unrecognized and resisted, form of hier-
archy in social science. It is, we shall argue, simply the “vanity of the
philosopher.”

Of course, a look around us at any moment suggests that people are,
in fact, different. Inherent physical differences, for instance, abound.
(One coauthor is under 5 feet 2 inches, the other is about 6 feet, and
relative price changes are not likely to reduce this difference.) So, our
argument has much in common with Lionel Robbins’s, who in 1938
remembered the debates in economics over the differential capacity
for happiness.

. . . I have always felt that, as a ‹rst approximation in handling questions
relating to the lives and actions of large masses of people, the approach
which counts each man as one, and, on that assumption, asks which way
lies the greatest happiness, is less likely to lead one astray than any of the
absolute systems. I do not believe, and I never have believed, that in fact
men are necessarily equal or should always be judged as such. But I do
believe that, in most cases, political calculations which do not treat
them as if they were equal are morally revolting. (1938, 635)

The point of what follows is that a presumption of group differ-
ence—when the de‹nition of the group is pliable, and the analyst is
presumed to be in the superior group—is dangerously tempting.

This book therefore attempts to show the consequences of hierarchy
in social science. We show how the “vanity of the philosopher” has led
to recommendations that range from the more benign but, in our view,
still objectionable “looking-after,” to paternalism, to overriding prefer-
ences, and, in the extreme, to eliminating purportedly bad preferences
(and even those people who possess such preferences, and thus their
future children). Our conclusion is that, at least as a ‹rst approxima-
tion, an analytical system that abstracts from difference and presumes
equal competence (though unequal circumstances) is morally com-
pelling. The difference between that and presuming unequal circum-
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stances with unequal inherent abilities is, of course, crucial. If circum-
stances and abilities both differ, an equalizing transfer of resources
(education and income) will not result in equality, and we are never
warranted in fully trusting the inferior group to make the correct
choices. If circumstances differ but abilities are the same, the same
equalizing transfer of resources will lead to full equality of outcomes,
and we can trust individuals to put the transfers to good uses. The test
for egalitarianism in what follows, then, is whether the analyst suf‹-
ciently trusts the subject to make unimpeded economic and political
choices, or instead insists on somehow coercing speci‹c choices and
overriding preferences.

xvi P R E F A C E
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Part I 

EQUALITY VERSUS
HIERARCHY



I

ANALYTICAL
EGALITARIANISM AND

ITS OPPOSITION

The difference of natural talents in different men is, in reality, much
less than we are aware of; and the very different genius which appears to
distinguish men of different professions, when grown up to maturity, is
not upon many occasions so much the cause, as the effect of the divi-
sion of labour. The difference between the most dissimilar characters,

between a philosopher and a common street porter, for example, seems
to arise not so much from nature, as from habit, custom, and education.

When they came into the world, and for the ‹rst six or eight years of
their existence, they were perhaps, very much alike, and neither their

parents nor playfellows could perceive any remarkable difference. About
that age, or soon after, they come to be employed in very different occu-
pations. The difference of talents comes then to be taken notice of, and
widens by degrees, till at last the vanity of the philosopher is willing to

acknowledge scarce any resemblance.
—Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations

INTRODUCTION 

That political economy in the classical tradition rightly presupposed
human homogeneity and consequently rejected hierarchical presup-
positions of any sort is an underlying theme of this work. Starting with
Adam Smith, classical economics is characterized by an analytical
egalitarianism that presumes humans are the same in their capacity for
language and trade; observed differences are then explained by incen-
tives, luck, and history, and it is the “vanity of the philosopher” incor-
rectly to conclude that ordinary people are somehow different from the
expert (Smith, Wealth of Nations, I.2.§4). 

The questions at issue between analytical egalitarians and their crit-
ics are (1) whether everyone’s preferences count equally and (2)

3



whether everyone is equally capable of making economic decisions.1

In Smith’s account, all people, philosophers and subjects alike, are
motivated by fame and fortune, and we are all equally capable of mak-
ing decisions. We call this doctrine, which makes no distinction
between the street porter and the philosopher, analytical egalitarian-
ism. The oppositional view holds that some among us are different
from others. Since difference implies superiority in the period we
study, we call this doctrine analytical hierarchicalism. Our argument
in what follows is that economics moved from a doctrine of analytical
egalitarianism in the classical period to one of analytical hierarchy in
the postclassical period.2

The notion of analytical hierarchy was expressed forcefully in eco-
nomics by F. Y. Edgeworth, who argued that, post-Darwin, it was inap-
propriate to have a social norm in which everyone counted as one.
Instead, Edgeworth held that economists needed to take evolutionary
‹tness—which mapped to the capacity for pleasure—into account.
Since some preferences were “better” than others, these were to count
more in the calculus of social happiness. 

We argue in what follows that the “science” of eugenics is a conse-
quence of analytical hierarchicalism. In eugenic science, “experts”
presupposed its subjects to be inferior and proposed to remake the
human herd more to the experts’ liking, to obtain racial perfection or
for the “general good,” as Charles Darwin put it. It is no coincidence

4 T H E  “ V A N I T Y  O F  T H E  P H I L O S O P H E R ”

1. The notion of “expert” is deliberately left broad here. The key feature of those we refer to
as experts is that the expert is someone who makes recommendations about how others might
achieve human happiness. Depending on the speci‹c context involved in what follows, experts
may be social commentators, biologists, or political economists. We provide a more restrictive,
formal de‹nition of an expert in chapter 11, so that we can distinguish between an expert’s direc-
tion and the advice that ›ows from experience by way of proverbial wisdom. In Adam Smith’s
account, philosophy is a social enterprise that begins with universal experience. His proverbial
wisdom con‹rms the advice of ‹nancial theorists not to “put all their eggs in one basket.” When
expert and proverb point in different directions, we need to be precise (chap. 11, this vol.).

2. As noted in the preface, we prefer the broader term postclassical to the more familiar neo-
classical. On the origin of the term neoclassical, see Colander 2001, 154ff, and on the transition to
early neoclassicism—the “Marginal Revolution”—see the collection in History of Political Econ-
omy (1972). We ‹nd that the transition entailing the rise of hierarchical thinking, the loss of sym-
pathy, and the endorsement of eugenical remaking infects a broad set of economists, not all of
whom would be considered neoclassical. In chapter 4 we argue that traditions within and outside
of neoclassical economics—the Austrian school scattered by the coming of the Hitler era, as well
as the London and Chicago schools—revived the presupposition of equal competence.



that in the period when eugenics acquired both its name and the ana-
lytical machinery purporting to locate “the un‹t,” its ‹rst and persis-
tent target was classical economics and the early utilitarian presump-
tion that all should count equally in the calculus of social good. The
early eugenicists (W. R. Greg and Francis Galton) knew they were
contending with the egalitarian doctrine of classical economics. The
key point of contention was whether individuals could be trusted to
regulate their numbers suf‹ciently, or whether individual preferences
needed to be overridden in such decisions. One important instance of
this contention occurred in the public debate concerning unregulated
access to birth control. The contemporary report on this debate viewed
the matter as a dispute between J. S. Mill’s focus on human happiness,
on the one hand, and Charles Darwin’s pursuit of racial perfection, on
the other (Times 20 June 1877, 11; chap. 10, this vol.).

Plato’s Republic asked the eugenic question for the ‹rst time: why
do we breed cattle but not people? Again it is no coincidence that
when Galton’s eugenic work was ‹rst reviewed, it was hailed as the ‹rst
step beyond Plato (chap. 6, this vol.). The question supposes that
we—the experts—are different from them—the human cattle, the sub-
jects. In classical economics, by contrast, there is no Other because the
philosopher, as Smith put it, is part of the analysis. The distinction (or
lack thereof) is foundational and has enormous consequences: the clas-
sical view implies that, as a group, the subjects of a theory have the
same moral standing and innate abilities as the experts who propose
the theories. The hierarchical view places the subjects and experts on
different moral and intellectual grounds. 

For classical economists, the subject and the expert share moral
standing, ability, and motivational structure. Following in the tradition
of analytical egalitarianism, J. S. Mill developed his famous stance on
homogeneity in his 1836 essay “On the De‹nition of Political Econ-
omy.” Here, and in his Principles of Political Economy and Logic, Mill
maintained that nonsystematical differences might be abstracted out
when we use the device of “Abstract Economic Man.”3 For the politi-

A n a l y t i c a l  E g a l i t a r i a n i s m  a n d  I t s  O p p o s i t i o n 5

3. We should note at the outset that, for Mill, principles of economics and morality apply
equally well to men and women ([1869] 1970; chaps. 9, 11, this vol.) so that “Abstract Economic



cal economist, the common behavioral assumptions that matter are the
hypotheses of competence as well as nonsatiation in the context of a
social state.4

[Political economy] does not treat of the whole of man’s nature as
modi‹ed by the social state, nor of the whole conduct of man in society.
It is concerned with him solely as a being who desires to possess wealth,
and who is capable of judging of the comparative ef‹cacy of means for
obtaining that end. . . . It makes entire abstraction of every other human
passion or motive; except those which may be regarded as perpetually
antagonizing principles to the desire of wealth, namely, aversion to
labour, and desire of the present enjoyment of costly indulgences. (Mill,
Essays, 321)

The wealth maximization axiom is selected because it is “the main and
acknowledged end” in “certain departments of human affairs” (323).5

Wealth maximizing and labor avoidance are common attributes of all
humanity: those for whom institutions such as slavery or marriage pre-
vent competent, self-directed decision making might nonetheless
develop this competence if the barriers to doing so were removed. 
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Man” is a misnomer. We retain the phrase as it is the one most readily recognized by economists
and noneconomists alike. The ungendering of Mill’s language over his life is studied by J. M.
Robson in the collation of editions of Logic (Mill [1843] 1973, Logic, xcii–xciii): “The fourth type
of variant, that which is verbal, or gives semantic clarity, or re›ects changing word usage, is the
most common, and is not without importance, especially in cumulative effect. A few, of varying
kinds, may be cited in illustration. A frequent change . . . is of ‘men’ to ‘people’ or ‘mankind’ (and
a ‘man’ or ‘he’ to a ‘person’) in 1851, a change also found in the third edition of the Principles in
the next year. [Note to text] One should remember, in this context, Mill’s proposed amendment
to the Second Reform Bill in 1867, to replace ‘man’ with ‘person.’” See Peart 2005 for the visual
representation of Mill in Punch that followed upon this occasion.

We have noted (Levy and Peart 2004) that Smith makes an important distinction between
“humanity” and “generosity” on the basis of gender that in turn may express differences in cir-
cumstances. On this issue see Schliesser 2003.

4. We add the qualifying phrase on the social state to remind the reader that self-interested
behavior, for the classical economists, entailed sympathy for others that, ideally, meant others
would count in self-interested calculations, equally with the self (chap. 7, this vol.). In addition,
in a social setting an individual might be able to obtain advice from others (chap. 11, this vol.).

5. Using this “approximation” (323), the political economist “shows mankind accumulating
wealth, and employing that wealth in the production of other wealth; sanctioning by mutual
agreement the institution of property; establishing laws to prevent individuals from encroaching
upon the property of others by force or fraud; adopting various contrivances for increasing the pro-
ductiveness of their labour; settling the division of the produce by agreement, under the in›uence
of competition (competition itself being governed by certain laws, which laws are therefore the
ultimate regulators of the division of the produce); and employing certain expedients (as money,
credit, &c.) to facilitate the distribution” (Mill [1836] 1967, Essays, 322).



We pause to note that Mill’s “hypothesis” of economic man does not
imply that people are motivated only by material interests. Just as peo-
ple are willing to trade material income for leisure so, too, if people are
willing to trade material income for praise or praiseworthiness (or to
avoid blame), then the economic calculus must take this desire for
approbation into account. Smith explained the point in detail in his
Moral Sentiments and Wealth of Nations. Individuals might willingly
give up material income in return for the improved reciprocal standing
of another group (such as slaves or women). In Smith’s account, this
depends upon the ability to imagine yourself in someone else’s posi-
tion. For Mill, human development is characterized by improved sym-
pathetic judgments which provide the source of moral obligation. So
understood, Mill’s greatest-happiness utilitarianism is equivalent to the
Golden Rule of Christianity (chaps. 7, 8, this vol.). We shall return
later to the notion of sympathy and the consequences of its removal
from economics on many occasions. 

The foundational assumption that the street porter and the philoso-
pher are essentially the same prompts us to ask whether we all have the
same motivations when it comes to uncovering scienti‹c “truth.” In
particular, are scholars motivated by the same self-interested desires for
fame and fortune as the rest of the population? Since Smith supposes
the philosopher is in all respects the same as the street porter, his
answer must be yes. Since his time, however, many in the academy
have come to presume that scholars are more public-spirited than the
rest of the population; scholars are said to seek only (or at least mainly)
the truth. We allow that prejudice infects the academy in the area of
personal relationships, acknowledging, for instance, that a scholar
might oppose hiring a talented colleague because of racial or religious
prejudice. Yet we often cling to the belief that the same scholar would
be unbiased in the evaluation of ideas or intellectual output—that he
or she would never ignore or disparage ideas for racial or religious rea-
sons. Such a presumption may be the ‹nal and most persistent form of
hierarchical thinking. In chapters 5 and 6, we shall examine a case in
which the presumption that experts seek only the truth was terribly
wrong.
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In the period we study, those who opposed the classical economists’
presumption of homogeneity focused on two purported hetero-
geneities between the expert and his subject. First, the expert is pre-
sumed to be untainted by considerations of self-interest, while his sub-
ject is motivated by self-interest. Second, perhaps because of superior
self-control or some other inherent difference, the expert is supposed to
be “superior” to or smarter than the subject he studies. And it is impor-
tant to note that this intellectual superiority is not merely a matter of
better information: the expert with whom we are concerned is some-
one who simply doesn’t trust all subjects, who holds that some will
always be hopelessly prone to making persistent mistakes no matter
how much we educate, train, and inculcate. F. Y. Edgeworth clearly
captured the difference between the classical egalitarian framework in
J. S. Mill and post-Darwinian ideas that implied that education and
other institutional changes would fail to produce the desired social
good. In 1881, he wrote that “the authority of Mill, conveying an
impression of what other Benthamites have taught openly, that all
men, if not equal, are at least equipotential, in virtue of equal educata-
bility” would “probably result in the ruin of the race” because it failed
to take into account “difference of quality” among men (132).6 Ours is
largely a story about how the category “inferior subjects” changes over
time: from the Irish, to blacks, to Jews, and so on.

It is precisely this supposition of superiority that Smith opposed, as
the “vanity of the philosopher”: such vanity implies the subject is in
need of guidance from the expert.7 It also implies that the expert will
be predisposed to disapprove of (and even disallow) the subject making
unfettered choices in a marketplace or in the direction of her affections
in the household and elsewhere. As long as the expert maintains that
he possesses insight into the sorts of preferences people “should” pos-
sess—if they only knew better—he must also accept, and may perhaps
even demand, responsibility for directing those preferences until the
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6. Interestingly, in the light of our claims concerning prejudice, Edgeworth by 1881 can refer
to the “equal educatability” argument in Mill as “pre-Darwinian prejudice” (1881, 132).

7. In chapter 11 we examine Smith on how proverbs might provide such guidance, and we
develop a technical account of how ordinary people might obtain much of the advice they require
from the experience of others.



subjects gain the sort of sophistication that he enjoys. The argument is
as old as Plato’s doctrine that the world will not be set right until the
experts take charge. We shall argue that the “science” of eugenics oper-
ationalizes this doctrine. By contrast, the classical economists’ egalitar-
ian notion of homogeneity—motivational and otherwise—and choices
unfettered by the direction of one’s “betters” go hand in hand.

If we bring the expert and the subject of the theory, the ordinary per-
son, to the same plane of existence in terms of motivation, we also need
to consider how the ordinary person makes decisions. The attack on
classical economics that we study here is a long-neglected example of
the self-conscious expert’s attack on the capacity of ordinary people to
make decisions. 

WHAT DOES EQUALITY LOOK LIKE?

It is straightforward to visualize difference—especially, perhaps, inferi-
ority—among people: we all know of images of a beastlike being that
are supposed to represent lower orders of humans. Since beasts partic-
ipate in only a limited way in human rationality, images of human bes-
tiality are powerful assertions of human difference. Images of bestiality
can then be juxtaposed with choice to convey the claim of differential
competence (see chaps. 2, 3, this vol.). How might we represent the
economists’ assumption of equal competence visually? How can the
economists’ egalitarian postulate of abstract economic man be repre-
sented in caricature? These questions initially startled us when they
were put to us some time ago as we presented our work on images of
hierarchy and transformation (the subject of chap. 3, this vol.).8 The
immediate response of supply and demand curves seemed only partly
right, and also somewhat less interesting than some of the visual ren-
derings of hierarchy, racial or otherwise, that we shall see in the chap-
ters that follow.

Visualizing equality is dif‹cult. But late in the nineteenth century,
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8. We thank Dan Hammond for these questions that have long been on our minds. The
response of supply and demand curves was both our own and also the response of members of the
audience.



the engineer and political economist Fleeming Jenkin took great pains
to confront the critics of economics visually (1887, 2:150). He drew a
picture of exchange in which the participants are faceless: there is no
difference in competence to be inferred from physiognomical differ-
ences (‹g. 1.1). Instead, in this delicate, dancelike drawing, the order is
circular, each actor in the drama of markets has his or her own goals,
and these private goals are revealed in the market order, the sponta-
neous order. Everyone dances and no one leads: Jenkin’s drawing rep-
resents the economists’ analytical tool of abstract economic man in the
context of exchange characterized by reciprocity and sympathy.
Because exchange is voluntary, it is mutually bene‹cial. There is no
hierarchy because no one is in charge and individuals are self-directed.

But the notions of equal competence, Abstract Economic Man, and
self-directed trade have always been contested. Early in our period, the
attack on homogeneity occurs in terms of racial difference and presup-
poses unequal economic and political competence. The attack on
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Fig. 1.1. Fleeming Jenkin, “Exchange Diagram” (1887)



unregulated sympathy concerned a woman’s self-directed expenditure
of household resources. As theories of racial heterogeneity were much
discussed in British anthropological circles in the mid–nineteenth cen-
tury, attacks on analytical egalitarianism also entered into economics
itself and championed the anthropologists’ claim that institutional
reform would be a colossal failure because of inherent racial differ-
ences in the capacity to optimize. Without a “better” to specify what
preferences the subject “should” have, reform would fail. 

The failure is said to go beyond a simple disconnect between ends
and means, something economists have always studied. If it were sim-
ply a matter of mistakes, competent people would learn and make cor-
rections better to obtain their ends. But the failure at issue here is one
of transformation. Left to their own devices, humans purportedly dete-
riorate, become lesser beings.

HOW THE DEBATES PLAY OUT

Those who held out for differences in competence relied on what we
call transformation theories, the claim that incompetent economic
man required remaking, directions for improvement, along with the
claim that, left alone to make his own economic choices, economic
man would devolve into something less-than-competent, so that remak-
ing in line with the expert’s recommendations was urgently required.
Until such a transformation occurred, any appeal to changing condi-
tions, incentives, or institutions was said to be infeasible. And to the
extent that such groups as the Irish, women, or former slaves dared to
place their own preferences on the same plane as those of the experts
and to step outside the established institutional hierarchy, they were
said to be incapable of economic or political self-rule. We examine this
transformation argument in its literary and visual forms in chapter 3.

At the start of our period, economists vehemently opposed the
worldview of Plato and Thomas Carlyle entailing hierarchy and trans-
formation by one’s betters, and presupposed homogeneity instead. By
the early twentieth century, many (though not all) economists
embraced a view of economic actors entailing (1) differential compe-
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tence linked to race, gender, religion, or ethnicity; (2) calls for pater-
nalistic intervention to look after systematically poor optimizers whose
preferences could not be trusted; and (3) eugenical remaking. In chap-
ter 4, we examine the signi‹cance of the attacks on homogeneity in
anthropological circles and trace the in›uence of anthropologists such
as James Hunt on the cofounders of eugenics, Galton and Greg.
Eugenic thinking explicitly attacked the classical postulate of homo-
geneity that characterized the Malthusian recommendation of delayed
marriage. Early eugenicists argued, by contrast, that delay of marriage
would be dysgenic because the “foresightful” “improving element”
will be outbred by the “more reckless” lower orders (Greg 1875, 129). As
experiments in eugenics ‹nally confronted the horror of the Holo-
caust, the classical tradition of equal competence (homogeneity) was
revived, at London, Chicago, and scattered throughout the Austrian
school. Not surprisingly, given the hierarchical characterization
focused on intertemporal decision making, time preference was cen-
tral in the Chicago revival (Knight 1931; Stigler and Becker 1977). And
the antihierarchy argument was made even more emphatically, per-
haps, by another admirer of classical economics, Ludwig von Mises
(1949). As the Chicago school revived the classical doctrine of homo-
geneity, it also (and by no coincidence) revived the presumption of
competence even in political activity. 

The midcentury revival of the postulate of human homogeneity dif-
fered in one key respect from classical thinking, and this difference is a
major theme in what follows. In the classical system, the bene‹ts asso-
ciated with exchange—political or economic—accrue not only in
monetary terms, but also in terms of a second, incommensurate good,
“approbation,” which is linked to sympathy.9 But while equal compe-
tence and the presumption in favor of markets were revived at midcen-
tury, the classical preoccupation with sympathy and the presumption
of reciprocity were not. We have already alluded to one result of the
removal of sympathy. Since the eugenics movement arose as a negative
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9. Thus, we take issue with a reductionist representation of classical utilitarianism, such as
that found in Schumpeter (1954) regarding Mill. To assert that for Mill pleasure can be reduced
to material well-being is to read Mill through the postclassical commonplace.



result of A. R. Wallace’s argument—early eugenicists such as Greg
argued that “natural selection” ought to trump sympathy (Greg 1868,
“Failure”)—we have insight into the transition from classical to post-
classical economics (chap. 4, this vol.). In the triumph of eugenics that
accompanied the transition we see the “un‹t” becoming “parasites,”
removed from sympathy. The enterprise of remaking economic man
became a project of physical remaking, one in which, signi‹cantly, the
expert was placed on a different plane from (that is, superior to) the
subject.

This separation of expert and subject leads us also to examine the
form of argumentation that governed these debates. How is it that
visual and literary representations, apparently, so often fall on the side
of transformation theories,10 while the more analytical arguments are,
in the main, nontransformational? This is the subject of chapter 11
where we examine the informational properties of proverbs or “stories,”
the anecdotes of ordinary people. There we ‹nd that centered stories,
anecdotes, have desirable properties when there is reason to suspect
that the theory (or the theorist) is systematically incorrect. Since a
major characteristic of hierarchical theory is that the theorist is in some
signi‹cant sense different from (better than) the subject, and is
tempted by this assumption, there may be good reasons for such suspi-
cion.

Is there any room for “remaking” in classical economics? If so, how
might it occur? Chapter 9 addresses the question, Can individuals
transform themselves in a context of nonpaternalistic, self-directed
action? Mill tackled this hard problem in various contexts including
the institution of marriage and the abolition of slavery. Today, when
we neglect the problem of institutional reform in the context of a com-
petitive democracy, we lose the context in which the analytical
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10. Walt Whitman is an important exception, and reviews attacked his work on these grounds:
“To Walt Whitman, all things are alike good—no thing is better than another, and thence there
is no ideal, no aspiration, no progress to things better. It is not enough that all things are good, all
things are equally good, and, therefore, there is no order in creation; no better, no worse—but all
is a democratic level, from which can come no symmetry, in which there is no head, no subordi-
nation, no system, and, of course, no result” (“Studies among the Leaves” 1856, 17). We plan to
address Whitman’s role in the debate between Thomas Carlyle and J. S. Mill at a later date.



machinery of classical economics was developed. Looking at that con-
text is also the subject of chapter 9. Mill’s notorious statement of the
difference between higher and lower pleasures in his 1861 Utilitarian-
ism provides a case in point (211). But the same idea ‹rst appears in the
1848 Principles when Mill tackles the problem of how people make
themselves into competent optimizers. To “civilize” a person, one
immerses him in material desires ([1848] 1965, 104; quoted in chap. 8,
this vol.). While these material desires might not be approved in Mill’s
society, they are critical steps in the development of the capacity for
self-reliance ([1848] 1965, 104–5).

If people can move to self-government entailing farsighted concern
for their own interest, can they also take the additional step toward con-
cern for others? Materialism is only a step toward this end. Whether
Mill succeeds or fails—authorities are divided—he points to a real
dif‹culty in the transition between social states: habits that evolve for
sensible reasons under one set of institutions, such as paternalism, mar-
riage, or slavery, might be counterproductive in another.

CONCLUSION

Perhaps not surprisingly in the light of the rise of biological remaking
that ‹gures so prominently throughout this book, the possibility of
Mill’s self-directed sort of remaking was soon to be denied within eco-
nomics. Mill envisaged an internal remaking that, in the context of
experience, discussion, and the desire for approbation, resulted in the
recognition of the desirability of political reform and the removal of
institutional impediments to reciprocity. But the notion that individuals
might change themselves was soon criticized and widely rejected. This
denial forms a key part of our story, for it, too, followed as notions of bio-
logically determined hierarchy entered economics. Coupled with an
acceptance of hierarchical difference among individuals in their capac-
ity for optimization, the denial of self-directed remaking implied that
intervention in the form of biological and paternalistic experiments
would become attractive to economists of the postclassical period.
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II

PERCEIVING RACE 
AND HIERARCHY 

I have two sensations; we will suppose them to be simple ones; two sen-
sations of white, or one sensation of white and another of black. I call

the ‹rst two sensations like; the last two unlike. What is the fact or phe-
nomenon constituting the fundamentum of this relation? The two sensa-
tions ‹rst, and then what we call a feeling of resemblance, or of want of
resemblance. . . . these feelings of resemblance, and of its opposite dis-
similarity, are parts of our nature; and parts so far from being capable of
analysis, that they are presupposed in every attempt to analyse any of our

other feelings. Likeness and unlikeness, therefore, as well as
antecedence, sequence, and simultaneousness, must stand apart among

relations, as things sui generis. They are attributes grounded on facts,
that is, on states of consciousness, but on states which are peculiar,

unresolvable, and inexplicable.
—J. S. Mill, Logic

RACISM AS THE PRIMITIVE

It will soon be clear that notions of “race” and hierarchy are ill-de‹ned,
indeed unstable, in the mid-nineteenth and well into the twentieth
century. Arguments about race and hierarchy frequently played out
both in terms of the Irish and the former slaves in Jamaica (Curtis 1968,
1997). The “labouring classes” were also included in racially charged
discussions of inherited incompetence. And as noted earlier, hierarchy
and competence were mapped to gender and religion, as well.

This instability of race and hierarchy invites us to take what we shall
call racism as primitive for our analysis and to consider what distinc-
tions were made by those we study.1 Taking racism as the foundation
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1. We use the more familiar racism rather than the unwieldy hierarchicalism here, to signify
thinking in which groups are perceived as superior versus inferior. Glenn Loury’s axiom “ ‘Race’
is a socially constructed mode of human categorization” (2002, 5) is much to the point. We focus 



for our analysis is very much akin to what Bishop Berkeley proposed by
taking perception as the foundation for his work on vision. One learns,
Berkeley said, to perceive distance (Levy 2001). As we see in our epi-
graph, Mill’s work on resemblance is even more sharply focused on the
perception of difference and similarity.

Likeness and unlikeness, therefore, as well as antecedence, sequence,
and simultaneousness, must stand apart among relations, as things sui
generis. They are attributes grounded on facts, that is, on states of con-
sciousness, but on states which are peculiar, unresolvable, and inexplic-
able. (Mill [1843] 1973, Logic, 70) 

Following Mill, we suppose that one person perceives another directly
through the immediate senses or indirectly through words and pictures
of that other person. The judgment that results is “the same as me” or
“different from me.” “The same as me” af‹rms analytical egalitarian-
ism; “different from me” af‹rms analytical hierarchicalism. In the
debates we study, the step is always taken from “difference” to “inferi-
ority” or “superiority.”2

In line with Mill, we suggest that people learn to perceive “similar-
ity” or “difference.” Part of the learning process involves images and
stories that insist upon human homogeneity—the Wedgewood image
that accompanied the slogan supposing the truth of Genesis (“Am I not
a man and a brother?”) was central to the antislavery movement3—as
well as images and stories that purport that some people are closer to
beasts than they are to people (chaps. 9, 3, this vol.). Even as the per-
ception of homogeneity widened to people across the globe and sym-
pathy was extended to other races, the argument was put forward that
some are more deserving of sympathy than others, that “charity begins
at home.” This slogan is central to nineteenth-century “paternalism” in
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on the microfoundations of such a construction while attempting (by using Mill’s constructions)
to use the machinery found within the period we study.

2. The problem didn’t end with our period. In 1963, Martin Luther King rightly urged that an
“unjust” law was “difference made legal,” while a “just law” was “sameness made legal.”

3. The manacled African’s nakedness emphasized his shared experience of human birth.
When the opponents of the antislavery movement remade the image and changed the slave’s
gender, a message of another sort was conveyed. The painting, Voyage of the Sable Venus, from
Angola to the West Indies (1793) by Thomas Stoddard, is reproduced in Wood 2000, 22.



that it recognizes that unregulated sympathy and choices can endanger
hierarchy.

Taking racism as primitive lets us deal with the question of the Jew-
ish “race” with the same facility with which we deal with the Irish
“race.” A “race” is what the people of the time perceive it to be. Fran-
cis Galton and Karl Pearson will tell us that Jews are a “race” because
they can be distinguished visually from other people (chap. 5, this vol.).
We will consider how Jews are thereby “proven” inferior, and how this
re›ects on our argument concerning the motivation of scholars, in
chapter 6.

To provide a thumbnail sketch of the debates on human hierarchy,
we use an index of humanity—or human hierarchy—which we denote
α for the Greek anthrop, the human. We use this device to character-
ize four major positions in the period we study. We shall use α in what
follows to de‹ne a “race” because we ‹nd that race is con›ated in our
period with religion, gender, and class.

Race is also con›ated with choice. This con›ation is perhaps best
illustrated by the remarkable 1860 image by Charles Bennett that con-
veys the message that a woman who exits the household to engage in
market activity changes race (‹g. 2.1). The image, entitled “Slavey,”
captures the malleability of “race” unforgettably.4 A woman who exits
hierarchy through markets—by entering the labor force—devolves
into “an enslaved African type of humanity.” She is now perceived as
different, and must be so.

The “progressive” doctrine—that hierarchy humanizes, while exit-
ing hierarchy to make self-directed choices causes racial devolu-
tion—is central to Charles Kingsley’s in›uential children’s tale,
Water-Babies, as well as the Punch images we study later (chap. 3, this
vol.). Water-Babies contains the story of the Doasyoulikes—particu-
larly fond of playing a Jew’s harp—whose devolution to apes and con-
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4. The accompanying text makes it clear that Bennett is on Carlyle’s side in the debate over
slavery with Mill: “It will be noticed that the eidolographic development of Miss Hipswidge is
strikingly suggestive of the enslaved African type of humanity. The banjo, castanets, ‘abundant
pumpkin,’ and other conventional solaces of that persecuted race are, however, wanting to make
the resemblance perfect” (Bennett and Brough 1860, 33). The “abundant pumpkin” is a phrase
from Carlyle’s “Negro Question” discussed in Levy 2001 and Levy and Peart 2001–2.



sequent extermination is a matter of no regret. As the last of the
ape-men perishes at the hands of a European hunter, he tries to say that
he was a “man and a brother” but, having lost the power of speech, fails
in the attempt.

THEORIES OF HUMAN CAPABILITY

What is it that de‹nes the human and measures human capability? By
common consent it is “rationality.” In the period we are discussing, the
concept of rationality had a social aspect because it presupposed both
common language as well as the capacity for individual choice. Adam
Smith supposed a social foundation for political economy when he
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Fig. 2.1. Charles Bennett, “Slavey” (1860)



conjectured that humans trade because they reason and they speak a
common language (Smith, Wealth of Nations, I.2.§2; Rubinstein
2000). While it is not quite the case that everyone in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries de‹ned the human in terms of an ability to
use language, the exceptions were considered eccentric by their con-
temporaries.5 Thus, in terms of our α, there will be a discontinuity of
the relation between α and reason at the edge of the development of
language.

Once human status is attained, human capability is related to the
ability to make economic and political choices, including the decision
to marry and have children. For classical economists, there are two key
aspects of this capability: the ability to sympathize, that is, to take into
account other people in the self-interested calculus; and what contem-
porary economists call “time preference.”

The ability to reason involves the ability to abstract, on one’s own,
from surface differences. Those who opposed classical economics held
that such judgments were not to be trusted unless they were directed.
Unregulated sympathetic judgments might yield resources to the
undeserving. In the debates we study, positive time preference was also
viewed as a failing.6 As the case was made that some among us fail to
make decisions optimally, perceptions of hierarchy and race entered
economics: early British postclassical writers maintained that lack of
patience was a particularly Irish characteristic.

Here, we are interested in different speci‹cations of the relationship
between humanity and economic ability (entailing sympathetic and
intertemporal judgments) in the great debates over hierarchy.7 We
focus on four foundational views of the relationship: the evangelical
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5. The counterexample is Lord Monboddo (James Burnett) who de‹ned humans as tool
users and thus considered the great apes he knew about as instances of men without language.

6. W. S. Jevons, for instance, argued that in matters of intertemporal decisions, the laboring
classes were inherently myopic and prone to making systematical mistakes. For a demonstration
of such views in Jevons, Marshall, Pigou, and Fisher, see Peart 2000, Lipkes 1999, and Collard
1996.

7. Since we are more interested in racism than race, there are many aspects of the debates on
race that will concern us very little. For example, we consider the doctrine of separate creation,
“polygenesis,” only brie›y in Levy and Peart 2004 when we consider more closely differences
between Hume’s and Smith’s views on human equality. 



(‹g. 2.2); Adam Smith’s view; a developmental account; and a eugenic
account.

Evangelicals

The evangelicals distinguished two—and only two—states of the
human: the redeemed, or highest humanity, with α = 1, and the fallen,
with α < 1. Since all of the fallen have the possibility of redemption
open to them, they are above the beasts. Having achieved the status of
the fallen or redeemed, all are equally human. We will see in what fol-
lows that the evangelicals and economists shared the same founda-
tional conception of humanity.

Smith

Smith does not consider the redeemed, but he does discuss those who
are regarded by their fellows as heroic. These “imagined” types are
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Fig. 2.2. Evangelical view of human status



objects of approval and emulation. As we noted at the outset, Smith
sees all “real” individuals as equally human (‹g. 2.3).

The critical evangelical doctrine is that of original sin. What unites
Smith and the evangelicals is the doctrine that all real men have the
same potential. This suf‹ces for them jointly to oppose slavery. Smith’s
Theory of Moral Sentiments describes the process by which people
come to moral consciousness. We shall see at length that evangelicals
approved of Smith’s argument and relied on his intellectual authority
in their own work (chap. 9, this vol.).

We have alluded to the signi‹cance of sympathy in Smith. The α
construction represents our intuition that agents may be willing to pay
more to make evils vanish for those whose α is “high” than for those
who have a “low” α. If black slaves or British women are viewed as peo-
ple just like us, then we must be willing to pay more to release them
from bondage than if they are a lower order of humanity. On the other
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side of this, denigrating the humanity of distant people and those who
sympathize with such people is part and parcel of the enterprise of hier-
archy. When Charles Dickens expressed disapproval of a wife and
mother who spent her time worrying about African slaves instead of
being the person her husband and daughters wished her to be, he drew
the only expletive—“that creature Dickens”—recorded in Mill’s life
and works.8 We shall meet Dickens’s character Mrs. Jellyby later
(chap. 7, this vol.).

Developmental

The next graph presents two developmental views of human nature
that are often confounded. First, there is the utilitarian developmental
view associated with Mill and Herbert Spencer, which sees a positive
monotonic relationship between α and economic ability. Second,
there is the biological developmental view associated with Greg and
Galton, where α attains a maximum at H* and then bends down (‹g.
2.4). The downward sloping portion re›ects the biologists’ criticism of
utilitarians for paying insuf‹cient attention to the deleterious conse-
quence of undirected sympathy and ethics.9

Consider the solid line, which represents the utilitarian develop-
mental view. The simple curvature does not tell us the direction of
causation: do we become better humans as we gain ability to make sen-
sible choices; or do more developed people make more sensible
choices? Not surprisingly, there were different views on the matter. For
Mill, improved ability to make choices, manifested in part as widened
sympathy, improved one’s human status (chap. 7, this vol.). Indeed, we
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8. This occurs in a letter from John Stuart Mill to Harriet Mill of 20 March 1854. “That crea-
ture Dickens, whose last story, Bleak House, I found accidently at the London Library the other
day and took home and read—much the worst of his things, and the only one of them I altogether
dislike—has the vulgar impudence in this thing to ridicule rights of women. It is done in the very
vulgarest way—just the style in which vulgar men used to ridicule ‘learned ladies’ as neglecting
their children and household, etc.” (quoted in Packe 1954, 311). This tells us that Mill had dis-
covered only the book version and had not seen the public attack from Lord Denman on Bleak
House in serial form.

9. Is it possible to be “too” rational? Thomas Carlyle judged his adversary, John Stuart Mill,
to be a “logic-chopping machine.” At the beginning of Mill’s attempt to bring justice to murdered
and mutilated Jamaicans (chap. 8, this vol.), he wrote that we must not let narrow self-interest dis-
tract us from the demands of impartial justice for our fellow creatures. 



shall make the case that Mill’s “higher pleasures” are simply those
choices that re›ect expanded sympathy. For Mill, the maximum α was
attained by Socrates and Jesus Christ, who revealed a willingness to die
for strangers. And although Mill was critical of crude American mate-
rialism, he believed that the highest national α was attained by Ameri-
cans who were willing to die to abolish the slavery of their fellows.

Eugenic

In the second half of the century, biologists called for a reduction, or at
least a directing, of human sympathy and ethics—critical considera-
tions in the developmental view. A. R. Wallace had argued in 1864 that
the principle of natural selection does not operate with humans
because people possess sympathy for their fellow humans: we do not let
the mentally in‹rm and the physically weak perish. Eugenicists
responded that if this survival of the un‹t were the result of sympathy
in humans, sympathy should be suppressed. Thus, without suppression
(via eugenic policy), beyond a certain point (H*) an increase in ability
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entailing expanded sympathetic judgements actually reduces α. Such
thinking led to the eugenicists’ program of biological remaking in
order to prevent the biological decay that was said to follow the undi-
rected acquisition of sympathetic tendencies in humans, to keep the
human race from moving to the right of H*. In chapter 6, we consider
the incentives facing the expert who purportedly possessed the ability
to identify and sterilize “the un‹t,” those too simple to make reproduc-
tive choices.

There is a more subtle instance of eugenic theorists producing a
downward sloping segment of the developmental index. Like most
social scientists of the period who presupposed heterogeneity, eugeni-
cists claimed that the impulsive behavior of “inferior” races revealed
they lacked the ability to make reproductive choices and possessed
high rates of time preference. However, when an evident “inferior”
race—the Jews—seemed to reveal a lower rate of time preference than
the British, the statistician Karl Pearson interpreted this ‹nding as evi-
dence of an inherent defect among the Jews. This is a result of the
temptation confronting the expert that we have referred to earlier.

Eugenicists criticized classical economists and Jews, and for similar
reasons. The downward sloping segment of the graph captures what
unites these two groups in the imagination of eugenicists/progressives:
both are supposedly characterized by abstraction, materialism, and
lack of spiritualism. Eugenicists then reasoned that classical econo-
mists failed to see differences among people because of their tendency
to abstract. The great divide upon which we focus in what follows is
between those for whom the life of some people is worth more than the
life of others and those for whom it is not.10
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10. In opposition to Mill’s equality proposition, Edgeworth responded, “Accordingly in the
‘koomposh’ of an unlimited pauper population, the most favourable disposition might seem to be
(abstracted from practical considerations, and if the delineation of Wundt be veri‹ed within and
beyond the region of sensation), might seem perhaps to be, that adhering ex hypothesi to the let-
ter of the ‹rst problem, we should be guided by the spirit of the second problem, should wish to
cut off the redundant numbers with an illusory portion, so as to transfer substantial (equal) por-
tions to a few. There might be, as it were, a mulcting of many brothers to make a few eldest sons”
(1877, 61). We shall return to Edgeworth’s position in chapter 10.



WHO ARE THE PHARISEES? 

HOW EVANGELICALS BECAME JEWS 

In our account, progressive means a belief that human nature can and
should be improved. This possibility is denied by Adam Smith, who
held, as a modeling device, that human nature is ‹xed: human nature
could not be transformed or remade. Christian evangelicals accepted the
possibility of transformation, but only through the will of God. As a result
of their shared doctrine of ‹xed human nature, evangelicals and econo-
mists were attacked together by Progressives as hypocritical “canters”
(chap. 8, this vol.). If the economists appeared Jewish to their opponents,
and economists share a set of beliefs about human nature with evangeli-
cals, then we might expect the same Jewish label to be applied to the
evangelicals. This three-way identi‹cation—economist, Jew, Evangeli-
cal—is a test of our approach, which takes perceptions as foundational.11

Throughout the nineteenth century, critics called the evangelicals
“Pharisees.” The ancient Pharisees were those with whom Jesus most
disagreed and whom he accused of being hypocrites. Early-nine-
teenth-century use of the term signi‹es hypocrisy, or cant.12

“Pharisee” turns into more than an accusation of a personal discon-
nect between professions of belief and behavior, in the poem that
serves as epigram to Kingsley’s Water-Babies. Found in the magazine
version but suppressed after the ‹rst 200 copies of the book were
printed, the poem reads13
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11. Taking facts as foundational, one might make the case that classical economists were Jews
because David Ricardo’s mother was a Jew and Ricardo was an important classical economist.

12. Here, the difference between the British Oxford English Dictionary and the American
Webster’s Third International Dictionary is worthy of note. The OED de‹nes pharisee as hypo-
critical: “One of an ancient Jewish sect distinguished by their strict observance of the traditional
and written law, and by their pretensions to superior sanctity.” Compare the OED on sadducee:
“A member of one of the three ‘sects’ (the others being the Pharisees and Essenes) into which the
Jews were divided in the time of Christ. According to the New Testament and Josephus, they
denied the resurrection of the dead, the existence of angels and spirits, and the obligation of the
unwritten law alleged by the Pharisees to have been handed down by tradition from Moses.” Only
Webster’s tells what the Pharisees actually professed, i.e., “immortality of the soul, the resurrection
of the body, future retribution, and a coming Messiah . . . .”

13. Consequently, in the rare book market the poem is the marker of the two “states” of the
‹rst edition of Water-Babies (Macleod 1986, 40). Kingsley’s anti-Semitism drew letters of protest
to the Times (Harris 1981). The relationship of later editions to the suppressed “L’Envoi” is com-



L’ENVOI
Hence, unbelieving Sadducees,
And less-believing Pharisees,
With dull conventionalities;
And leave a country muse at ease
To play at leap-frog, if she please,
With children and realities. (August 1862, 273)

Although Water-Babies attacks those who do not believe in transfor-
mation by their betters, and it singles out economists for speci‹c criti-
cism, Kingsley does not explain why those who doubt transformation
might be called Pharisees. For this insight, we turn to Werner Som-
bart, commentator on Marx and Engels and, later, admirer of National
Socialism.14 In Sombart’s writings, Jewish law is identi‹ed with capi-
talism.15 What has been less noticed is Sombart’s next step, which
speaks directly to our identi‹cation thesis:16 his chapter “Judaism and
Puritanism” identi‹es Puritans with Jews.17
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plicated. The ‹rst of the one hundred illustrations drawn by Linley Sambourne, the visual epi-
graph, has children and frogs playing leapfrog. But a “new edition” of the original (illustrated by
Noel Paton and Percival Skelton) printed in New York (Kingsley n.d.) contains “L’Envoi.”

14. “The Jewish spirit is capitalistic. The English are said to possess the capitalist and, accord-
ingly, the Jewish spirit. And Sombart thinks that the chief task of the German people and, above
all, of National Socialism is the annihilation of the Jewish spirit” (Harris 1942, 813). “In identify-
ing Judaism as a moral basis of capitalism Sombart closely follows the pattern set by such early
pan-Germanists as his teacher, Adoph Wagner, who looked upon English free trade and laissez
faire as ‘Manchesterism’ as Jewish” (832). Barkin traces Wagner’s development from classical
beginnings to exponent of hierarchy: “He had anticipated neither the predominance of Jews in
Berlin’s economic life nor the unrestrained pro‹t motive at work in the stock exchange and in the
dealings of real estate speculators. The working-class squalor that he observed had no parallel in
his experience. His Manchester sympathies did not survive a year in this unrestrained boom-town
atmosphere of Berlin” (1969, 147). “Industrialism fostered a society in which egotism was
rewarded and a concern for the commonweal led to ruin. At times he pondered whether Chris-
tianity could long survive in an industrial age. In the recent rise to prominence of the Jews, with
their reputed immorality and obsession with material acquisition, Wagner found conclusive evi-
dence for the soundness of his observations” (155).

15. “Clearly, then, free trade and industrial freedom were in accordance with Jewish law, and
therefore in accordance with God’s will. What a mighty motive power in economic life!” (Som-
bart 1951, 248).

16. Harris (1942, 831) and Coleman (2002) catch the earlier, and related, identi‹cation
“Scotchman and Jew are interchangeable terms” that follows from their trading nature.

17. Schumpeter tells us that Sombart was unique in the history of economics because he was
the only economist for whom race is an analytic element: “In fact, so far as I know, Werner Som-
bart is the only economist of note that ever made signi‹cant use of the element of race” (1954,
792). 



The Jews and Modern Capitalism begins to make the case:

I have already mentioned that Max Weber’s study of the importance of
Puritanism for the capitalistic system was the impetus that sent me to
consider the importance of the Jew, especially as I felt that the domi-
nating ideas of Puritanism which were so powerful in capitalism were
more perfectly developed in Judaism, and were also of course of much
earlier date.

. . . there is an almost unique identity of view between Judaism and Puri-
tanism, at least, on those points which we have investigated. In both will
be found the preponderance of religious interests, the idea of divine
rewards and punishments, asceticism within the world, the close rela-
tionship between religion and business, and above all, the rationaliza-
tion of life. (1951, 248, 249; emphasis added) 

After giving “an instance or two” of this identity, Sombart quotes poetic
authority.

I would also recall the words of Heine, who had a clear insight into most
things. “Are not,” he asks in his Confessions, “Are not the Protestant
Scots Hebrews, with their Biblical names, their Jerusalem, pharisaistic
cant? And is not their religion a Judaism which allows you to eat pork?”
(1951, 249)

From which it follows:

Puritanism is Judaism. (1951, 249)

“Cant” is the hostile label for the nineteenth-century coalition of utili-
tarian economists and Evangelicals (chap. 8, this vol.). This three-way,
seemingly bizarre identi‹cation—economist, Jew, Evangelical—is
what our account predicts. 
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Part II

CLASSICAL ECONOMICS 
AND THE CATTLE HERDERS





III

HIERARCHY AND
TRANSFORMATION

“Chemical  Pol i t ical  Economy”

Is it not, then, a bitter satire on the mode in which opinions are formed
on the most important problems of human nature and life, to ‹nd pub-
lic instructors of the greatest pretension, imputing the backwardness of
Irish industry, and the want of energy of the Irish people in improving
their condition, to a peculiar indolence and insouciance in the Celtic
race? Of all vulgar modes of escaping from the consideration of the
effect of social and moral in›uences on the human mind, the most 

vulgar is that of attributing the diversities of conduct and 
character to inherent natural differences.

—John Stuart Mill, The Principles of Political Economy

“Make them peasant-proprietors,” says Mr. Mill. But Mr. Mill forgets
that, till you change the character of the Irish cottier, peasant-proprietor-
ship would work no miracle. He would fall behind in the instalments of
his purchase-money, and would be called upon to surrender his farm.
He would often neglect it in idleness, ignorance, jollity and drink, get
into debt, and have to sell his property to the nearest owner of a great

estate. . . . In two generations Ireland would again be England’s
dif‹culty, come back upon her in an aggravated form. Mr. Mill never
deigns to consider that an Irishman is an Irishman, and not an average
human being—an idiomatic and idiosyncratic, not an abstract, man.

—W. R. Greg, “Realities of Irish Life” 

INTRODUCTION: THE USE OF HISTORY 

IN AN AXIOMATIC DISCIPLINE 

Although there are important technical differences among contempo-
rary schools of thought in economics, and between contemporary eco-
nomic analysis and classical political economy, a common presump-
tion underscores the analysis. A person who chooses one bundle (or
life-style) in preference to another is presumed to be the same person
were the choice reversed. In the simple, timeless economic theory of
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choice with certainty, two distinct points on an indifference curve
relate to the same person. In more complicated formulations, of
course, the choice itself may have irreversible elements as, for instance,
when a person obtains information by the act of consumption. The
consequences of the choice may also be irreversible.

The idea of consumer sovereignty has only occasionally been chal-
lenged in recent history. Two notable examples—by Maurice Dobb
(1933) and J. K. Galbraith (1958)—were countered by Abba Lerner
(1934) and F. A. Hayek (1961). But neither Dobb nor Galbraith chal-
lenged the doctrine of the stability of the agent’s personal identity
through choice. By contrast, this stability was precisely the contested
ground in the debates we consider here. We examine this contested
ground to shed light on the power of our axioms in economics. For
while economists have a strong sense of what our axioms imply about
consumer choice, we are sometimes less aware of what the axiomatic
representation of consumer choice prevents. And few economists
appreciate that what is prevented by our formulation was once up for
grabs. The axiom at issue is the stability of personality through choice:
we shall demonstrate that powerful intellects argued that choices irre-
versibly alter the agent.

Speci‹cally, we demonstrate that race was con›ated with choice in
nineteenth-century popular culture and anthropology.1 The con-
tention that “bad” choices cause the human to deteriorate was a com-
mon theme in the nineteenth-century debates over human equality
versus hierarchy. Classical economists, by contrast, held that human
nature is ‹xed—it doesn’t deteriorate—and humans are equal. In what
follows, we focus primarily on the fallen or “devolved” human that
‹gured heavily in these disputes: the Irish. The question at issue was
whether, being human, the Irish were capable of self-government, or
whether, being “inferior,” they required direction instead. 
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1. It is important to reiterate that race is a rather ill-de‹ned notion well into the twentieth cen-
tury. At the mid–nineteenth century, the word race is sometimes used to indicate national or
vaguely de‹ned ethnic differences. Discussion in the Anthropological Society at this time
focused on the Irish, and on whether a well-de‹ned separate Irish “race” might be identi‹ed.
Arguments about inferiority—and whether choices caused agents to devolve—were extended to
religious groups (the Jews) and to women.



We begin by sketching John Ruskin’s2 criticism of the method of
classical political economy. The classical political economists erred,
Ruskin argued, in supposing that human nature was ‹xed, and that
people simply respond to incentives. Instead, Ruskin held that humans
were capable of being transformed—of deteriorating or being
improved. The question is how. Therefore we examine this process in
more detail and juxtapose Ruskin’s position on the consequences of
industrialization for the Irish with that of Mill. For Mill, the Irish
would become productive so long as there were incentives to do so. For
many critics of political economy, including the cofounder of eugen-
ics, W. R. Greg, the Irish were inherently inferior and would not
respond to incentives unless forced to do so.3

Next we outline the critics’ paternalistic solution to such inferiority:
those who were inferior might be prevented from the devolution atten-
dant upon poor choices if their choices were directed by their betters.
We then turn to an examination of how widespread such characteriza-
tions of the Irish were. We focus on how the argument was carried out
in visual terms and in the popular press. In this context, we outline two
main racial “theories” that were developed and applied to the Irish by
the British anthropologist James Hunt and his followers at midcen-
tury.4 All of this was greatly reinforced by popular stories and images of
the time, caricatures that represented the Irish as overly indolent, vio-
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2. John Ruskin (1819–1900), British art critic, painter, and essayist, examined the religious,
moral, economic, and political signi‹cance of art. He argued that art reached its zenith in the
Middle Ages, when it re›ected spiritual concerns. 

3. William Rathbone Greg (1809–81) attacked the economics of Thomas Robert Malthus for
ignoring the issue of the “quality”—as opposed to the quantity—of population. His essays were
extensively quoted by contemporaries, including Charles Darwin (Peart and Levy 2003). For bio-
graphical details, see Levy and Peart 2004a. Toye (2000) calls this “the Greg problem” and con-
siders how J. M. Keynes wrestled with these issues.

4. James Hunt was president of the Anthropological Society and the owner-editor of the
Anthropological Review. All that has been written on Hunt pictures him with enormous vitality
and energy. The obituary from New York Weekly Day-Book (6 November 1869), reprinted in the
Anthropology Review under “Anthropological News” (1870, 97), gives some ›avor of contempo-
rary opinions: “We are pained to hear of the death of Dr. James Hunt . . . beyond doubt the best,
or, at all events, the most useful man in England, if not, indeed, in Europe.” Cf. Keith (1917, 19):
“[Hunt] has the ‹re and enthusiasm of an evangelist and the methods of a popular political pro-
pagandist.” Hunt is mentioned by all modern workers in “scienti‹c” racism, e.g., Curtis (1968),
Banton (1977), Rainger (1978), Lorimer (1978), Stepan (1982), Desmond (1994), Young (1995),
and Levy (2001). Chapter 4 discusses Hunt’s in›uence and links Hunt to Galton and eugenics.



lent, beastlike creatures. The mutual determination of such caricatures
and the “science” of James Hunt are our ‹nal subjects.

Throughout this chapter, we explore the argument that, for the pur-
portedly inferior group, a speci‹c type of choice—obedience, or the
surrendering of choice—supposedly prevents the devolution of the
subject. Two sets of events provided the immediate context for this
argument. First, the Fenian movement, which had been launched in
1858 in Ireland and America, became armed and dangerous by the
1860s in its agitation to promote the overthrow of the British govern-
ment in Ireland. The movement instigated a rising in March 1867. Its
leaders were arrested in Manchester on 11 September. A week later,
they were rescued while being taken from court to jail. A police of‹cer
was killed, and three Fenians were hanged for his murder. They
became known as the Manchester martyrs, and their execution for
what was perceived as an accidental killing aroused great anger among
Irish people at home and abroad. Equally, there was a growth of
anti-Irish feeling in England, particularly in December 1867, when a
number of Londoners were killed or severely injured after a Fenian
bomb exploded during a rescue attempt at Clerkenwell Prison.

Second, what has become known as the Governor Eyre controversy
occurred in 1865. The controversy was triggered by a seemingly trivial
event in the British colony of Jamaica. Led by Paul Bogle—whose
name lives on in Bob Marley’s “So Much Things to Say”—former
slaves resisted the serving of an arrest warrant. The island’s governor,
Edward Eyre, took command, imposed martial law, and called in the
army to restore order. By the time the army was done, over four hun-
dred Jamaicans were dead, and thousands were homeless. Britons were
horri‹ed by the methods of state terror, including ›ogging with wire
whips and the use of military courts to deny civilians their rights.
Among the dead was George Gordon, a Baptist minister and member
of Jamaica’s legislature. Although Gordon, a civilian, was nowhere
near the original disturbances, he was arrested, tried in military court,
convicted, and hanged. Upon his death, the Jamaica Committee was
formed to protest the governor’s actions and demand an investigation.
The members of the Jamaica Committee included Herbert Spencer,
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Charles Darwin and T. H. Huxley. As head, they unanimously chose
John Stuart Mill. On the other side, the Eyre Defense Fund was led by
Thomas Carlyle5 and John Ruskin (Semmel 1962; Levy and Peart
2001–2, 2004a). Perhaps not surprisingly, given that these two events are
part of the historical backdrop of the period, we ‹nd this period marks
the high period of con›ation of the Negro and the Irish “races.”6

Though few commentators today hold that choices cause agents to
deteriorate, residues of the perhaps more subtle versions of these argu-
ments still color discussions about how choices are made, or ought to
be: under the careful supervision of, or direction by, “experts” who
know better. At stake is the issue of whether we can remake incentives
and trust agents to respond, or whether we need instead to improve the
choices—by remaking the agents—of those among us who are said to
be fundamentally unable to make good self-directed choices. It is
important to understand the historical context of the debate, how the
characterizations of “inferior” and “superior” were constructed and
used, historically, and how economic thinking, both then and now,
ruled out such group characterizations as well as claims concerning
the desirability of remaking human nature.

HUMAN NATURE: FIXED OR VARIABLE

For the critics of classical political economy, human nature was mal-
leable, and classical economists erred in supposing that people simply
respond to incentives. In 1860, John Ruskin contrasted his “chemical”
view of political economy with the “mathematical” view of classical
political economists such as J. S. Mill.7 The mathematical approach
supposed that the nature of man is ‹xed and people respond to incen-
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5. Thomas Carlyle (1795–1881) was an essayist, a historian, and the greatest speaker for hier-
archy of his era. A master stylist, he is quoted several thousand times in the Oxford English Dic-
tionary.

6. The president of the Anthropological Society of London in 1870, John Beddoe, developed
an “Index of Nigrescence” to apply to Celtic “types,” and a racial category, “Africanoid Celts”
(1870, 212–13). 

7. Mill’s statement is given later. We argue throughout this volume that classical political
economy beginning with Adam Smith presupposed a deep form of human homogeneity in which
all individuals were the same. See Smith, Wealth of Nations, quoted in chapter 1.



tives.8 Social forces simply move the constant human from one point
to another. By contrast, the chemical approach presupposes that such
social forces change people.

But the disturbing elements in the social problem are not of the same
nature as the constant ones: they alter the essence of the creature under
examination the moment they are added; they operate, not mathemati-
cally, but chemically, introducing conditions which render all our pre-
vious knowledge unavailable. (Ruskin [1860] 1905, 26)9

Before Unto This Last, Ruskin had explained that the most important
subject of transformation was the human being.10 This proposition
made a considerable stir. We quote from an introduction to Ruskin’s
thoughts in Cope Tobacco’s Smoke Room Booklets issued forty years
later.

This is Mr. Ruskin’s condemnation of our modern social condition; that
we manufacture every thing except men. “We blanch cotton,
strengthen steel, and re‹ne sugar, and shape pottery; but to brighten, to
strengthen, to re‹ne, or to form a single living spirit, never enters into
our estimate of advantages.” (Lewin in Ruskin 1893, 4)

For those who subscribed to the chemical view, the problem with clas-
sical economics was that it failed to contemplate how to improve the
subject.
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8. In fact, Mill takes something of an intermediate position between Smith and Ruskin: as
noted previously (chap. 2), Mill is a developmentalist. What separates him from Ruskin and other
“progressives” of the time is that for Mill, “improvement” was to be self- (rather than “expert”-)
directed (chap. 8, this vol.).

9. Classical political economy also failed because it supposed that the exchange of untrans-
formed goods was pro‹table. For exchange to generate net bene‹ts, Ruskin held, there must be a
transformation. “Pro‹t, or material gain, is attainable only by construction or by discovery; not by
exchange. Whenever material gain follows exchange, for every plus there is a precisely equal
minus.” “Thus, one man, by sowing and reaping, turns one measure of corn into two measures.
That is Pro‹t. Another, by digging and forging, turns one spade into two spades. That is Pro‹t. But
the man who has two measures of corn wants sometimes to dig; and the man who has two spades
wants sometimes to eat:—They exchange the gained grain for the gained tool; and both are the
better for the exchange; but though there is much advantage in the transactions, there is no pro‹t.
Nothing is constructed or produced” ([1860] 1905, 90–91).

10. See “Nature of the Gothic” in Ruskin’s 1851–53 Stones of Venice. Ruskin (like other critics
of Mill’s political economy) sometimes writes as though one individual may be transformed into
another (better or worse) individual. At the same time, the case was also made that there are group
variations: that Irish or blacks as a whole need to be transformed (as detailed in this chapter).



Admirers of the transformative view often suppose that transforma-
tion works in the upward direction: exposure to the right sort of art can
“improve” people, while exposure to market culture cannot.11 The
nineteenth-century view of transformation also focused on the possi-
bility of transformation downward.12 If direction and hierarchy improve
the human, the question arises, what happens if such hierarchy were
removed? In 1849, Thomas Carlyle asserted that the emancipation of
the West Indian slaves reduced them to subhuman status (Levy 2001).
But nineteenth-century arguments about institutions were more
long-lasting than the attempt to preserve slavery by Carlyle and his fol-
lowers. Other, less extreme, forms of hierarchy were offered up as trans-
formative institutions that might improve not only the behavior but
also the “essence” of individuals who operated within the hierarchy,
while renunciation of hierarchy was said to degrade that essence.

This transformational argument was made both in literary and
visual forms—in the popular children’s tale by Charles Kingsley,13

Water-Babies, and the caricatures of Irish Fenians published in the
1860s in Punch.14 In both its literary and visual forms, the argument
constituted an attack on classical political economy. In chemical polit-
ical economy, the renunciation of hierarchy by those who need direc-
tion transforms a human into an ape-man of the Piltdown sort
(Spencer 1990). The Irish who chose to achieve self-rule, like the
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11. W. S. Jevons’s “Amusements of the People” relied on this distinction when he called for
the “deliberate cultivation of public amusement”: “the well-conducted Concert-room versus the
inane and vulgar Music-hall” ([1876] 1965, 7). The discussion within economics over the possi-
bility of metapreferences (George 2001)—when an individual prefers one set of preferences to
another—assumes that to the extent that an individual is remade, she is in charge of her own deci-
sions. The problem of adult rehabituation as one moves from (say) slavery to markets was much
on J. S. Mill’s mind in his Principles. See Peart and Levy 2003.

12. Recent scholarship has examined the biological-statistical arguments of eugenicists who,
beginning in the late 1860s, feared the possibility of racial degeneration (Carlson 2001). We exam-
ine the program of biological remaking later (chaps. 4, 5, 6, this vol.).

13. Charles Kingsley (1819–75) was a novelist and historian. With Alton Locke, Kingsley
entered into controversy with economics as it contained a widely cited comparison of the black
slaves of America with the white slaves (factory workers) of Britain. Kingsley is a key link between
the scienti‹c and literary communities who opposed classical political economy. See the bio-
graphical entry on Kingsley in Levy and Peart 2004a.

14. Punch was a popular magazine treating political, scienti‹c, and literary subjects in a
humorous fashion. Still published today, Punch was widely read in Victorian England.



woman who left the home to work (chap. 2, ‹g. 2.1, this vol.), devolved
into a “lesser” race.15

While scholars have discussed the apelike quality of Punch carica-
tures of the Irish (Curtis 1968, 1997),16 we ‹nd no evidence that the
devolution from human to ape in Kingsley’s Water-Babies has been
linked to this visual simianization. In line with our own argument,
Curtis also links the process of “simianizing Paddy” that occurred on
the pages of Punch to the political activism of the Fenian rebels and to
developments in anthropological science during the 1860s (1997, 29).
To this account we add two dimensions: the signi‹cance of hierarchy
(or its renunciation to obtain self-government) in the predicted devo-
lution of the subject; and an explanation for how the visual renderings
proved oppositional to the economic theory (and policy) of classical
economists.17

THE MOLECULES OF CHEMICAL POLITICAL ECONOMY

To illustrate the in›uence of Ruskin’s chemical political economy,
consider how Appletons’ quotes Ruskin’s analysis of the impact of rail-
road travel on the lower orders.18 Here is an English worker’s trans-
portation in the old days:

“In old times, if a Coniston peasant had any business at Ulverstone, he
walked to Ulverstone; spent nothing but shoe-leather on the road, drank
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15. The drawing “Slavey” is by Charles H. Bennett, a lesser-known Punch illustrator who spe-
cialized in transformational imagery. See Bennett and Brough 1860.

16. Curtis ‹nds that caricatures of the Irish re›ect four Irish types: Northern Irish Protestant;
rustic male small farmer (Pat); prognathous and hairy plebeian Irishman (Paddy); and “simian
Paddy.” Like us, he sees a process by which caricatures became increasingly simian throughout
the 1860s (1997, 20, 22, 29).

17. As a result, we are able to resolve a problem that remains unsolved in Curtis. Curtis
acknowledges that “one of the most articulate” criticisms of Apes and Angels (by Roy Foster) held
that “the writers and artists of Punch bore no special animus against Irish Catholics, least of all
those who accepted the Act of Union” (1997, 116). Curtis runs into dif‹culty refuting this claim
because he fails to see the signi‹cance of the variation among caricatures that we explain by oper-
ation within or outside the hierarchy. Fenians become apish; loyal Irish remain human. In a sim-
ilar vein, women who do not leave the household to work do not devolve (chap. 2, this vol.). In
chapter 7 we consider how perception can alter sympathy and change behavior.

18. We quote from the nineteenth-century republication in an American periodical to
emphasize the contemporary importance. The extracts by Walter Lewin in Ruskin 1893 are taken
largely from Fors Clavigera.



at the streams, and if he spent a couple of batz when he got to Ulver-
stone, it was the end of the world.” (Appletons’ 1878, 61)

Now, in the market economy, postindustrialization, the worker has
devolved.

“But now he would never think of doing such a thing! He ‹rst walks
three miles in a contrary direction to a railroad-station, and then travels
by railroad twenty-four miles to Ulverstone, paying two shillings fare.
During the twenty-four miles transit, he is idle, dusty, stupid, and either
more hot or cold than is pleasant to him. In either case he drinks beer at
two or three of the stations, passes his time between them with anybody
he can ‹nd, in talking without having anything to talk of; and such talk
always becomes vicious. He arrives at Ulverstone, jaded, half-drunk, and
otherwise demoralized, and three shillings, at least, poorer than in the
morning. Of that sum a shilling has gone for beer, threepence to a rail-
way shareholder, threepence in coals, and eighteen pence has been
spent in employing strong men in the vile mechanical work of making
and driving a machine, instead of his own legs to carry the drunken lout.
The results, absolute loss and demoralization to the poor on all sides,
and iniquitous gain to the rich. Fancy, if you saw the railway of‹cials
actually employed in carrying the countryman bodily on their backs to
Ulverstone, what you would think of the business! and because they
waste ever so much iron and fuel besides to do it, you think it a
pro‹table one.” (Appletons’ 1878, 61) 

An English worker got on the train. But who got off, “jaded, half-drunk,
and otherwise demoralized, and three shillings, at least, poorer than in
the morning”?

We have emphasized the importance of the doctrine of abstract eco-
nomic man, of ‹xed human nature, in the opposition to racial
accounts of political economy. In his 1848 Principles, Mill outlined the
implication of such a method. He rejected racial “explanations” of out-
comes, which he condemned speci‹cally with reference to the Irish:

Is it not, then, a bitter satire on the mode in which opinions are formed
on the most important problems of human nature and life, to ‹nd pub-
lic instructors of the greatest pretensions, imputing the backwardness of
Irish industry, and the want of energy of the Irish people in improving
their condition, to a peculiar indolence and insouciance in the Celtic
race? Of all vulgar modes of escaping from the consideration of the
effect of social and moral in›uences on the human mind, the most vul-
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gar is that of attributing the diversities of conduct and character to inher-
ent natural differences. (Principles, II.9.§9) 

The doctrine of abstract economic man has always been contested,
and in the Victorian period the criticism focused on abstraction from
the “fact” of racial difference. As an important instance of this contes-
tation we quote from an 1869 issue of the Quarterly Review, written by
the cofounder of eugenics, W. R. Greg.

“Make them peasant-proprietors,” says Mr. Mill. But Mr. Mill forgets that,
till you change the character of the Irish cottier, peasant-proprietorship
would work no miracles. He would fall behind in the instalments of his
purchase-money, and would be called upon to surrender his farm. He
would often neglect it in idleness, ignorance, jollity and drink, get into
debt, and have to sell his property to the nearest owner of a great estate. 
. . . In two generations Ireland would again be England’s dif‹culty, come
back upon her in an aggravated form. Mr. Mill never deigns to consider
that an Irishman is an Irishman, and not an average human being—an
idiomatic and idiosyncratic, not an abstract, man. (1869a)19

An Englishman got on Ruskin’s train; Greg’s Irishman got off.
Chemical political economy allows the human to be transformed or
devolved, to move from one race to another by institutional change or
by making choices. In the images we present here, racial caricatures
form the molecules of chemical political economy. For each α, we
might expect a distinct caricature. In terms of our index of humanity,
the unfettered choices that occur with industrialization and economic
development serve to reduce human status, to lower α, because the
improving in›uence of hierarchy is renounced. Guidance by the
social commentator, embodied in paternalistic institutions, prevents a
movement downward to a lower human status and may move the indi-
vidual up in the hierarchy of human status.

TRANSFORMATION BY OBEDIENCE

If racial stereotypes form the molecules of chemical political economy,
then we need to consider how Victorian perceptions of race changed
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19. Greg (1869a, “Realities,” 78). Curtis (1968, 47–48), who does not know the author—the
Victorian Index was not yet published—emphasizes the importance of this review for its paradig-
matic character.



in the latter half of the nineteenth century.20 Scholars have long made
a distinction between literary racists (Thomas Carlyle in the forefront)
and the scienti‹c racists who clustered around James Hunt and his
Anthropological Review. These groups had at least one member in
common: Charles Kingsley.21 Kingsley is known for many contribu-
tions. He seems to have contributed one of the “facts” in Hunt’s [Sep-
tember 1863] “Negro’s Place in Nature.”

Many observers have noticed the fact that the Negro frequently uses the
great toe as a thumb. (Hunt, “Negro’s Place,” 7) 

The same claim appeared in Kingsley’s Water-Babies, published in
installments earlier that year in Macmillan’s Magazine.

They laid hold of the branches with their great toes, as if they had been
thumbs, just as a Hindoo tailor uses his toes to thread his needle. (Kings-
ley 1862–63, 217)

First published in book form in 1863 and never thereafter out of
print, Kingsley’s story for children was arguably the most successful
and long-lived disseminator of the chemical thesis. Water-Babies had
the distinction of being reviewed by both the Times and Hunt’s Anthro-
pological Review. The story contains the doctrine of the transformation
of matter by spirit:22

[F]or you must know and believe that people’s souls make their bodies,
just as a snail makes its shell (I am not joking, my little man; I am in seri-
ous solemn earnest). (1863, 226)
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20. As we noted earlier (chap. 2), we do not wish to imply that it is impossible to conceive of
transformation possibilities independently of race. There may also be gender and religious trans-
formations of the sort that make Evangelical Christians into political economists and then into
Jews. There is a hint of simianization in a purely English context in a Punch cartoon of 4 August
1866, “No Rough-ianism,” which carries the caption: “Working-Man: ‘Look here, you vagabond!
Right or wrong, we won’t have your help!’” The English ruf‹an holds a rock and a broken branch.

21. Correspondence from Kingsley to Hunt is published in Levy 2001 answering an open
question about the Hunt-Kingsley connection. Andrew Farrant and Nicola Tynan are thanked for
bringing the importance of Water-Babies to our attention.

22. Clark: “The present writer very soon came to the opinion that the story had a deep, spiri-
tual meaning, representing the inner life of man, in its various phases.” “Tom is now the repre-
sentative of the human soul brought into a right relation to God and man” (1901, 115, 116). Clark
reports that his interpretation, when originally published, obtained Kingsley’s approval.



One of Kingsley’s explicit targets is the economics of his contempo-
raries that denies the possibility of transformation.23

One is transformed by following the recommendations of one’s bet-
ters, by submitting to hierarchy. The telling episode in Water-Babies
occurs in the tale of the now-extinct Doasyoulikes who exit hierarchy.

And in the next ‹ve hundred years they were all dead and gone, by bad
food and wild beasts and hunters; all except one tremendous old fellow
with jaws like a jack, who stood full seven feet high; and M. Du Chaillu
came up to him, and shot him, as he stood roaring and thumping his
breast. And he remembered that his ancestors had once been men, and
tried to say, “Am I not a man and a brother?” but had forgotten how to
use his tongue; and then he had tried to call for a doctor, but he had for-
gotten the word for one. So all he said was “Ubbobboo!” and died. (1863,
247–48)

In the midst of the American Civil War, no one would miss the refer-
ence to the abolitionist question—“Am I not a man and a brother?”24

And we have a loss of language that accompanies the devolution to 
bestial.

In this episode about how the absence of compulsion causes racial
devolution, Kingsley makes an Irish reference to the jaw as a marker of
the primitive:

“Why,” said Tom, “they are growing no better than savages.”
“And look how ugly they are all getting,” said Ellie.
“Yes; when people live on poor vegetables instead of roast beef and

plum-pudding, their jaws grow large, and their lips grow coarse, like the
poor Paddies who eat potatoes.” (1863, 244)25
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23. The agents of transformation in Water-Babies are fairies: “Some people think that there
are no fairies. . . . And Aunt Agitate, in her Arguments on political economy, says there are none.
Well, perhaps there are none—in her political economy” (1863, 60). Fairies also play a role in
Kingsley’s Roman and Teuton, his Regis Lectures of Modern History at Cambridge.

24. It was commented upon in the review in the Anthropological Review (Hunt 1863a, 472).
The review adds to the information on the title page (“The Rev. Charles Kingsley”) that the
author is “Honorary Fellow of the Anthropological Society of London, and Professor of Modern
History in the University of Cambridge” (Hunt 1863a, 472).

25. “Charles Kingsley’s description of the poor peasants he saw in County Mayo and Con-
nemara in 1860 as ‘white chimpanzees’” (Curtis 1997, 100).



The conjunction of Darwinian science, Carlyle, and the devolution
thesis in Kingsley is explicated by the review in the Times.

And if we should have never heard of Tom and Ellie but for the devel-
opment of Marine Zoology, we may add that Master Tom’s education
would have been impossible had not Mr. Darwin published his book on
the Origin of Species. Mr Kingsley trips up the Darwinian theory, and
asks us how we like its application when inverted. If an ascent in the
order of life be possible, must not a degradation or movement down-
wards be equally possible? If beasts can be turned into men, must not
men be liable to be turned into beasts? Here, indeed, Mr. Kingsley
might have quoted the authority of one of his great masters, Mr Carlyle,
who long ago warned us of the fate of the dwellers by the Dead Sea who
refused to listen to the preaching of Moses. They became apes, poor
wretches, and having once had souls they lost them. (26 January 1864, 6) 

Those who exit hierarchy exit humanity.

IRISH CARICATURES

Long before Ruskin was born, the Irish served as the general-purpose
English stereotype of “the primitive” to the extent that American
colonists viewed the aboriginal peoples as “Irish.”

It was the “Wild Irish,” fellow-Europeans, not the inhabitants of some
far distant land, who provided the Englishman with his stereotype of
primitive and barbarous society. When, therefore, the colonists came to
deal with the Indians, they did so in the light of English experience in
Ireland. (Muldoon 1975, 268–69)26

It may be natural to classify unknown native peoples in terms of what
is only partially known. But the transformation of known Irish people
into a type of brute goes beyond this. 

During the seventeenth century, Europeans who were creating the rudi-
ments of anthropology were able to argue that many of the various prim-
itive non-European societies existed “in a place in the hierarchical
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26. We thank Gordon Schochet for the reference.



series of societies separate from and lower than European man but still
higher than the animals.” The nineteenth-century caricatures of the
Irish with simian features illustrate how far the process could go. Even a
people dwelling within the physical boundaries of Europe was not
immune from being reduced to a subhuman status. (288–89)

Two types of racial theories, each with roots in nineteenth-century
anthropological science, characterize the visual representations of the
Irish at midcentury.27 There was, ‹rst, what we call parametric
racism—the visualization that portrays the Irish (or blacks) as different
in some respects from Anglo-Saxons but with some variation. In the
context of discussing T. H. Huxley’s paper on the common racial her-
itage of Celts and Anglo-Saxons (cited in chap. 4, this vol.), L. Owen
Pike argued that if only parametric differences distinguished the races
(the parameter being the “creeping dulness” of the Saxon!), “there is
nothing to prevent us from regarding an Irishman as ‘a man and a
brother’” (1870, 214).28 Here the Irish is inferior, unable to control his
impulses and save properly for the future, but human.

A second, and more devastating, caricature portrays one, and only
one, Irish Fenian. This caricature was used to assert that outside the
hierarchy, the Irishman devolves. Here, the Fenian is without person-
ality, a nonhuman brute, Curtis’s “simianized Paddy.” This caricature
is consistent with Hunt’s view of the Other as a race without variation.29

As the Irish in America grew in numbers the possibility of a disruption
of British governance of Ireland became real, and the increasing bru-
tality of the visual representations throughout the decade served to
warn the British public of the danger ahead.30

This devolution of the Irish from (inferior) stereotype to subhuman
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27. We provide a brief overview here to help explicate the images of transformation that fol-
low. In chapter 4 we provide the details of the anthropological “science.”

28. The context of the remarks is discussed in chapter 4, note 6. 
29. Curtis recognizes the former of our arguments (that the visualizations of the earlier period

are parametrically racist), but he does not stress the latter: “In [Cruikshank] one may ‹nd the Irish
Celt portrayed as a creature with half-human and half-simian features. The wild eyes, the prog-
nathous jaw, the ugly mouth and thick lips were designed to emphasize the Irishman’s animal
instincts and habits. It was not uncommon for English observers to compare Irishmen with the
‘lowliest’ of African tribes, the Hottentots, because they seemed to share so many attributes in
common” (1968, 59).

30. A particularly revealing 20 August 1864 cartoon—“Something for Paddy”—has Death
masqued as Punch’s Yankee recruiting Paddy. The paired poem (20 August 1864, 74) “Paddy



brute occurred in visual caricatures as well. To show this, we shall ‹rst
consider an early image in which the Irish are apparently inferior but
they have personality and the individuals differ. We turn next to two
drawings from Punch in which the Irish are bereft of personality and
are all the same. The ‹rst shows the Irish as people with human poten-
tial so long as they acquiesced to being looked after by the paternalist.
By contrast, the second presents caricatures of those Irish who pro-
posed self-government, the Fenians, and thereby revealed themselves
as bereft of human potential. Launched in 1858 in Ireland and Amer-
ica, the Fenian movement became armed and dangerous as a result of
Irish participation in the American Civil War.31 British hierarchy was
defended using the theory that those outside the bene‹cent hierarchy
were subhuman.32 We ‹nd an anthropological basis for this argument:
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before Richmond” makes the role of the antislavery movement clear: “The Irish boy to the war is
gone, / In the ranks of Grant you’ll ‹nd him! / By Yankee bayonets goaded on, / With a frequent
prod behind him. / ‘Land of Crimps!’ said the youth ill-starred, / ‘Let BRIGHT and COBDEN praise
thee / And ivery fool their words regard; / Och botheration saze thee!” Belatedly acknowledging
that its American cause is lost with the two-page “The American Juggernaut” (3 September
1864)—one week earlier it was con‹dently predicting recognition of the Confederacy (27 August
1864, 85)—Punch worries about the Irish in the American army (5 November 1864, 184). 

31. Kiernan (1864, 14): “The allegation has been made that Irishmen are incapable of self gov-
ernment; this allegation is one of the calumnies spread abroad by England and believed by many.
When we see Irishmen in the councils, leading the armies and moulding immense in›uence in
some of the greatest nations of the world, even when recreant to their own country, in that of Eng-
land, it is certainly fair to infer that when concentrating their talents at home, they can not only
govern themselves but give Ireland a glorious future.” The judgment of one of the authorities on
the Fenian literature (D’Arcy 1947, 421)—“A repetition of the ancient grievances against England.
Nothing of value in it”—pays insuf‹cient attention to what Kiernan’s title “Brig. Gen.” would
convey in a world in which warfare was mechanized and the feudal ideology of chivalry ‹rst came
upon the breech-loading, repeating ri›e and the industrial age. Perhaps the only Punch cartoons
in the mid–nineteenth century that approve of American policy are those that comment upon the
suppression of the Fenian raids into the Dominion of Canada.

32. A Fenian polemic during the American Civil War would have dehumanization an of‹cial
imperial policy: “But the slave trade was carried on with such atrocious cruelty that other nations
of Europe, for the sake of our common humanity, murmured and to silence such murmurings
the Imperial Parliament of Great Britain passed an Act that, ‘The black man was not a son of
Adam nor redeemed by Christ and consequently not entitled to human sympathy.’ This horrible
blasphemy met at the time with a rebuke from the Pope, who issued a bull excommunicating any
Catholic who dared reiterate so inhuman an edict” (Kiernan 1864, 7). Compare with Kingsley
(1863, 193): “Did you never hear of the blessed St. Brandan, how he preached to the wild Irish, on
the wild wild Kerry coast; he and ‹ve other hermits, till they were weary, and longed to rest? For
the wild Irish would not listen to them, or come to confession and to mass, but liked better to brew
potheen, and dance the pater o’pee, and knock each other over the head with shillelaghs, and
shoot each other from behind turf-dykes, and steal each other’s cattle, and burn each other’s
homes; till St. Brandan and his friends were weary of them, for they would not learn to be peace-
able Christians at all.”



such visual representations of the Irish Fenians were informed by the
racial theorizing of James Hunt and the Anthropological Society.33

We start with an example from George Cruikshank’s dramatic series
of illustrations in W. H. Maxwell’s History of the Irish Rebellion in 1798
(1845). These illustrations bring to light all sorts of characteristics of the
Irish generally associated with “inferior” races, but they also show vari-
ation among Irish folk. Consider ‹gure 3.1, the rousing portrayal enti-
tled “Plunder at the Palace of the Bishop of Ferns” (1845, 82).
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Fig. 3.1. George Cruikshank, “Plunder at the Palace of the Bishop of Ferns” (1845)

33. Hunt made the case for the Negro; the images are Irish. Contemporaries recognized that
the argument transferred “Negro characteristics” to the Irish. “In the year 1880 Gustave de Moli-
nari (1819–1912), the Belgian political economist and radical essayist, published a series of episto-
lary articles on the condition of Ireland. . . . England’s largest newspapers, he wrote, ‘allow no
occasion to escape them of treating the Irish as an inferior race—as a kind of white negroes
[sic]—and a glance at Punch’ ” (Curtis 1997, 1).



Here we ‹nd the jolly Irish rebels celebrating, overly enjoying food
and drink. Music and dance ‹gure prominently. The typical Irish rebel
is impulsive, at the mercy of his senses, and has a tenuous control over
his passions.34

In Cruikshank’s illustrations, some of the Irish are drawn with ape-
like qualities, the ape-jaw, wild eyes, bulging forehead, and thick lips.
Most of the ‹gures are human, though inferior. But as we move to the
foreground, the ‹gures move from excessive joviality to increasing bru-
tality, and at the same time they acquire the apelike jaw and protrud-
ing forehead.

Until 1865, Punch followed Cruikshank in its characterization of the
Irish as racially inferior but with variation. Then, sometime in the
mid-1860s, Punch was taken with the racial theory of James Hunt and
the Anthropological Society that saw inferior races as without varia-
tion.35 That theory turned the editor and illustrators of Punch to what
might be called racial brutalization, the visual representation of the
Irish Fenian as a brute without variation. At the same time, Punch
began to champion a racialized version of the chemical political econ-
omy theme (devolution) in Ruskin and Kingsley’s Water-Babies.
Increasingly after 1865, we ‹nd what is the same visual representation
of the Fenian who rebels against hierarchy.

By 1865, Punch’s caricatures of the Irish Fenians, mostly by John
Tenniel,36 take on a strange uniformity. Tenniel’s characterization of
the Fenians is now informed by a theory that Fenians who rejected the
hierarchical order were condemned to devolve into apelike brutes
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34. Chapter 4 shows how widespread these characteristics are for the inferior race. Peart 2000
shows how early neoclassical economists linked them to the purported inability to theorize
intertemporally.

35. Punch followed the Anthropological Society debates carefully, noticed with enthusiasm
Hunt’s paper “Negro’s Place in Nature,” and took the same extremist position in the Eyre con-
troversy as Hunt. Prasch (1989) documents Hunt’s in›uence on the explorers R. F. Burton and 
W. W. Reade.

36. Tenniel joined Punch at the invitation of its editor, Mark Lemon, in December 1850. Ini-
tially, his contributions were limited to the decorative borders and initials of the journal, but he
became Punch’s principal artist upon the death of John Leech in 1864. The Dictionary of
National Biography article on Tenniel refers to his “delightful humour which never degenerated
into coarseness nor was lacking in dignity.” Curtis (1997) remarks that, more than any other artist
of the time, Tenniel was responsible for turning Paddy into apes (37).



without any variation. The Fenians have Cruikshank-style faces, with
misshapen jaws, and they sport distinctive feathered caps.37 An exam-
ple of “simianized Paddy” appears in September in “Erin’s Little
Dif‹culty” (30 September 1865), where a diminutive Fenian rebel is
receiving a whipping from his (female) master (‹g. 3.2). And in “Rebel-
lion Had Bad Luck” (10 December 1865), John Bull again appears with
the same apelike Fenian (‹g. 3.3). Now, however, a week after Punch
reports the Fenian support for the hanged and brutalized “cannibalis-
tic” Jamaicans, the caricature shows Bull holding a pamphlet entitled
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Fig. 3.2. John Tenniel, “Erin’s Little Dif‹culty” (1865)

37. The feathered cap is layered with meaning—the feather signifying a decoration or mark
of honor, as well as the badge of a fool (Oxford English Dictionary). 



“Jamaica,” and the rebel is presumably being warned about the possi-
bility of similar treatment in store for the Irish rebels.

The Fenians were attempting to escape from the British hierarchi-
cal order and achieve Irish self-government. Not surprisingly, however,
some Irish sided with the British in this controversy. Here from 4 Janu-
ary 1868 we ‹nd a cartoon in Punch showing “A Hint to the Loyal Irish”
(‹g. 3.4). The Irishmen are clearly different and, perhaps, drawn less as
caricatures than the English constable who looks a little unquali‹ed
for the severe labor of running down a miscreant.38 But they are
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Fig. 3.3. John Tenniel, “Rebellion Had Bad Luck” (1865)

38. Commenting on “A Hint to the Loyal Irish,” Curtis writes: “The faces of these Irishmen
reveal the equation in Tenniel’s mind between loyalty to the Queen and high facial angles” (1997,
40). We should add that these men are individuals with personality.



human. The caricature shows that the Irish can escape devolution into
Fenian ape-men by following the direction of their betters, desiring to
Doasyouaretold. Hierarchy humanizes.

We have not reproduced images of women and children among
Punch’s Irish caricatures. Indeed, women and children in some Punch
cartoons are so apparently unsimianized that we have puzzled about
whether they are supposed to be Irish.39 The solution, we conjecture,
follows from the identi‹cation of acceptance of hierarchy with normal
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Fig. 3.4. John Tenniel, “Hint to the Loyal Irish” (1868)

39. Judging from his comments on the “Loyal Irish” image, Curtis might have been as puz-
zled as we were: “Tenniel increases the degree of prognathism in this stereotype of a Fenian dyna-
miter, while playing on old anti-Catholic prejudices in his new version of the gunpowder plot”
(1997, 39).



human status in the chemical view. As long as people Doastheyaretold,
they remain human. Women and children who accept their assigned
role in society are, on this reading, fully human. Obedience human-
izes.

CARICATURES “MAKING HISTORY”

The visual representation of the Fenian in Punch was taken as fact in
the wider community. Evidence for this claim exists in more than one
venue, in several disciplines. Consider ‹rst this discussion of caricature
in Punch in the Southern Literary Messenger in December 1863. The
hypothesis is that caricature is an antiabstraction device, and one that
both is and makes history.

In the very nature of caricature there is a substance which cannot be
extinguished, apart from the realities of which it is the mockery and the
burlesque. In a relative sense, caricature is the reductio ad absurdum of
our gravest acts and imaginings; it is the average sense taking stock of
our would-be pretensions, stripping our majesty of its externals, and
reducing them to jest. But to accomplish its ends it employs a positive
amount of invention, and it leaves, as a residuum, a creation of its own.
Such creations, if felicitous in the conception and handling, are as per-
manent as the fabrications of the poet or romancer; they are substantive
existence . . . Caricatures help to make history—and they are history
also—in the matter of costume, fashions, and social usages, the only his-
tory which is clear, entertaining, and to the point. (Southern Literary
Messenger, 1863, 711–12)

Both Tenniel’s “big cartoon” and Punch’s characterization of the Irish
were invoked in this context (Southern Literary Messenger, 1863, 714).40

Punch is given credit for having articulated what we might call the Irish
α, and so for altering perceptions of the Celtic rebels:

It is in no slight degree the work of Punch, that the vapour of Milesian
sentiment and false pretence has been dissipated from our political
atmosphere, and that while we remain alive to Ireland’s real grievances,
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40. “Punch has owed more of his power in politics to the pencils of Doyle and Tenniel than
to the pens of his most famous writers” (Appletons’ 1873, 750). Appletons’ also focused on the
“thoroughly English” nature of caricature in Punch (Appletons’ 1879, 513).



we are so completely sickened of the Irish view of them. From Punch’s
pictures of the burly impudence of O’Connell, of the little vitriol throw-
ing imp Young Ireland, of the Yahoos, whose only arguments are brick-
bats and shillelaghs, England has obtained a vivid impression of Celtic
types which it will take many years to induce her to forget, and an
unusual display of candour, equity, and good sense on the part of the
Celt himself, to modify or mitigate. (Southern Literary Messenger, 1863,
714)41

Just as vivid, perhaps, is the evidence that Punch’s characterization
of the Irish Fenian was accepted as “fact” within the Anthropological
Society. Here we have in mind an 1870 discussion of John Beddoe’s
paper presented to the Anthropological Society, “On the Kelts of Ire-
land.” In the discussion of the paper from the ›oor, Carter Blake
referred speci‹cally to John Tenniel’s drawings of the Fenians as rep-
resentative of an Irish “type.”

But the other Irishman, the “Connaught man,” who was perhaps also
found in Kerry, as shown by Dr. Beddoe’s “Arran” photographs, was
another being altogether. Mongoloid in aspect, with the orbicularis oris
muscle strongly marked, we see in Mr. Tenniel’s caricatures in Punch
examples of this type. Surely there was no race af‹nity between these
two forms of Irish countenance, and it was wrong to take the “Arran”
type as an example of the true Irishman. (Blake 1870, clxxxiii)

The drawings of the Irish ape in Punch were regarded as drawings of
real anthropological types and therefore constituted “evidence” against
the classical political economists’ doctrine of human homogeneity and
abstract economic man.

RUSKIN ON THE PUNCH ILLUSTRATIONS 

AS A MAP TO HIERARCHY

We opened this chapter with the claim that the Punch caricatures of
the Irish Fenian illustrate Ruskin’s “chemical” political economy. In
Punch’s view, some choices—choices that the social commentator or
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41. Caricatures “indicate the passions and illusions of the hour, but they contribute materially
to the conclusions of the hour about to follow” (1863, 711).



policymaker dictates,42 such as the acceptance of hierarchy—can trans-
form an individual upward. On the other hand, unfettered choices,
choices that are not approved of by the expert, can cause racial devolu-
tion. It is therefore not surprising that Ruskin has important things to
say in his November 1883 lecture on Punch and its artists, “The Fire-
side: John Leech and John Tenniel.”

What makes the Punch illustrators so interesting, Ruskin suggests
here, is that unlike the artists he discussed in previous lectures, their
subjects include a “class entirely beneath” the usual sophisticated sub-
jects of art ([1883] 1908, 350). He pauses to explicate his transformation
thesis with respect to material.

To my own mind, there is no more beautiful proof of benevolent design
in the creation of the earth, than the exact adaptation of its materials to
the art-power of man. The plasticity and constancy under ‹re of clay;
the ductility and fusibility of gold and iron; the consistent softness of
marble; and the ‹brous toughness of wood, are in each material carried
to the exact degree which renders them provocative of skill by their
resistance, and full of reward for it by their compliance: so that the
delight . . . enjoyment of the workman in managing a substance so pli-
able to his will . . . ([1883] 1908, 351)

The thesis of the transformability of the natural world resonated with
those who endorsed Ruskin’s criticism of market economies in which
people are taken as ‹xed ends and not as material to be remade (see
Walter Lewin in Ruskin 1893).

Ruskin turns to the topic of the lecture and considers what the
Punch artists drew.

Gradually the kind and vivid genius of John Leech, capable in its bright-
ness of ‹nding pretty . . . jest in everything, but capable in its tenderness
also of rejoicing in the beauty of everything, softened and illumined
with its loving wit the entire scope of English social scene; the graver
power of Tenniel brought a steady tone and law of morality into the
licence of political contention . . . ([1883] 1908, 359)
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42. The Punch cartoons do not always make it clear whether the choice is to be made by pol-
icymaker or social commentator, but the key is that the individual subject cannot be trusted to
choose without direction.



He describes how art represents Punch’s politics:

He is a polite Whig, with a sentimental respect for the Crown, and a
practical respect for property . . . from his heart adores Mr. Gladstone;
steadily, but not virulently, caricatures Mr. D’Israeli; violently and viru-
lently, castigates assault upon property, in any kind, and holds up for the
general ideal of perfection, to be aimed at by all the children of heaven
and earth, the British Hunting Squire, the British Colonel, and the
British sailor. ([1883] 1908, 360)

Ruskin discusses the illustrations of daily life by Töpffer. 

His power is never so marvellously exerted as in depicting a group of
roguish guides, shameless beggars, or hopeless cretins.

Nevertheless, with these and such other materials as our European mas-
ters of physiognomy have furnished in the portraiture of their nations, I
can see my way to the arrangement of a very curious series of illustra-
tions of character, if only I could also see my way to some place wherein
to exhibit them. ([1883] 1908, 363)

Then he proposes that the study of the masters’ drawings of people’s
faces can supplement, and perhaps even replace, physical anthropol-
ogy in the search for the primitive among us:

I ‹nd myself grievously in want of such a grammar of the laws of har-
mony in the human form and face as may be consistent with whatever
accurate knowledge of the elder races may have been obtained by
recent anthropology, and at the same time authoritative in its statement
of the effect on human expression, of the various mental states and pas-
sions. And it seems to me that by arranging in groups capable of easy
comparison, the examples of similar expression given by the masters
whose work we have been reviewing, we may advance further such a sci-
ence of physiognomy as will be morally useful than by any quantity of
measuring savage crania. ([1883] 1908, 364)

Since such a gallery is a long way off, for the moment we can employ
collections of heads from Punch.

[I]f, therefore, among the rudimentary series in the art schools you ‹nd,
before I can get the new explanatory catalogues printed, some more or
less systematic groups of heads collected out of Punch, you must not
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think that I am doing this merely for your amusement, or that such
examples are beneath the dignity of academical instruction. ([1883],
1908, 364)

The point of such a collection of heads from Punch is to inform us
as to whether a subject is in need of transformation, or not.

My own belief is that the difference between the features of a good and
a bad servant, of a churl and a gentleman, is a much more useful and
interesting subject of inquiry than the gradations of snub nose or ›at
forehead which became extinct with the Dodo, or the insertions of mus-
cle and articulations of joint which are common to the ›esh of all
humanity. ([1883] 1908, 364–65)

For Ruskin, therefore, the Punch caricatures serve as a guide to human
hierarchy. This is the reading for which we have argued here.43

WHAT ARE PUNCH’S SIMIANIZED FENIANS?

An elegant description of the nature of caricature is offered by the art
historian E. H. Gombrich, who writes that artists “mythologize the
world by physiognomizing it” (Curtis 1997, 28). The artist’s rendition of
the human face is supposed to convey the character of the subject’s
soul, its place in the natural hierarchy. We suggest that the images of
the Irish Fenians in Punch are the visual equivalents of models, in the
sense that they operationalize a theory. Like economists’ models, they
serve as intermediaries between theory and policy; they represent or
render a theory in a particular setting or context (Morgan and Morri-
son 1999).44 The theory that they represent visually is a version of
Ruskin’s chemical political economy combined with mid-nineteenth-
century anthropology, whereby individuals who step outside the hier-
archical structure devolve to the lowest of the humans, to what Hunt
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43. It comes as no surprise to us that eugenicists—who wished to transform the human—also
sought information concerning the need for transformation in physiognomy. Galton’s composite
photography was an attempt to identify inheritable traits in the subjects’ faces (chap. 5, this vol.).

44. “[A] representation is seen as a kind of rendering—a partial representation that either
abstracts from, or translates into another form, the real nature of the system or theory, or one that
is capable of embodying only a portion of the theory” (Morgan and Morrison 1999, 27).



called a race which has “no history” (Hunt 1863b, 13, quoted in chap.
4, this vol.) characterized by complete lack of differentiation and thus
personality. Indeed, as visual caricatures, these images function like
the economic models that are described as caricatures by Gibbard and
Varian (1978).45 Like the narrative in Water-Babies, the Punch carica-
tures focus exclusively on one issue: how the rejection of hierarchy
devolves a race.

If we accept that caricature involves exaggeration and distortion,
then the simianized Fenian is not something to be believed as a “real-
istic” rendering of economic agents (Gibbard and Varian 1978, 676).
On the other hand, this begs the question of how the model—in this
case, the caricature—is used. In line with our argument concerning
perception (chap. 2, this vol.), our sense is that it was used to create and
reinforce a perception of inferiority and as “fact” to support science. It
remains an open question whether the model was used by scientists
who believed that it illuminated some aspect of economic reality or by
scientists who had reason to distort the representation of that reality.
We shall return to this question in chapter 11.

In fact, “Mr. Punch” believed that his simianized Fenian was real. It
is no coincidence, we believe, that while Water-Babies was appearing
in serial form in Macmillan’s Magazine, in the 22 November 1862
Punch there appears a “letter” to Mr. Punch headed “Our Ancestry”
which contains a sentence from Darwin’s Origin of Species.

I can, indeed, hardly doubt that all vertebrate animals having true lungs
have ascended by ordinary generation from an ancient prototype, of
which we know nothing, furnished with a ›oat-apparatus or swim-blad-
der. (209)

The “letter” closes by explicating Punch’s contribution:

You, yourself, Sir, did good service, the other week, to the cause of this
scienti‹c investigation in its more advanced stage, by pointing out that
the missing link between man and the Gorilla is undeniably found in
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45. Caricatures as models “seek to ‘give an impression’ of some aspect of economic reality not
by describing it directly, but rather by emphasizing—even to the point of distorting—certain
selected aspects of the economic situation” (Gibbard and Varian 1978, 665). 



the Irish Yahoo. And it is to be hoped that, as ray after ray of light thus
dawns upon us, we shall in due time be able to complete the family reg-
istery. (209)

The “letter” is signed “Natural Selection,” from “Struggle for Life
Place” (see ‹g. 3.5).
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Fig. 3.5. Punch, artist unknown, “A Real Native” (1862)



IV 

DENYING HUMAN
HOMOGENEITY

Eugenics and the Making of

Postclassical  Economics

I believe that now and always the conscious selection of the best for
reproduction will be impossible; that to propose it is to display a funda-

mental misunderstanding of what individuality implies. The way of
nature has always been to slay the hindmost, and there is still no other

way, unless we can prevent those who would become the hindmost
being born. It is in the sterilization of failures, and not in the selection

of successes for breeding, that the possibility of an improvement 
of the human stock lies.

—H. G. Wells on Galton’s “Eugenics”  

INTRODUCTION: ANTHROPOLOGY AND 

“RACE” AT MIDCENTURY 

How did peace come to the con›ict between economics and hierar-
chy? How did economics move from the classical period characterized
by the hardest possible doctrine of initial human homogeneity—that
all the observed differences among people arise from incentives, luck,
and history1—to become comfortable with accounts of human behav-
ior that alleged foundational differences among and within races of
people (Darity 1995)? We argue that early British eugenics thinkers
racialized economics in the postclassical period. We do not wish to
suggest that the transition was the same in Britain and America. One
difference may be noted at the outset: the statistical theorists who
founded the “science” of eugenics were British. But there is this com-
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1. Smith (Wealth of Nations, 1.2§4), quoted in chapter 1 as epigraph. 



monality: ideas of race and hierarchy became central in both Britain
and America during this period.2

Given their stature as mathematical statisticians, we ‹nd it odd that
the importance of the eugenic writing of Francis Galton and Karl Pear-
son has been neglected in the secondary literature on postclassical eco-
nomics.3 We contend that early eugenics thinking emerged in direct
opposition to the classical account of economic decision making
entailing homogeneity, and that, temporarily, eugenicists succeeded in
moving economics to accounts of competency involving racial differ-
ence. To make our case, we trace the opposition to race-blind accounts
from Thomas Carlyle to the cofounder (with Francis Galton) of eugen-
ics, W. R. Greg, by way of James Hunt and the Anthropological Soci-
ety of the 1860s. Hunt is important in our account for his new—and
devastating—theory of race entailing lack of differentiation within the
race, which, we argue, in›uenced the other cofounder of eugenics,
Galton. Next, we examine how the early eugenicists’ characterization
of race in›uenced economic analysis in the postclassical period: both
in terms of Hunt’s zero-variation theory and also in terms of the anthro-
pologists’ parametric claims about the features of “lower” races. We
also show that postclassical economists endorsed each of the three
major policy recommendations of the eugenicists. Finally, we note
how L. von Mises and the Chicago school revived the classical econo-
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2. See Leonard 2003a, 2003b, and Bateman 2003 for details on how ideas of race entered into
and in›uenced American thinking in social science at the turn of the century. 

3. The silence in the commentary on Fisher is noted in the ‹rst sentence of Aldrich 1975, 33:
“Irving Fisher’s long and enthusiastic support for the American eugenics movement receives nary
a word of mention in most standard histories of economic thought.” Electronic searches allow a
systematic, albeit limited, exploration of the scholarship on the subject. Using JSTOR we ‹nd no
use of the word eugenics in any of the literally hundreds of articles and reviews written by Joseph
Schumpeter, George Stigler, or A. W. Coats. The search results conducted on 23 May 2002 are
available in HTML form upon request. While recognizing the limitations associated with such a
search, we suggest the outcome indicates the emphasis (or lack thereof) in the literature on this
topic. (The case of Schumpeter’s History of Economic Analysis, which, as Aldrich notes, pays
attention to racist doctrines, and as a book is not accessible in JSTOR, is discussed later.) Among
the past generation of historians of economics, as far as we can determine only Spengler system-
atically paid attention to eugenics (Spengler 1955, 1966). Mirowski 1989 discusses energetics at
length with a slight glance at eugenics. The papers in Mirowski 1994 mention eugenics once, in
connection with Marshall. The eugenic involvement of the neoclassical economists is apparent
in specialist accounts of eugenics, such as that by Soloway (1995). Toye 2000 reports resistance to
publishing Keynes’s views on eugenics.



mists’ doctrine of human homogeneity.4 Perhaps not surprisingly, the
Chicago revival began with skepticism about the common link, sup-
posed in early neoclassical economics, between time preference and
race.

Well into the twentieth century, “race” remained a rather ill-de‹ned
notion. In this period, “race” is sometimes used to indicate national or
vaguely de‹ned ethnic differences.5 Nonetheless, by 1870 two theories
of racial hierarchy can be identi‹ed as coexisting in the scienti‹c com-
munity and the popular press. The more devastating view, that of the
owner of the Anthropological Review, James Hunt, held that there were
races whose physical development was arrested prematurely, dead
races incapable of elevation.

We now know it to be a patent fact that there are races existing which
have no history, and that the Negro is one of these races. From the most
remote antiquity the Negro race seems to have been what they are now.
We may be pretty sure that the Negro race have been without a pro-
gressive history; and that they have been for thousands of years the
uncivilized race they are at this moment. (Hunt 1863b, “Negro’s Place,”
13)

The second theory, which we call parametric racism, held that the infe-
rior race differed from the superior (Anglo-Saxons) along some para-
meter(s). W. R. Greg (discussed later for cofounding the eugenics
movement with Galton) persistently attacked classical political econ-
omy for its assumption that the Irishman is an “average human being,”
rather than an “idiomatic” and an “idiosyncratic” man, prone to “idle-
ness, ignorance, jollity, and drink” (Greg 1869a, “Realities,” 78; quoted
as epigraph to chap. 3).

That both types of racial accounts coexisted and were applied to the
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4. Max Weber, whose in›uence on von Mises is common knowledge, severely criticized the
racialization of the social sciences (Proctor 1991, 182). The antiracist connections among Weber,
von Mises, and Eric Voegelin need specialist attention. As noted below, Weber does not make
Schumpeter’s list of the “three greatest sociologists,” but Galton joins Vico and Marx (Schum-
peter 1954, 791).

5. Discussion in the Anthropological Society at this time focused on the Irish and on whether
a well-de‹ned separate Irish race might be identi‹ed. Allen notes that eugenicists were also
unclear on the meaning of race (1993, 150).



Irish is evident from these remarks by Thomas Huxley in an 1870
address to the Anthropological Society.

If the writer means to be civil, the Celt is taken to be a charming person,
full of wit and vivacity and kindliness, but, unfortunately, thoughtless,
impetuous, and unstable, and having standards of right and wrong so
different from those of the Anglo-Saxon that it would be absurd, not to
say cruel, to treat him in the same way; or if the instructor of the public
is angry, he talks of the Celt as if he were a kind of savage, out of whom
no good ever has come or ever will come, and whose proper fate is to be
kept as a hewer of wood and a drawer of water for his Anglo-Saxon mas-
ter. This is the picture of the lion by the man. (Huxley 1870, 197)6

EARLY EUGENICS AND THE OPPOSITION 

TO CLASSICAL ECONOMICS

Darwin’s theory of natural selection profoundly in›uenced early
eugenicists, and the admiration was mutual. But there was a key differ-
ence between Darwinism and the “theory” put forward by early
eugenicists. To the extent that Darwinism was undirected evolution,
applied to humans, the argument predicted the ‹t would survive, with-
out intervention, naturally.7 Yet A. R. Wallace made the case early on
that the doctrine of natural selection did not apply to humans. Recog-
nizing that humans could not count on such a tendency, eugenicists
recommended that human (state) action should be used to obtain it.

In 1864, Wallace argued that the doctrine of natural selection did
not apply to humans because of ethical concerns generated by human
sympathy. Our morals do not allow us to let the in‹rm perish. Wallace
described nonhuman animals and then turns to people.
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6. The context of the remarks is a debate over differences between the Celts and the
Anglo-Saxons, which, Huxley asserted, amounted only to linguistic differences. That position was
opposed by the president of the Anthropological Society of London, John Beddoe (Beddoe 1870,
212–13).

7. The role of Herbert Spencer is considered in chapter 8. Spencer’s theory of evolution is
pre-Darwinian, without systematic reliance on the natural selection mechanism that eugenics
proposed to emulate. Sympathy is the driving force in Spencer’s account and, as Wallace pointed
out, sympathy blocks natural selection. Spencer suggested that control of births would turn off
“the struggle for existence” so that sympathy might ›ourish. For Edgeworth’s criticism of
Spencer, see chapter 10.



But in man, as we now behold him, this is different. He is social and
sympathetic. In the rudest tribes the sick are assisted at least with food;
less robust health and vigour than the average does not entail death. . . .
Some division of labour takes place. . . . The action of natural selection
is therefore checked. (clxii)

W. R. Greg responded that sympathy blocked the “salutary” effects of
the survival of the ‹ttest, and therefore such sentiments should be sup-
pressed.

My thesis is this: that the indisputable effect of the state of social
progress and culture we have reached, of our high civilization in its pre-
sent stage and actual form, is to counteract and suspend the operation of
that righteous and salutary law of “natural selection” in virtue of which
the best specimens of the race—the strongest, the ‹nest, the worthi-
est—are those which survive . . . and propagate an ever improving and
perfecting type of humanity. (1875, 119) 

To testify to the importance of Greg and his 1868 Fraser’s “On the
Failure of ‘Natural Selection’ in the Case of Man,” what better author-
ity can there be than Darwin himself?

Natural Selection as affecting civilized nations. I have hitherto only con-
sidered the advancement of man from a semi-human condition to that
of the modern savage. But some remarks on the action of Natural Selec-
tion in civilized nations may be worth adding. This subject has been
ably discussed by Mr W. R. Greg, and previously by Mr Wallace and Mr
Galton. Most of my remarks are taken from these three authors.8

Darwin was taken by the following passage in Greg.

The careless, squalid, unaspiring Irishman, fed on potatoes, living in a
pig-stye, doting on a superstition, multiply like rabbits or
ephemera:—the frugal, foreseeing, self-respecting, ambitious Scot,
stern in his morality, spiritual in his faith, sagacious and disciplined in
his intelligence, passes his best years in struggle and in celibacy, marries
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8. Charles Darwin (1871, 138–39). In the later Enigmas of Life, Greg seems rightly pleased to
report this endorsement: “Mr. Darwin, who has done me the honor to quote a monograph which
I wrote four or ‹ve years ago on this subject . . .” (1875, 137). Galton writes: “The verdict which I
most eagerly waited for was that of Charles Darwin, whom I ranked far above all other authorities
on such a matter. His letter, given below, made me most happy” (1908, 290).



late, and leaves few behind. (Greg 1868, “Failure,” 361; quoted with
omissions in Darwin Descent, 143) 

In his Enigmas of Life—now informed by Galton’s “Hereditary
Genius”—Greg focused his attack on the homogeneity doctrine
implicit in T. R. Malthus’s recommendation of delay of marriage.
Malthus cared only about the quantity of births. Early eugenicists wor-
ried instead about the quality. Greg argued that the “improving ele-
ment” would soon be outbred by the “more reckless”:

Malthus’s “prudential check” rarely operates upon the lowest classes;
the poorer they are, usually, the faster do they multiply; certainly the
more reckless they are in reference to multiplication. It is the middle
classes, those who form the energetic, reliable, improving element of
the population, those who wish to rise and do not choose to sink, those
in a word who constitute the true strength and wealth and dignity of
nations,—it is these who abstain from marriage or postpone it. (Greg
1875, 129)9

In a chapter entitled “Malthus Notwithstanding,” Greg emphasizes a
new law in opposition to Malthus’s.

Possibly the danger ultimately to be apprehended may be the very
reverse of that which Malthus dreaded; that, in fact, when we have
reached that point of universal plenty and universal cultivation to which
human progress ought to bring us, the race will multiply too slowly
rather than too fast. One such in›uence may be speci‹ed with consid-
erable con‹dence,—namely, THE TENDENCY OF CEREBRAL DEVELOP-
MENT TO LESSEN FECUNDITY. (Greg 1875, 103; emphasis in original)

To see how the eugenics movement was in›uenced by the racist
views in Carlyle’s “Negro Question,” we begin with the two cofounders
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9. Galton argued similarly: “The check to over-population mainly advocated by Malthus is a
prudential delay in the time of marriage; but the practice of such a doctrine would assuredly be
limited, and if limited it would be most prejudicial to the race, as I have pointed out in Hereditary
Genius, but may be permitted to do so again. The doctrine would only be followed by the prudent
and self-denying; . . . Those whose race we especially want to have, would leave few descendants,
while those whose race we especially want to be quit of, would crowd the vacant space with their
progeny. . . . The practical application of the doctrine of deferred marriage would therefore lead
indirectly to most mischievous results, that were overlooked owing to the neglect [of] considera-
tions bearing on race” (1907c, Human Faculty, 207). 



of eugenics: Galton and Greg. Here is the passage of Galton’s 1865
“Hereditary Talent and Character” in which he announces his adher-
ence to the doctrine of national characters:

Still more strongly marked than these are the typical features and char-
acters of different races of men. The Mongolians, Jews, Negroes, Gip-
sies, and American Indians severally propagate their kinds; and each
kind differs in character and intellect, as well as in colour and shape,
from the other four. They, and a vast number of races form a class of
instances worthy of close investigation, in which peculiarities of charac-
ter are invariably transmitted from the parents to the offspring. (1865,
320; emphasis added)

Galton’s explanation for racial hierarchy conjoins Thomas Carlyle’s
argument that labor makes us fully human with the principle of natural
selection. 

The most notable quality that the requirements of civilization have hith-
erto bred in us, living as we do in a rigorous climate and on a naturally
barren soil, is the instinct of continuous steady labour. This is alone pos-
sessed by civilized races, and it is possessed in a far greater degree by the
feeblest individuals among them than by the most able-bodied savages.
. . . men who are born with wild and irregular dispositions, even though
they contain much that is truly noble, are alien to the spirit of a civilized
country, and they and their breed are eliminated from it by the law of
selection. (1865, 325)

Next, we juxtapose Carlyle’s Shooting Niagara—his defense of Gov-
ernor Eyre and attack on democracy in America and Britain—with
Greg on the survival of native races:

CARLYLE
One always rather likes the Nig-
ger; evidently a poor blockhead
with good dispositions, with affec-
tions, attachments,—with a turn
for Nigger Melodies, and the
like:—he is the only Savage of all
the coloured races that doesn’t die
out on sight of the White Man;
but can actually live beside him,
and work and increase and be
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GREG
The Indians of the Antilles, the
Red man of North America, the
South Sea Islanders, the Aus-
tralians, even the New Zealanders
(the ‹nest and most pliable and
teachable of savages), are all alike
dying out with rapidity—in conse-
quence of the harshness, or in
spite of the forbearance and pro-
tection, of the stronger and more



merry. The Almighty Maker has
appointed him to be a Servant.
(1867, 5)

There is a difference of course in style between Carlyle and Greg.
The connection between Carlyle and the eugenics movement can

be appreciated by considering Carlyle’s claims about “swarmery” in
Shooting Niagara alongside Galton’s 1872 “Gregariousness in Cattle
and in Men.”

CARLYLE
[T]here soon comes that singular
phenomenon . . . “Swarmery,” or
the “Gathering of Men in
Swarms,” and what prodigies they
are in the habit of doing and
believing, when thrown into that
miraculous condition. Some big
Queen Bee is in the centre of the
swarm; but any commonplace stu-
pidest bee . . . whatever of palpable
incredibility and delirious absur-
dity, universally believed, can be
uttered or imagined on these
points, “the equality of men,” any
man equal to any other; Quashee
Nigger to Socrates or Shakspeare;
Judas Iscariot to Jesus Christ;—
and Bedlam and Gehenna equal
to the New Jerusalem, shall we
say? If these things are taken up,
not only as axioms of Euclid, but
as articles of religion burning to be
put in practice for the salvation of
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capable European. The negro
alone survives—and, but for the
observation of what is now going
on in our sugar islands and in the
United States we should say,
seems likely to survive. He only
has been able to hold his own in a
fashion, and to live and ›ourish,
side by side with masterful and
mightier races. (1868, 357)

GALTON
I propose, in these pages, to discuss
a curious and apparently anom-
alous group of base moral instincts
and intellectual de‹ciencies, to
trace their analogies in the world
of brutes, and to examine the con-
ditions, through which they have
been evolved. I speak of the slavish
aptitudes, from which the leaders
of men, and the heroes and the
prophets, are exempt, but which
are irrepressible elements in the
disposition of average men. I refer
to the natural tendency of the vast
majority of our race to shrink from
the responsibility of standing and
acting alone, to their exaltation of
the vox populi, even when they
know it to be the utterance of a
mob of nobodies, into the vox Dei,
to their willing servitude to tradi-
tion, authority, and custom.10
(Quoted in Pearson 1924, 72)

10. The phrase vox populi, vox dei will be revisited in appendix 1 and in our study of Galton’s
use of the median (chap. 5, this vol.). 



the world,—I think you will admit
that Swarmery plays a wonderful
part in the heads of poor
Mankind. (1867, 4–5)

Here is the judgment of Galton’s disciple, Karl Pearson, on this arti-
cle.

Wonderful, is it not, how Darwinism had already gripped Galton? How
he thought in terms of heredity and natural selection and was ready to
apply them to the past history of man in order to explain its present and
suggest its future! The notion that it is necessary for human progress to
breed out the men of slavish morals and intelligence—the essential
foundation of eugenics—is already a truth to him. (Pearson 1924, 74)

The link to Carlyle’s teaching is obvious. With eugenics we can breed
the Hero.

Galton had an immense veneration for genius as he de‹nes it; not only
like Carlyle would he have made his heroes rulers of the mediocre, but
unlike Carlyle he would have had his heroes steadily and surely replace
the latter.11

JAMES HUNT CONVERTS FRANCIS GALTON

Galton’s 1876 criticism of economics as practiced in Section F of the
British Association has been widely discussed.12 Earlier testimony from
Nassau Senior demonstrates that the criticism was not new.13 But what
was the feasible alternative to economics as practiced in the 1870s? Gal-

66 T H E  “ V A N I T Y  O F  T H E  P H I L O S O P H E R ”

11. Pearson (1924, 94). Cf. chapter 5, note 7. 
12. See Peart 2001b; Stone 1980; Henderson 1994; Porter 1986, 135–36.
13. Nassau Senior (1860, 357): “In 1856 the General Committee of the British Association

decided that the Section over which I have the honour to preside, should be entitled ‘The Sec-
tion of Economic Science and Statistics.’

“I have looked through the papers which since that time have been communicated to us, and
I have been struck by the unscienti‹c character of many of them.

“I use that word not dyslogistically, but merely distinctively, merely as expressing that the writ-
ers have wandered from the domain of science into that of art.”

Henderson (1994, 499): “Any number of the early arguments defending the continued exis-
tence of Section F are curious and fail to confront directly Galton’s primary argument that the
section dealt with unscienti‹c matters.”



ton evidently approved of the alternative offered in anthropology by
Dr. James Hunt.14 When he defended anthropology in the British Asso-
ciation from the type of charges leveled against economics, Galton
focused on the quality of the anthropologist, not their procedures.15

How could Hunt have had anything in common with Galton? No
one has ever called Galton a quack. Two claims that Hunt made in
public at the London Anthropological Society, then had printed,
helped him earn this label:

Many observers have noticed the fact that the Negro frequently uses the
great toe as a thumb. (1863b, “Negro’s Place,” 7)

[T]he typical woolly-haired races have never invented a reasoned theo-
logical system, discovered an alphabet, framed a grammatical language,
nor made the least step in science or art.16

The assertions that toes are used as thumbs and that a people exist with-
out the capacity for a human language prepare one for the truly
bizarre.17

The modern theory of statistical racism as ‹rst explained by Arrow
(1972) and Phelps (1972) supposes that groups will be divided on the
basis of sample means. One race differs from another on the basis of an
estimate of some central tendency. In nineteenth-century Britain, this
dimension might have been willingness to work, or the ability to save.18
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14. Another theme common to Hunt and Galton is their disdain for the presence of women
at academic meetings. This aspect of Galton’s attack on Section F is discussed by Henderson
(1994). Hunt separated himself from the Ethnological Society over its admission of women. On
the disparagement Mill received for his attempt to extend the franchise to women, see Peart 2005.

15. In “Economic Science” (1877, 471–72), Galton remarked: “This Section [F] therefore
occupies a peculiar position of isolation, being neither suf‹ciently scienti‹c in itself, nor receiv-
ing help from other Sections. In the ‹rst respect it may be alleged that the Anthropology Depart-
ment and the Geographical Section are open to the same charges; but in the latter respect the
case is very different. The leading anthropologists are physiologists, geologists, or geographers,
and the proceedings of the department are largely indebted to their special knowledge.” Stepan
(1982, 127) explains Galton’s reference to anthropologist as geographer.

16. Hunt (1863b, “Negro’s Place,” 19). The language slur resurfaced early in the twentieth
century, when Commons (1916, 94) asserted that the Yiddish spoken by Russian Jews “is scarcely
a language—it is a jargon without syntax, conjugation, or declension.” We return to the claim
concerning spiritual incapacity in chapter 5.

17. As noted earlier (chap. 3), however, similar claims were also made by Charles Kingsley.
18. See Peart 2000. The table provides evidence concerning both of these characteristics.



But as noted previously (chap. 3), we have argued that, at least as an
approximation, the racists we consider also distinguish one race from
another on the basis of an estimate of the dispersion around the center.
“Inferior” was a judgment about the race that is said to be a dead race,
as Hunt put it, “incapable of elevation,” a race with zero variance. In
this case, the sample mean of the race, its stereotype in Arrow-Phelps
terminology, is the “inferior race.” The images from Punch we
reprinted in chapter 3, in which all Fenians look alike, illustrate Hunt’s
race-without-variation theory. Not surprisingly, Hunt’s argument con-
cerning the Negro was countered, in his time, by “cases of intelligent
Negros.” Hunt’s response was that such instances were evidence of
“impostures” rather than examples of variation.19

In Hunt’s theory of racial development, both the mean and variance
of intelligence and other moral characteristics are said to be functions
of the length of time one’s mind develops. Development of the “lesser”
races stops sooner. If this notion spread no further than Hunt’s claim
that blacks used the big toe as a thumb, it would be without conse-
quence. But this was not the case; Hunt’s theory was widely in›uen-
tial.20

The ‹rst issue of Hunt’s Anthropological Review contains abstracts of
anthropological papers presented at Section E of the British Associa-
tion along with reports of the ›oor discussion. The third paper is
Hunt’s “On the Physical and Mental Characters of the Negro.” This
occasion generated considerable discussion when an escaped slave and
abolitionist writer, William Craft, rose to challenge Hunt.21 But before
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19. The details are provided in Desmond 1994, 353; Young 1995; and Levy 2001. Hunt pro-
vides an example of how this “imposture” argument works: “The exhibitions of cases of intelligent
Negroes in the saloons of the fashionable world by so-called ‘philanthropists,’ have frequently
been nothing but mere impostures. In nearly every case in which the history of these cases has
been investigated, it has been found that these so-called Negroes are the offspring of European
and African parents” (1863b, “Negro’s Place,” 16).

20. Reade (1864, 399): “The growth of the brain in the negro, as in the ape, is sooner arrested
than in those of our race.” We quote Reade when we consider the discussion of whether Africans
were suited to Christianity (chap. 9). We hope to examine the role of Richard Burton, Hunt’s
associate in the Anthropological Society, at a later date. Burton’s important translations of the Ara-
bian Nights began with his discussions with Hunt. See Desmond 1994.

21. Lorimer (1978, 47–48) discusses Craft and the confrontation with Hunt. Levy (2001) tran-
scribes Charles Kingsley’s letter to Hunt about the event. It is illuminating that Mill’s disciple, 



Craft spoke, Galton pointed out the stupidity of the zero variance asser-
tion, based on his own experience in Africa. 

MR. GALTON said that the case was brie›y this:—Among the Negroes of
Africa there were more frequent instances of an abject and superstitious
character, combined with brutal behavior, than could be paralleled
elsewhere in the world. It was a wonder that people like those of
Dahomey could mould themselves into any form of society at all, and it
was actually found that when the chief of such a tribe died it disinte-
grated and rapidly disappeared. In short, the tribes of Africa were
remarkable for their rapid formation and short continuance. Many of
their chiefs were of alien descent, and it was remarkable how their great-
est kingdoms had been ruled by Tawareks—men with Arab blood—or,
as Captain Speke now informed us, by straight-haired Wahumas. How
did it happen, then, that so degraded a people could furnish men capa-
ble of constructing nations out of the loosest materials? The question
once stated was almost its own reply. The Negro, though on average
extremely base, was by no means a member of a race lying at a dead
level. On the contrary, it had the capacity of frequently producing able
men capable of taking an equal position with Europeans. The fact of a
race being distinguished by the diversity of its members was well known
to ethnologists. There were black and red sub-divisions of many North
African races, and the contrast between the well-fed and ill-fed classes of
the same tribe of Negroes was often such as amount apparently to a
speci‹c difference.22

How did Galton’s ideas “evolve” from a recognition of the diversity
of African peoples to his 1865 Macmillan’s articles?23 Before his
encounter with Hunt, Galton’s views represent his African experience
viewed through the lens of a theory not-too-distant from that held by
the classical economists. After his encounter with Hunt, he reads, in
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J. E. Cairnes (1865, 336), cites “William Crafts [sic], the African explorer, the eloquent defender
of the humanity of his race, and now the leading merchant and reformer in the kingdom of
Dahomey” along with Frederick Douglass and others as counterexamples to the zero-variance
claim. The confrontation between the judgment of science versus that of ordinary people is exam-
ined in chapter 11.

22. Galton in “Anthropology at the British Association” (1863, 387–88). We ‹nd no discussion
of this in any report in any of the secondary literature even though Pearson’s Life (1924) devotes
an extensive section to Galton’s anthropological writings.

23. Stepan (1982, 127): “Galton clearly recognized the variety in physical character, language,
and social organization of the various African tribes he encountered; once home, however, the
tribal distinctions became merged in a single Negro race.”



the passages from the articles that we quote later, as if he were seeing
the world through Hunt’s racial theory.

How is this possible? By contemporary judgment, Hunt was a quack.
Galton’s integrity is beyond reproach.24 But Galton had a weakness: he
seems to have wanted to believe that the physicality of a man was posi-
tively correlated with his intellect. Many years after Hunt’s death he
candidly stated that he really wanted to believe in the uniformity of
Negro ‹ngerprints.25 Here is Pearson’s report where he ‹rst quotes Gal-
ton:

I think most of my readers would be surprised at the statures and physi-
cal frames of the heroes of history, who ‹ll my pages, if they could be
assembled together in a hall. I would undertake to pick out of any group
of them, even out of that of the Divines, an “eleven” who should com-
pete in any physical feats whatever, against similar selections from
groups of twice or thrice their number, taken at haphazard from equally
well-fed classes. (Pearson 1924, 94)

Then Pearson comments.

Perhaps Galton laid too great stress on the high wranglers and classics of
his own day who had been “varsity blues”; or again on the big-headed
men on the front benches at the Royal Society meetings in the early
’seventies. (1924, 94)26
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24. At age eighty-‹ve he found technical reasons to believe that majoritarian decision making
had desirable properties. And he called attention to this “unexpected” result with great clarity,
choosing to title the second of a pair of articles “Vox Populi,” explicitly challenging his Carlylean
assertions quoted previously. See Galton 1907a and 1907b. These articles are suf‹ciently impor-
tant that they were reprinted by us in a 2002 issue of Public Choice where we call attention to Pear-
son’s judgment that Galton chose to publish these results in Nature to maximize their contem-
porary (policy?) impact. Porter (1986, 130) notes Galton’s antiegalitarianism in the years before
these papers were published. Our Public Choice reprint is included at the end of this book as an
appendix.

25. Galton (1892a, 195–96); cited in table 4.1.
26. Pearson himself was not immune to this sort of argument, e.g., Pearson (1924, 94): “Gal-

ton illustrates this by a case in which trained Highlanders challenged all England to compete with
them in their games of strength. They were beaten in the foot-race by a youth, a pure Cockney,
and clerk to a London banker. Perhaps I may be permitted to cite another illustration from an
occurrence at ’varsity sports over 40 years ago. The high jump had been won by a highly trained
athlete, and the rod had been replaced at the last half inch he had failed to surmount; a non-com-
batant, a somewhat sedentary mathematician in every day costume, stepped again from among
the spectators, leapt the rod to the astonishment of the onlookers, and disappeared again into the
crowd.”



He adds the following note.

He was very unhappy about the low correlations I found between intel-
ligence and size of head, and would cite against me those “front
benches”; it was one of the few instances I noticed when impressions
seemed to have more weight with him than measurements. It is possi-
ble, however, that between his day and mine science changed its
recruiting ‹elds, and “eminence” became less common. (94)

All that has been written on Hunt pictures him with enormous vital-
ity and energy.27 Galton would not be the ‹rst intellectual to have been
seduced by charisma. Nor would he be the only African explorer to
learn to see the world through Hunt’s eyes.28 By 1865 Galton on savages
in general reads just like Hunt on the Negro.

It is important to notice that Galton never—as far as we
know—employed the “mixed race” immunization strategy described
earlier. Thus he lacks Hunt’s device for dealing with the difference
between the hypothetical “Negro” and observed people of color. Hunt

D e n y i n g  H u m a n  H o m o g e n e i t y 71

27. The obituary from New York Weekly Day-Book (6 November 1869), reprinted in the
Anthropology Review under “Anthropological News” (1870, 97) gives some ›avor of contemporary
opinions: “We are pained to hear of the death of Dr. James Hunt . . . beyond doubt the best, or,
at all events, the most useful man in England, if not, indeed, in Europe. . . . Dr. Hunt, in his own
clear knowledge and brave enthusiasm, was doing more for humanity, for the welfare of mankind,
and for the glory of God, than all the philosophers, humanitarians, philanthropists, statesmen,
and, we may say, bishops and clergy of England together. He was teaching them what they are in
fact—what God has made them, what their relations to other species of human kind, Mongols,
Malays, Negroes, etc., and thus preparing them for the ful‹lment of their duties to each other,
and to the dependent races that were, or might be, in juxtaposition with them.” Cf. Keith (1917,
19): “We must now turn back to the year 1863 to witness one of the most remarkable and instruc-
tive of all the episodes which chequer the history of our Institute. We have seen how young Hunt
became Secretary of the Ethnological Society in 1859, under the Presidency of Crawfurd. He has
the ‹re and enthusiasm of an evangelist and the methods of a popular political propagandist.”
Stocking (1971, 377) explains the growth of the Anthropological Society by appeal to “a leader of
Hunt’s evident dynamism.” Banton (1977, 77) describes Hunt as “England’s brashest exponent of
the theory of permanent racial types.” Desmond (1994, 320) writes: “The coarsest attacks on Man’s
Place were closest to home. As the American Civil War raged the doom-mongering about racial
con›ict inspired a charismatic reactionary with a PhD., James Hunt, to found the Anthropologi-
cal Society.”

28. Reade (1864, 399): “Thus it has been proved by measurements, by microscopes, by analyses,
that the typical negro is something between a child, a dotard, and a beast. I can not struggle against
these sacred facts of science.* [*At the last meeting of the British Association, in the Section E, the
president of the Anthropological Society [Hunt] ventured to quote them. His audience felt insulted
when informed that they were more intellectual than the negro, and endeavored to prove the con-
trary by hisses!] . . . But I contend that it is only degradation; that it is the result of disease.”



never denied that observed people of color had considerable variation.
Instead, he insisted that all the variation was the result of their white
ancestors. Without this quackery to distinguish between the hypotheti-
cal “Negro” and actual people of color, Galton later assumes that vari-
ance is a constant across observed races.29 Nonetheless, in 1865 his
words give warrant to Hunt’s claim that the “savage” is without varia-
tion. 

HUNT
M. Gratiolet30 has also observed
that in the anterior races the
sutures of the cranium do not
close so early as in the occipital or
inferior races. From these
researches it appears that in the
Negro the growth of the brain is
sooner arrested than in the Euro-
pean. The premature union of the
bones of the skull may give a clue
to much of the mental inferiority
which is seen in the Negro race.
There can be no doubt that in
puberty a great change takes place
in relation to physical develop-
ment; but in the Negro there
appears to be an arrested develop-
ment of the brain, exactly harmo-
nizing with the physical forma-
tion. Young Negro children are
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GALTON
Another difference, which may
either be due to natural selection
or to original difference of race, is
the fact that savages seem inca-
pable of progress after the ‹rst few
years of their life. The average
children of all races are much on
a par. Occasionally, those of the
lower races are more precocious
than the Anglo-Saxon; as a brute
beast of a few weeks old is cer-
tainly more apt and forward than a
child of the same age. But, as the
years go by, the higher races con-
tinue to progress, while the lower
ones gradually stop. They remain
children in mind, with the pas-
sions of grown men. Eminent
genius commonly asserts itself in
tender years, but it continues long

29. In the book version of Hereditary Genius, Galton assumes for exposition that races have
the same variance: “In comparing the worth of different races, I shall make frequent use of the law
of deviation from an average, to which I have already been much beholden; and, to save the
reader’s time and patience, I propose to act upon an assumption that would require a good deal
of discussion to the limit, and to which the reader may at ‹rst demur, but which cannot lead to
any error of importance in a rough provisional inquiry. I shall assume that the intervals between
the grades of ability are the same in all the races” (1892b, 337). More pointedly he asserted that
there was considerable overlap in the abilities of blacks and whites: “First, the negro race has
occasionally, but very rarely, produced such men as Toussaint l’Ouverture. . . . Secondly, the
negro race is by no means wholly de‹cient in men capable of becoming good factors, thriving
merchants, and otherwise considerably raised above the average of whites” (1892b, 338). We thank
Bryan Caplan for the reference.

30. Louis Pierre Gratiolet was a French anatomist and anthropologist. His work was cited by
Darwin, and he worked with Paul Broca on brain localization.



nearly as intelligent as European
children; but the older they grow
the less intelligent they become.
They exhibit, when young, an ani-
mal liveliness for play and tricks,
far surpassing the European child. 

With the Negro, as with some
other races of man, it has been
found that the children are preco-
cious, but that no advance in edu-
cation can be made after they
arrive at the age of maturity.
(1863b, “Negro’s Place,” 8, 12)

“CHARACTERISTICS” OF “LOWER” RACES

If the writings of a thinker like Galton seem to re›ect the views of
Hunt, perhaps the in›uence of Hunt and the anthropologists extends
to the economics community as it was reshaped toward the end of the
century. To this end, we summarize how the anthropologists and
eugenicists characterized “inferiority,” and we consider how those
characteristics carry over to the postclassical economics literature.31

Our intention is not to argue that the treatment of race is uniform
across or within our groups of analysts. Within Britain, differences per-
sisted within the anthropological treatments (Duff 1881), and among
British postclassical economists the discussion was by no means uni-
form. And differences characterized the British and the American
experiences.32 The analysis and reform-minded zeal of the Progressive
era in America were not signi‹cant features of the British experience.33

Yet the common language and themes evident in table 4.1 suggest that
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to develop. The highest minds in
the highest races seem to have
been those who had the longest
boyhood. (1865, 326)

31. We con‹ne our study to the period in which the in›uence of eugenics is strongest,
roughly from 1870 through 1920. A number of well-known economists who were prominent in the
Eugenics Society remain outside our scope, notably J. M. Keynes and James Meade. Keynes’s
Galton Lecture (Keynes 1937) reveals a deep concern with population growth, but it con‹nes
itself to the effect of an overall slowing in population growth without mention of racial or
income-related variations in reproductive rates. See Toye 2000 on Keynes’s treatment of popula-
tion and the “Greg problem.”

32. Compare Leonard 2003a and Rutherford 2003 with Peart 2000 and Collard 1996.
33. See Leonard 2003b and Bateman 2003.
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the in›uence of early racial theorizing was persistent and wide, and
took on the two forms outlined at the outset: the “inferior” race differed
in terms of some parameter(s) such as work effort, time preference, or
family size; and the other—more devastating—model that held that
the Other was a dead race incapable of progress. 

Table 4.1 documents claims by postclassical economists concerning
the lack of differentiation among the “inferior” or “lower races.” It also
provides evidence from postclassical economists of parametric racism,
the presumption that inferior races are characterized by lower work
effort,34 improvidence, alcoholism, inability to control sexual passion,
and overall carelessness.35 Throughout, some imprecision exists as to
whether the economist has in mind the lower classes or a racial or eth-
nic type. British economists typically focused on the lower classes and
argued that the working classes are creatures of passion, unable to plan
for the future and unusually susceptible to alcoholism (Peart 2000). Yet
when the Irish were involved, class signi‹es race (as Jevons 1870
reveals; Peart 2001a). For Marshall, the “industrial” classes are racially
inferior: as conquest and the intermixture of races occurred, the infe-
rior (yet still white) races sort themselves into the lower ranks of indus-
trial society (1890, 195). The legacy of slavery looms large in the work of
early-twentieth-century American writers. Finally, for both British and
American postclassical economics, an overriding fear of the dysgenic
effects of immigration is present.
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34. As in Carlyle’s “Negro Question,” climate is often offered as an explanation for reduced
work effort among the “lower races” (and, since lack of work effort implies that simple and then
more complex tasks are neither attempted nor mastered, climate is also associated with lack of dif-
ferentiation within the race). See Marshall 1890, 195, 205, 528. Commons contends that a tropical
climate is associated with ignorance and debauchery, while a temperate climate requires work
effort and develops self-reliance, self-control, and ingenuity (1916, 212–13). Jevons is also struck by
the relationship between climate and race (1869). For an application of Jevons’s argument to the
American context, see F. Walker (1881) in Darity 1995. Thus, an economic explanation is pro-
vided for “facts” of anthropology.

35. While we ‹nd no discussion of lack of variation in the secondary literature, there are sev-
eral good discussions of parametric racism in postclassical thinking. See Collard 1996 for an
examination that links Pigou’s “faulty telescopic tendency” to the distribution of resources over
time. White 1994 discusses issues of race and gender in Jevons. Peart 2000 discusses racial deter-
minants of rationality in Jevons, Marshall, Pigou, and Fisher; Levitt 1976 mentions Marshall on
eugenics; Aldrich 1975 discusses Fisher’s economic analysis and eugenics.



BREEDING AND IMMIGRATION POLICY

Eugenicists urged that a policy of selective breeding and immigration
be used to improve racial composition of the nation. Without inter-
vention, they argued, the quality of the population would decline over
time. What was required, then, was a wide-ranging program to coun-
teract eugenic tendencies, what Sidney Webb referred to as the “social
machinery” of eugenic intervention (1910, 237). The common thread
in eugenic policies is coercion, overriding reproductive choices of
individuals. The implication for national greatness was stressed repeat-
edly.36 Eugenicists—biologists and social scientists alike—made their
case in explicit opposition to utilitarian economists of the nineteenth
century for whom the happiness of one counts as that of another (Han-
kins 1923, 398),37 and in opposition to democratic theory.

Democracy is still the fundamental religion of the nation, but grave
doubts begin to appear as to the speedy realization of the happy
day-dreams of our fathers. The land is full of strangers of alien race and
tradition; in spite of popular education and heroic efforts at social bet-
terment objective inequality has increased so that the wilful unbeliever
must now admit it. Class lines are appearing even in the democratic
west; even class war stalks through the land in which our cant-monger-
ing political orators and purblind newspaper editors say there are no
classes. (Hankins 1923, 395)38

Among economists, as among the anthropologists, the argument
was often that the Irish overbreed, while Anglo-Saxons reproduce at
relatively low rates. In America, the Irish are frequently offered as an
example of an “inferior” race, but the “Negro” and “immigration prob-
lems” formed the central backdrop to discussions of eugenics policies.
Waves of immigration drawn predominantly from “inferior races” are
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36. Leonard Darwin claims the limitation of family size by those who can afford children is
both “immoral” and “unpatriotic” (1916a, 173). Macbride, discussing Darwin, “regrets” to admit
that eugenics is taking greater hold in the United States than England, a fact that leads him to the
conclusion that America “would beat them [England] in the race for commercial supremacy” (in
L. Darwin 1919, 31). Pearson also linked eugenics with national welfare, arguing in 1925 that Gal-
ton’s phrase “national eugenics” was well chosen (Pearson and Elderton 1925, 3–4).

37. We take up this point in detail in chapters 7 and 10.
38. We examine the use of the word cant (and cant-mongering) in chapter 8.



said to have reduced the quality of the nation (Commons 1916, 200ff).
Since such immigrants multiply at high rates, the deterioration would
be ongoing.39

Among the British postclassical economists, Marshall most strenu-
ously endorsed the differential fertility rate argument. He wrote about
a “cause for anxiety,” “some partial arrest of that selective in›uence of
struggle and competition which in the earliest stages of civilization
caused those who were strongest and most vigorous to leave the largest
progeny behind them; and to which, more than any other single cause,
the progress of the human race is due” ([1890] 1930, 201).40 Advances in
public health that saved the “feeble” and “un‹t” served to reduce the
quality of the population.

Thus there are increasing reasons for fearing, that while the progress of
medical science and sanitation is saving from death a continually
increasing number of the children of those who are feeble physically
and mentally; many of those who are most thoughtful and best endowed
with energy, enterprise, and self-control are tending to defer their mar-
riages and in other ways to limit the number of children whom they
leave behind them. (Marshall [1890] 1930, 201)41

Pigou also accepted that the lower classes reproduce at relatively
high rates, while the “higher classes” delay marriage and have few chil-
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39. In England, economists such as Marshall feared that such deterioration would occur
within cities (Marshall 1884). Here the argument is that the Irish form a relatively large and (due
to high birthrates) growing constituency in cities (Jevons 1870; Peart 2001a). Cf. “The slums and
courts of our large cities are chie›y inhabited by the un‹t, who are recruited by the failures in the
industrial struggle; and among these early marriages and illegitimate intercourse is more com-
mon than among the saner and more intelligent class” (Ashby, comments on Reid 1906, 38).

40. The argument was speci‹ed in the common terminology of low fertility rates among the
“upper classes” and high birthrates among the poor. At least in Marshall’s case, however, the
racial element is quite clear. Historically, the intermixture of races that followed conquests led
him to speculate that the lower races selected into the industrial classes ([1890] 1930, 195). Else-
where he used the more obvious eugenic phrase, referring to the tendency of the “higher strains
of the population to marry later and to have fewer children than the lower” ([1890] 1930, 203).

41. “Again, on the Paci‹c Slope, there were at one time just grounds for fearing that all but
highly skilled work would be left to the Chinese; and that the white men would live in an arti‹cial
way in which a family became a great expense. In this case Chinese lives would have been sub-
stituted for American, and the average quality of the human race would have been lowered”
(Marshall [1890] 1930, 201 n. 1). Galton’s argument concerning the inheritance of traits of genius
is endorsed in this context, as well (202, 206). The contention that, without sterilization or segre-
gation, saving the “feeble” entails a reduction in genetic quality is common; see Fisher 1909; 
L. Darwin 1916a; Webb 1910.



dren (1907, 364–65).42 The “injurious” effects of such relatively high
reproductive rates among the poor might be counteracted by policies
designed to improve the well-being of low-income people (cf. Webb
1910). But the biological question remained: “Is there reason to believe
that bad original properties and poverty are closely related?” Pigou
answers af‹rmatively.

For, if we consider the matter, it is apparent that among the relatively
rich are many persons who have risen from a poor environment, which
their fellows, who have remained poor, shared with them in childhood.
Among the original properties of these relatively rich presumably there
are qualities which account for their rise. A relatively high reproductive
rate among those who have remained poor implies, in a measure, the
breeding out of these qualities. It implies, in fact, a form of selection that
discriminates against the original properties that promote economic
success. (1907, 365) 

In America, the argument regarding relatively low fertility rates
among the highly civilized becomes known as “race treason,” a phrase
that elicited no small amount of resentment among the educated and
well-to-do. For economists, eugenics provided at least a partial solution
to two related problems, the “relative decrease of the successful strains
of the population,” as well as the racial mix of the existing population
that resulted from slavery and ongoing immigration (Fetter 1916,
366).43 For Fetter the “most grave” population problem, the Negro
problem, was “insoluble.” The alternatives of intermixture of races,
existence in separate geographical regions, and extinction are said to
be “repugnant,” “impractical,” and unrealistic. Fetter concludes with
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42. Pigou is singled out by Leonard Darwin (1916b, 311): “[A]s far as I know, [Pigou] is almost
the only economist who has paid serious attention to eugenics in connection with economics.”
Indeed, a JSTOR search for eugenics in the economics list ‹nds Pigou 1907 and Fetter et al. 1907
as the earliest. Schumpeter writes: “Economists entirely failed to bestow on these problems [the
quality of the human stock] the amount of attention they deserve: ›ippant phrases pro or con form
the bulk of their contribution; the only one of the leading men to take more trouble was Pigou”
(1954, 790).

43. Black population growth was low relative to that of whites. But there was still cause for
alarm. Commons (1916, 60) argued that the difference resulted from high mortality rates among
blacks (attributed in large measure to the effects of “sexual immorality and debauchery”), differ-
ences that could be eliminated and even reversed in the event of improved public health stan-
dards.



“futile expressions of regret” (1916, 366–68). Perhaps Fetter is an
instance of that oddity whose existence Sandy Darity conjectured: the
laissez-faire eugenicist.44 His unwillingness to countenance state
action leaves nothing but despair on racial matters.

Why the pessimism regarding the intermixture of race? There is an
obvious implication of the doctrine that “lower races” were character-
ized by lack of variation. Eugenics policy, as is well known (Soloway
1995), proposed to encourage reproduction from the desirable part of
the distribution of abilities and discourage reproduction from the
undesirable part. But if the “lower race” is without variation, there is no
“desirable part,” and a eugenic policy of differential intraracial breed-
ing makes no sense.45

Three sets of eugenics policies were endorsed by economists to
improve what we might call the genetic makeup of the economic unit
(generally, in this context, the nation):46 (1) positive measures, to
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44. Darity wondered about this possibility in his comments at our 2000 History of Economics
Society presentation. The predictable answer, from Sidney Webb, is: “The policy of ‘Laisser faire’
is, necessarily, to a eugenist the worst of all policies, because it implies the de‹nite abandonment
of intelligently purposeful selection. . . . No consistent eugenist can be a ‘Laisser Faire’ individu-
alist unless he throws up the game in despair. He must interfere, interfere, interfere!” (1910, 234,
237). We thank Ed McPhail for reminding us of this passage in Webb. Even earlier Fetter had
made this same point: “Unless effective means are found to check the degeneration of the race,
the noontide of humanity’s greatness is nigh, if not already passed. Our optimism must be based,
not upon laissez faire, but upon the vigorous application of science, humanity, and the legislative
art to the solution of the problem. Great changes of thought are impending, and these will
include the elimination of the un‹t, the establishment of quali‹cations for marriage, the educa-
tion of parents, and the conscious improvement of the race. Under the touch of the new science
of eugenics, many of the most perplexing social problems will disappear” (Fetter et al. 1907,
92–93).

A laissez-faire advocate might well propose a repeal of government policies that, in his view,
have a dysgenic impact. The question would remain whether the eugenic argument added any-
thing to motivate the advocacy of repeal.

45. Soloway (1995, 60): “In the case of the United States, tortured race relations and extensive
alien immigration were the principal sources of eugenic worry; in Britain, where long-established
ethnic and racial homogeneity prevailed the relative contribution of indigenous classes to the
population was the predominant concern.”

46. As Collard (1996) has noted regarding Pigou, economists typically favored a combination
of eugenics and environmental policy. See Pigou 1907; 1920, 120–25. The purported relative
ef‹cacy of eugenics proposals is made clear in a series of papers presented to the School of Eco-
nomics and Political Science at the University of London in 1904, 1905, and 1906. One by Arch-
dall Reid is particularly representative for its nationalistic overtones and the concern with alco-
holism (1906, 22): “We should bear in mind, however, that, were eugenic breeding possible, we
could improve the race to an unlimited extent; whereas our power of improving the individual by 



encourage fertility among the “superior” genetic stock; (2) negative
policies, to reduce fertility among those of “inferior” natural abilities;
and (3) immigration restrictions, which increasingly became central to
these discussions. Irving Fisher, Frank Fetter, and J. R. Commons each
argued that without such restrictions on immigration, the “race trea-
son” problem in America would only worsen.47

While Pigou ‹nds a “heavy burden of proof” for advocates of genetic
selection (1907, 366), he nevertheless favored policies to alter the
incentives for family formation. Accepting that the evidence on the
heredity of defects is strong, Pigou also favored a policy of “permanent
segregation” or sterilization to improve “the general economic welfare
of the community” (1920, 112, cf. 110; 1907, 269).48

Economists also focused on the need to select immigrants in order
to reduce the numbers from “inferior,” “defective,” and “undesirable”
classes of immigrants (Commons 1916, 230).49 In their study of Jewish
immigration in the ‹rst several issues of the Annals of Eugenics, Pear-
son and Moul explained in detail why immigration is the central mat-
ter in eugenics policy. They asked, “What purpose would there be in
endeavouring to legislate for a superior breed of men, if at any moment
it could be swamped by the in›ux of immigrants of an inferior race,
hastening to pro‹t by the higher civilisation of an improved human-
ity?” (1925, 7). The practical measure seized upon by Commons in this
context was the simple device of a literacy test, which would “raise the
average standard” of immigrants (235). Fetter argued for an overall
reduction in immigration, as well as the eugenic selection of immi-
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placing him under better conditions is strictly limited. We should remember, moreover, that an
improved environment tends ultimately to degrade the race by causing an increased survival of
the un‹t. If then, we wish to improve the nation physically, it must be mainly by selective breed-
ing. . . . certain types of men are un‹t for existence under civilised conditions of life; for example,
people susceptible to consumption or the charm of alcohol.”

47. See Cherry 1976 and Commons 1916, 198ff.
48. Fisher 1909 also endorsed government “bounties” to encourage births among the “vital”

classes (673). Proposals ranged from sterilization, to German-style marriage tests, to developing
social prejudice against such reproduction, as well as a fuller appreciation of women’s rights
(Thomson 1906, 179).

49. Pearson favored restrictions of immigration, arguing that immigration should be
restricted to those who are at least 25 percent above the mean for natives in intelligence and phys-
ical characteristics (Pearson and Moul 1925, 127; chap. 5, this vol.). 



grants in order to “improve the racial quality of the nation by checking
the multiplication of the strains defective in respect to mentality, ner-
vous organization, and physical health, and by encouraging the more
capable elements of the population to contribute in due proportion to
the maintenance of a healthy, moral, and ef‹cient population” (1916,
378).

An image from Punch at the time also made the case for immigra-
tion control (‹g. 4.1). The unwanted immigrants, “untaxed imports,”
then came from Italy, and they reveal a remarkable uniformity. Per-
haps the Punch artist feared that his readers, so accustomed to the ape-
like features of Fenians, would be slow to catch the point in an Italian
context without the addition of pictures of two real monkeys.

THE RETURN TO FIXED HUMAN NATURE 

Whatever disputes remain about how economic theory changed with
the transition to neoclassicism, it is widely accepted that the boundary
of economic science was narrowed throughout the late nineteenth
century (Winch 1972). The 1870s in particular were characterized by
often intense disputes over the nature and scope of economic “sci-
ence.” By the turn of the century it became clear that the historical
school would not prevail, and the profession would follow the lead of
W. S. Jevons in his calls for narrowing economic science, for subdivi-
sion and specialization (Jevons [1871] 1911; Peart 2001b). Jevons’s subdi-
vision rendered economic theory unassailable, but severely incom-
plete: he recognized all sorts of cases where the theory required
modi‹cation—and these, he argued, should be taken into account in
applications (Peart 2001b). This chapter has examined one example of
such narrowing, in terms of the “race” to which economics might be
applied: late in the century economists began to argue that the
intertemporal decision making of a “higher race” might not be applic-
able to a “lower race.”

Though today we sometimes fail to appreciate the racial context of
nineteenth-century disputes about economic methodology, anthropol-
ogists and evolutionary scientists of the late nineteenth century fully
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recognized that their theory directly opposed the classical political
economists’ doctrine of human homogeneity (chaps. 1, 2, this vol.).
This chapter has demonstrated that, for a time at least, the classical
economists’ postulate of homogeneity was overthrown, and racial the-
ories prevailed in economics. Hierarchical, often racial, accounts won
the day well into the twentieth century.50 Perhaps the last, albeit unrec-
ognized, statement of this position occurred in Schumpeter’s History of
Economic Analysis when he describes the role of Galton.
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Fig. 4.1. Edward Tennyson Reed, “Some Untaxed Imports from Italy” (1903)

50. The new translation by Becker and Knudsen of omitted material from Schumpeter’s The-
ory of Economic Development (2002) makes it clear that Schumpeter’s entrepreneur is Carlyle’s
Hero.



Of his many exploits, the following are relevant for us: he was the man
who may be said to have independently discovered correlation as an
effective tool of analysis; the man who set eugenics on its feet (in 1905 he
founded the Eugenics Laboratory); the man who realized the impor-
tance of, and initiated, a new branch of psychology, the psychology of
individual differences; . . . all of which makes him in my humble opin-
ion one of the three greatest sociologists, the other two being Vico and
Marx. (1954, 790–91)

Near the middle of the century the classical tradition of equal com-
petence (homogeneity) was revived at Chicago, at the London School
of Economics, and by the Austrians.51 Not surprisingly, given that racial
characterizations focused on intertemporal decision making, time
preference was central in the Chicago revival. In his 1931 review of Irv-
ing Fisher’s Theory of Interest, Frank Knight voiced his skepticism
about the common link supposed in economists’ accounts between
time preference and race. Knight, and after him George Stigler and
Gary Becker, questioned myopic accounts of intertemporal decision
making. As the Chicago school revived the classical doctrine of homo-
geneity it also (and by no coincidence) revived the presumption of
competence in economic and political activity.

When Knight reviewed Fisher’s theory of interest, he saw no differ-
ence in the motivation of different sorts of people.

It seems to me indisputable in fact that people desire wealth for many
reasons, of which the guaranty of the future delivery of groceries or other
consumable services is sometimes the main and sometimes a quite
minor consideration. It is desired for the same reasons a head-hunting
hero desires a goodly collection of skulls; it is power, a source of prestige,
a counter in the game, an article of fashion, and perhaps a mere some-
thing to be “collected.” It is wanted to use, but also just to have, to get
more, in order to get still more. (Knight 1931, 177)52
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51. The role of Lionel Robbins is considered in chapter 10.
52. Knight objected to how “this discussion has been cluttered up and the issue beclouded by

theorizing (mostly quite bad) regarding the ultimate motivations involved in the choice between
present and future (‘spending’ and ‘saving’—or ‘investing,’ which is not the same thing), on the
one hand, and, on the other hand (not nearly so bad), regarding the technological nature and
implications of the investing progress” (1931, 198).



There is nothing here about the “curious lack of variation” of savages,
but instead an illustration of economic problems across time, culture,
and race. And the antiracial argument was made even more emphati-
cally, perhaps, by Ludwig von Mises.

[The ethnologists] are utterly mistaken in contending that these other
races have been guided in their activities by motives other than those
which have actuated the white race. The Asiatics and the Africans no
less than the peoples of European descent have been eager to struggle
successfully for survival and to use reason as the foremost weapon in
these endeavors. (1949, 85)

The Stigler and Becker attack on the postulate of positive time-prefer-
ence (Stigler and Becker 1977) continued the argument that Stigler
made in his dissertation: positive time-preference has no role in the
making of abstract economic man.53 In this, Stigler remained a faithful
student of Frank Knight.

Was the Chicago revival in some sense motivated by the racial
attacks on classical economics and the widespread acceptance of racial
accounts of human behavior that we have demonstrated here? Here one
must be cautious, but it is surely no coincidence that the reading list for
Stigler’s history of economics classes in the 1960s included Walter Bage-
hot’s Postulates of English Political Economy. In this work, which
impressed Marshall enough that he introduced a student edition (Bage-
hot 1885), Bagehot “explained” the classical doctrines by appealing to
the “race” of classical theorists. Individuals were optimizers because
Adam Smith was a Scot; they were careful with money because David
Ricardo was a Jew. Marshall was of course not the only one taken by
Bagehot: Bagehot seems to have obtained his editorship of the Econo-
mist through the intervention of that close friend of the Economist’s
owner (James Wilson)—none other than W. R. Greg (Barrington 1933).
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53. Stigler (1941, 213): “The second ground for valuing present goods more highly is that ‘. . .
to goods which are destined to meet the wants of the future, we ascribe a value which is really less
than the true intensity of their future marginal utility.’ This is a failure of perspective, an irra-
tionality in human behavior—the only irrationality, it may be noted, that Böhm-Bawerk intro-
duces into his ‘economic man.’” From this, Stigler concludes that positive time-preference plays
no role in economic theory.



V

STATISTICAL PREJUDICE
From Eugenics to Immigrat ion 

Let us bear in mind the words of Galton written almost in the last years
of his life, words not of despair, but of wise caution: “When the desired
fullness of information shall have been acquired, then and not till then,

will be the ‹t moment to proclaim a ‘Jehad’ or Holy War against 
customs and prejudices that impair the physical and 

moral qualities of our race.”
—Karl Pearson and Ethel M. Elderton, 

“Foreword,” Annals of Eugenics

PREJUDICE AND RESEMBLANCE

The foundational assumption that the street porter and the philoso-
pher are essentially the same prompts us to ask whether we all have the
same motivations or whether there is something special about uncov-
ering scienti‹c “truth.” In particular, are scholars motivated by the
same self-interested desires for fame and fortune as the rest of the pop-
ulation? Today, we are often ready to presume that scholars are more
public-spirited than the rest of the population; they are said to seek only
(or at least mainly) the truth. We allow that prejudice infects the acad-
emy in the area of personal relationships, acknowledging, for instance,
that a scholar might oppose hiring a talented colleague because of
racial or religious prejudice. Yet we often cling to the belief that the
same scholar would be unbiased in the evaluation of ideas or intellec-
tual output—that he or she would never ignore or disparage ideas for
racial or religious reasons. Such a presumption—that the expert has
more public motivation than ordinary people—may be the ‹nal and
most persistent form of hierarchical thinking. 

In this chapter, we examine a case in which the presumption that
experts seek only the truth was terribly wrong. We demonstrate that

87



prejudice infected the (public) “science” of the prejudiced and was
then passed on to other scientists.1 The historical record reveals that
prejudice af›icted powerful intellects, namely, Karl Pearson and Fran-
cis Galton.2 Galton and Pearson supposed at the outset of their statisti-
cal study that Jews are inferior. Although Galton was candid about his
presuppositions and warned the reader to beware of them,3 Pearson
presented himself as a disinterested truth-seeker uncontaminated by
such vulgar motives as might taint ordinary people. He interpreted his
statistical results of “difference” to obtain the conclusion “inferior,”
even though the eugenics doctrine and the statistical procedures he
favored ought to have led him to the opposite conclusion. Eugenic
doctrine held that a feature of the “inferior” stocks of people was
“imprudence,” “intemperance,” or high time-preference.4 Yet when
Pearson found empirical evidence suggesting the Jew might be pru-
dent and patient, he interpreted his results as evidence of Jewish infe-
riority, while maintaining silence as to the issue of time preference.5

Our contention is that scholars, like other people, are motivated by
fame and fortune, as well as the desire to obtain the truth. For statisti-
cians, one value of an estimate may be preferred to another (Feigen-
baum and Levy 1996). The trade-offs we consider here are (1) the per-
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1. The argument of Arrow (1972) and Phelps (1972) characterizes prejudice as an intellectual
shortcut. In such cases, information about a group is a means to another end, e.g., an input to
pro‹t-maximizing employment decisions. Here, we consider the characterization of the group
itself in Galton and Pearson. We do not intend to assert that all scientists who accepted eugeni-
cists’ results were either unprejudiced or prejudiced. But it does seem clear to us that at least some
of the postclassical economists (such as Pigou) were reluctant to accept eugenic claims about
genetic variation by class and were convinced by the “scienti‹c” status of such claims (Pigou 1907;
chap. 4, this vol.).

2. Stephen Stigler summarizes the importance of Galton and Pearson for economists (Stigler
1986, 265–66).

3. We discuss Galton’s candor in footnote 24 of chapter 4 and in the appendix at the end of
the book. 

Galton presented both his presuppositions and his results in the analysis of ‹ngerprints. He
was predisposed to believe that the ‹ngerprints of black people were more uniform than those of
white people but confessed an inability to ‹nd this result in the data (1892a, 195–96, quoted in
table 4.1, this vol.). 

4. Although there was some variation at the time, the words imprudence and intemperance are
frequently used interchangeably to signify high time-preference. Peart 2000 gives details on time
preference in postclassical economic thought. See table 4.1, this volume.

5. Pearson thus provided an unexpected instance of the eugenic case of declining human sta-
tus as ability improved, described in our diagram of human capacity (chap. 2, this vol.).



ception that Jews are different; (2) eugenic theory concerning time
preference; and (3) the statistical philosophy enunciated by Galton and
Pearson. The fact that Pearson’s ‹ndings ought to have led him to
reject the hypothesis of inferiority suggests how incorrect and danger-
ous the assumption of motivation by truth-seeking can be.

The ‹rst “racial” hierarchy discussed by the British eugenic thinkers
was the difference between the Irish and Scots “races.” The following
episode concerns Jews and Gentiles. By examining the statistical work
in service of eugenics, we may learn something about how prejudice
interacts with statistical procedures and economic theory to become
public “science.” That eugenic doctrine came to dominate economics
as scienti‹c “truth,” supported by the biometric research of Francis
Galton and Karl Pearson, is clear from the testimony of postclassical
economists such as Pigou (1907), Fisher (1909), and Schumpeter (1954,
791). The statistical case having been made by Galton and more fully
by Pearson, postclassical economists came to accept their claim that
Jews were inferior. Such statistical research helped to move economics
from the classical period characterized by the hardest possible doctrine
of initial human homogeneity—that observed differences among peo-
ple arise from incentives, luck, and history—to a period in which eco-
nomics alleged foundational differences among and within races of
people (Darity 1995). As a consequence, economists in the postclassi-
cal period came to recommend restrictions on Jewish immigration
alongside other eugenic policies (chap. 4, this vol.).

GALTON AND THE JEWS

Galton’s project of composite photography was an early exercise in his
agenda of racial improvement.6 He was convinced that the results
would show physiognomic differences of the criminal or Jewish “type”
and could then be employed for the principle of human selection.

This face and the qualities [the composite] connotes probably gives a
clue to the direction in which the stock of the English race might most
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6. Composite photography was featured in the exhibition “Perfecting Mankind” (Squiers
2001).



easily be improved. It is the essential notion of a race that there should
be some ideal typical form from which the individuals may deviate in all
directions, but about which they chie›y cluster. . . . The easiest direc-
tion in which a race can be improved is towards that central type,
because nothing new has to be sought out. It is only necessary to encour-
age as far as practicable the breed of those who conform most nearly to
the central type, and to restrain as far as may be the breed of those who
deviate widely from it. Now there can hardly be a more appropriate
method of discovering the central physiognomical type of any race or
group than that of composite portraiture. (1907c, Human Faculty, 10)

Galton goes on to explain his failure to recognize criminals using com-
posites.

I have made numerous composites of various groups of convicts, which
are interesting negatively rather than positively. They produce faces of a
mean description, with no villainy written on them. The individual
faces are villainous enough, but they are villainous in different ways,
and when they are combined, the individual peculiarities disappear,
and the common humanity of a low type is all that is left. (1907c,
Human Faculty, 11)

But the composite photography had one purported success, identi-
fying the “Jewish type.” Here is Pearson’s retrospective judgment on
the Jewish composites (‹gs. 5.1 and 5.2), likened to “a great work of art.”

There is little doubt that Galton’s Jewish type formed a landmark in
composite photography, and its success was, I think, almost entirely due
to (a) increased facility in the process, and (b) to the fact that his com-
posites were based on physiognomically like constituents. In the case of
criminality and phthisis he has based his composites on mentally and
pathologically differentiated components, and had expected to ‹nd
mental and pathological characters highly correlated with the facial.
His negative results were undoubtedly of value, but they cannot appeal
to the man in the street like his positive success with the Jewish type. We
all know the Jewish boy, and Galton’s portraiture brings him before us
in a way that only a great work of art could equal—scarcely excel, for the
artist would only idealise from one model. (1924, 293)

The Jewish composite photographs were discussed in two 1885 arti-
cles by Galton and his coexperimentalist, Joseph Jacobs. Galton wrote
that the composites captured the Jewish acquisitive soul.

90 T H E  “ V A N I T Y  O F  T H E  P H I L O S O P H E R ”



They were children of poor parents, dirty little fellows individually,
but wonderfully beautiful, as I think, in these composites. The feature
that struck me the most, as I drove through the adjacent Jewish quar-
ter, was the cold scanning gaze of man, woman, and child, and this
was no less conspicuous among the schoolboys. There was no sign of
dif‹dence in any of their looks, nor of surprise at the unwonted intru-
sion. I felt, rightly or wrongly, that every one of them was coolly
appraising me at market value, without the slightest interest of any
other kind. (1885, 243)

Jacobs, to whom Galton (1885) had referred the reader, disagreed.

I fail to see any of the cold calculation which Mr. Galton seems to have
noticed in the boys at any of the composites A, B, and C. There is some-
thing more like the dreamer and thinker than the merchant in A. In
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Fig. 5.1. Francis Galton, “Illustrations of Composite Portraiture” (1885)



fact, on my showing this to an eminent painter of my acquaintance, he
exclaimed, “I imagine that is how Spinoza looked when a lad,” a piece
of artistic insight which is remarkably con‹rmed by the portraits of the
philosopher, though the artist had never seen one. The cold and some-
what hard look in composite D, however, is more con‹rmatory of Mr.
Galton’s impression. It is note-worthy that this is seen in a composite of
young fellows between 17 and 20, who have had to ‹ght a hard battle of
life even by that early age. (1885, 268)

For Jacobs, the portraits simply showed the Jewish boys had lived a
hard life. Pearson dissented from Jacobs, warning that “many will crit-
icise, and I think rightly criticise the analysis Mr. Jacobs gives of the
‘Jewishness’ in these portraits” (1924, 293).
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Fig. 5.2. Francis Galton, “The Jewish Type” (1885)



PEARSON AND THE JEWS

For Galton and Pearson, breeding the Carlylean hero was the goal
of eugenics.7 Like many eugenicists, Pearson feared that Britain
would increasingly fail to produce such “heroes” as it became more
af›uent.

Where are the younger civil servants to replace our dying pro-consuls,
and to whom the nation can commit with a feeling of security and
con‹dence the future problems of South Africa? Where are the new
writers to whom the nation listens as it did to Carlyle, Ruskin, and
Browning? or for whose books it eagerly waits as for those of Thackeray
and George Eliot? Where are the leaders of science who will make the
epoch that Darwin and Huxley made in biology, or Faraday and Clerk
Maxwell in physics? (1901, 56)

Here is Pearson’s distinction between the average and the excep-
tional.

There may be a steady average ability, but where is the ‹re of genius, the
spirit of enthusiasm, which creates the leader of men either in thought
or action? Alas! it is dif‹cult to see any light on the horizon predicting
the dawn of an intellectual renaissance, or heralding social and political
reforms such as carried the nation through the dif‹cult ‹fty years of the
middle of this century. Possibly our strong men may have got into the
wrong places . . . but I must confess to feeling sometimes that an actual
dearth is upon us. And if this should be so, then the unchangeable law
of heredity shows us only too clearly the source: we have multiplied
from the inferior, and not from the superior stocks. (1901, 56–57)

It will soon become clear that what Pearson says about exceptional
Jews—the Spinozas and Einsteins—and the policy response to Jewish
immigration runs counter to his position here.

The ‹rst article in the Annals of Eugenics of which Pearson was the
founding editor is part 1 of “The Problem of Alien Immigration into
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7. “Here was Galton ‹fty years ago calling out for the ‘superman,’ much as the younger men
of to-day are doing. But he differed from them in that he saw a reasoned way of producing the
superman, while they do not seem to get further than devoutly hoping that either by a lucky ‘sport’
or an adequate exercise of will power he will one day appear!” ( Pearson 1924, 78).



Great Britain, Illustrated by an Examination of Russian and Polish Jew-
ish Children” by Pearson and Margaret Moul. Since their procedure
violates Pearson’s commitment to the method of moments, we shall
argue that the article suggests how eugenic presuppositions colored the
statistical results.

Pearson and Moul motivate the exercise with a concern over racial
quality in densely settled countries. They begin by telling a story of cli-
mate and race suitability.8 The inherent inferiority of the Negro—
unsuitable even for Africa!—was said to be obvious.

It is perfectly idle to talk in these matters either of pride of race or of the
common humanity of all mankind. The reasons that can be given for
admitting orientals as permanent immigrants into a densely populated
occidental country apply equally to the admission of occidentals into
oriental countries. When it comes to settling or resettling a sparsely peo-
pled country, then it is possible to ‹nd out whether the individual is a
real humanitarian or not, according as he thinks only of his own race, or
of the actual suitability of other races, as judged by their culture and
their adaption for the proposed environment. From this standpoint it is
probable that the Japanese would be far more valuable than men of
Nordic race in many of the Paci‹c islands, and that the Hindoo and still
more the Chinaman might, to the great advantage of the general world
progress, replace the negro in many districts of Africa. (1925, 6–7)9

Pearson and Moul then review contending views of the results of
immigration. On the one hand, there is the human homogeneity story,
while on the other hand, immigrants might overly compete for jobs
and resources. 

In the years preceding the Great War the question of indiscriminate
immigration—especially that of the Polish and Russian Jews into the
East End of London, and the poorer quarters of other large towns in
Great Britain—had become a very vital one. It was asserted on the one
hand that the immigrants were a useful class of hard workers fully up to
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8. This was a common argument at the time. Jevons (1869) was also struck by the relationship
between climate and race; for the American context, see also F. Walker 1881, in Darity 1995.

9. We consider discussions of immigration by economists in chapter 4 and in this chapter in
the section “Eugenics and the Economists.” See also Commons 1916; Fetter et al. 1907; Fetter
1916.



the level of the English workman in physique and intelligence, and on
the other hand these immigrants were painted in lurid colours as weak-
lings, persons with a low standard of life and of cleanliness, under-bid-
ding native workers in sweated trades and spreading anarchic doctrines,
so that the continued in›ow of this population was leading not only to
economic distress, but to a spread of doctrines incompatible with the
stability of our social and political systems. (1925, 7; emphasis added)10

In the face of these competing predictions, Pearson and Moul call for
disinterested scienti‹c study.

It was very obvious to the onlooker that whatever might be the real facts
of the situation, those facts were not available for the calm discussion of
the case. The partizans of cheap labour and the partizans of monopolis-
tic trades-unionism were both undoubtedly acting from personal and
party inspirations, and there was no one whose business it really was to
‹nd the true answer to the question of whether Great Britain could
assimilate to its national pro‹t this mass of new and untested material.
(1925, 7)

They then explain why immigration is the central matter in eugen-
ics policy, and they remind the reader that “special cases” do not sup-
port general conclusions. 

The whole problem of immigration is fundamental for the rational
teaching of national eugenics. What purpose would there be in endeav-
ouring to legislate for a superior breed of men, if at any moment it could
be swamped by the in›ux of immigrants of an inferior race, hastening to
pro‹t by the higher civilisation of an improved humanity? To the
eugenist permission for indiscriminate immigration is and must be
destructive of all true progress. . . . No sane man, however, doubts that
at various periods of English history our nation has been markedly
strengthened by foreign immigration. The Huguenots . . . the Dutch 
. . . that of the Germans of 1848—the “Achtundvierziger”—many of
whom were indeed of Jewish extraction. But these special cases do not
prove the general desirability of free immigration. (1925, 7)
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10. “The effect is noticeable and disastrous in the case of the Irish-Americans. Displaced by
Italians and Slavs, many of the young men have fallen into the hoodlum and criminal element.
Here moral causes produce physical causes of race destruction, for the vicious elements of the
population disappear throughout the diseases bequeathed to their progeny, and are recruited only
from the classes forced down from above” (Commons 1916, 204).



Pearson and Moul begin the serious work by testing whether Jewish
children were as clean or as well-dressed as Gentile children. They
conclude that Jewish children were poorly dressed compared to their
Gentile counterparts, a result that gives “some ground” for the argu-
ment that Jews “undersell natives in the labour market.”

It is clear that the alien Jewish children are far below the average of the
Gentile children, being indeed below the Gentiles of the poorer dis-
tricts. They are only in excess of the “Ragged School,” although well in
excess of this. There seems some ground for the statement frequently
made that they undersell natives in the labour market because they have
a lower standard of life. (1925, 49)

The result was challenged in the Journal of the Royal Statistical Soci-
ety in an article that claimed that Pearson and Moul contradicted the
“common view” of those who dealt with Jewish children—“does not
accord with the common view held by social workers and school teach-
ers who labour among Jewish children” ([F. S.] 1926, 148–49).11

Assuming that they held income constant across groups—which
they attempted to do12—Pearson and Moul detected a difference in
cultural expenditure patterns, evidence that Jewish parents were
spending less on their children’s clothing than non-Jewish parents. If
Jewish parents were saving the rest of their income, or spending it on
education, then the results suggest that Jews in their sample have a
lower rate of time preference than their Christian neighbors. As noted
in chapter 4, eugenicists identi‹ed lower time-preference with racial
superiority.

But Pearson and Moul were silent on where the income went.13

Instead, they concluded that lower expenditure on clothing was evi-
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11. In chapter 11, we defend the use of centralized anecdotal evidence when the theory is sus-
pect.

12. This attempt was criticized ([F. S.] 1926, 149).
13. It has been suggested to us that Pearson and Moul inappropriately pool Christian judg-

ment of Christian clothing with Christian judgment of Jewish clothing. If the Jewish children are
observant, then their clothing might appear odd to those outside the religion. As the Pearson and
Moul data come from Polish-Russian children, this is a serious possibility. These considerations
were raised by Maria Pia Paganelli of Yeshiva University at the GMU Summer Institute.



dence of a racial failing, for which intelligence might compensate.
They used the result to argue that Jews should prove they are superior
in intelligence to make up for their poor physical traits and habits.

The Americans have learnt from experience how unwise it is to admit
an untested and motley stream of immigrants even into a land of vacant
spaces; it is far more urgent to restrict immigration in the case of a
crowded country. There should always be room in a country for the
highest type of immigrants, for men who, with superior intelligence or
with superior physique, will readily mingle with its stock and strengthen
its vitality. But for men with no special ability—above all for such men
as religion, social habits, or language keep as a caste apart, there should
be no place. They will not be absorbed by, and at the same time
strengthen the existing population, they will develop into a parasitic
race*, [*A striking instance of such a race is that of the gypsies, who
without any thought were allowed to enter this country, and who being
there serve no useful and pro‹table national purpose.] a position neither
tending to the welfare of their host, nor wholesome for themselves. 

We hold therefore that the problem of admission of an alien Jewish
population into Great Britain turns essentially on the answer that may
be given to the question: Is their average intelligence so markedly supe-
rior to that of the native Gentile, that it compensates for their physique
and habits certainly not being above (probably a good deal below) the
average of those characters here? (1925, 124–25)

Pearson and Moul proceed to compare the intelligence of Jewish
and Christian children. They ‹nd little difference between the intelli-
gence of Jewish boys and their Christian peers, but a signi‹cant differ-
ence between Jewish boys and girls. Since Jewish boys are not more
intelligent than non-Jews, and girls are inferior, Pearson and Moul
conclude that Jewish immigration should be curtailed.

An examination of this table shows us once that the Jewish girls have less
intelligence than the Gentile girls in any type of Council school. The
comparison of the Gentile and the Jewish boys is less clear cut. . . . What
is de‹nitely clear, however, is that our own Jewish boys do not form
from the standpoint of intelligence a group markedly superior to our
natives. But that is the sole condition under which we are prepared to
admit that immigration should be allowed. . . . Taken on the average,
and regarding both sexes, this alien Jewish population is somewhat infe-
rior physically and mentally to the native population. (1925, 126)
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In short, Pearson and Moul ‹rst impute a racial failing on the basis
of expenditure patterns. They allow that Jewish intellectual superiority
might overcome this failing, and they attempt to measure intelligence.
They ‹nd no difference in the intelligence of Jewish and Christian
boys but a difference between the girls. They then pool by gender and
impute a racial difference in intelligence.

Not surprisingly, the Pearson and Moul study made its case in terms
of average intelligence, the ‹rst moment of the distribution. The study
turned next to the question of the occasional extremely capable Jew, a
Spinoza or an Einstein.14

We know and admit that some of the children of these alien Jews from
the academic standpoint have done brilliantly, whether they have the
staying powers of the native race is another question.* [*A member of
an eastern race said to the senior author of this paper recently: “It puz-
zles me when I see how late in life you English can work; all I have to
do, must be done before I am ‹fty.”] No breeder of cattle, however,
would purchase an entire herd because he anticipated ‹nding one or
two ‹ne specimens included in it; still less would he do it, if his byres
and pastures were already full. (1925, 127) 

Acknowledging that the occasional immigrant will have exceptional
talent, Pearson and Moul dismiss the need to consider such outliers.

As is well known, elsewhere Pearson strenuously defended
method-of-moments estimation procedures against both maximum
likelihood methods as well as the subjective discarding of outliers.15 To
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14. See Holmes 1926, 233.
15. Here is how Pearson begins his blistering attack on maximum likelihood estimation in

principle, and Fisher in particular. Pearson quotes Fisher (‹rst) giving a personal insult and (sec-
ond) explicating the methods of moments in opposition to maximum likelihood estimation:
“ ‘Wasting your time ‹tting curves by moments, eh?

“ ‘Perhaps the most extended use of the criterion of consistency has been developed by Pear-
son in the “Method of Moments.” In this method, which is without question of great practical
utility, different forms of frequency curves are ‹tted by calculating as many moments of the sam-
ple as there are parameters to be evaluated. The parameters chosen are those of an in‹nite popu-
lation of the speci‹ed type having the same moments as those calculated from the sample. . . .
Moreover for that class of distribution to which the method can be applied, it has not been shown
except in the case of the normal curve, that the best [sic! KP] values will be obtained by the
method of moments’” (Pearson 1936, 34).

Stigler (1986, 338) notes that Pearson “would not budge on the matter of excluding extreme
values from his analysis.”



ascertain the reliability of the estimate of the ‹rst moment (the mean),
the procedure entails estimating the second moment (the variance).
To ascertain the reliability of the estimate of the second moment, one
estimates higher moments.16 But when Pearson and Moul claim that
information about characteristics of exceptional Jews is not important,
they have thrown out information that is critical to the estimation of
the third and fourth moment of the distribution. The Pearson and
Moul study therefore violated Pearson’s own statistical principles. Dis-
carding the exceptional asymmetrically is particularly striking in this
context, when Pearson had clearly remarked on the dearth of excep-
tional talent in Britain. All of this suggests that prior judgments about
Jews, rather than statistical principles, drove the results.17

EUGENICS AND THE ECONOMISTS

By the turn of the century economists in Britain and America came to
accept the eugenicists’ claim that “inferior” races overbreed, while
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16. “Before Student’s time [and the t-test], every analysis of data that considered ‘what might
have been’ resembled a long staircase from the near foreground to the misty heights. One began
by calculating a primary statistic, a number that indicated quite directly what the data seemed to
say about the point at issue. The primary statistic might, for instance, have been a sample mean.
Then one faced the question of ‘How different might its value have been?’ and calculated a sec-
ondary statistic, a number that indicated quite directly how variable (or perhaps how stable and
invariable) the primary statistic seemed to be. The secondary statistic might have been an esti-
mate of the standard deviation of such a sample mean. After this step, one again needed to face
the question of ‘How much different?’ . . . In principle, one should have gone on to a tertiary sta-
tistic . . . then to a quaternary statistic” (Mosteller and Tukey 1977, 2).

17. We know, too, that Karl Pearson’s attack on the use of the sample median was central to
his disagreement with Galton. “It is well-known that the median is subject to a larger probable
error than the mean and this has discouraged its use in statistical inquiries dealing with carefully
recorded observations. But Galton realized that while its chief value in such cases was the rapid-
ity with which it could be ascertained, [KP note: That Galton used median and quartiles so fre-
quently even on careful records must, I think, be attributed to his great love of brief analysis. He
found arithmetic in itself irksome; he would prefer to interpolate by a graph rather than by a for-
mula, and while his rough approximations were as a rule justi‹ed, this was not invariably the
case.] yet there existed certain cases in which the median may be said to be far more reliable than
the mean” (1924, 34). Pearson cites Galton (1907a, 1907b) in which Galton proposes the sample
median as a model for democratic decision making and works an example by computing the
median guess in an ox-judging contest (see the appendix at the end of this book). Pearson then
computes the mean and ‹nds it closer to the true weight of the ox than Galton’s median. So even
in a case where there is theoretical reason to prefer the sample median, Pearson ‹nds the mean
superior.



Anglo-Saxons reproduce at relatively low rates, as well as the statistical
case concerning the “immigration problem”: waves of immigration
drawn predominantly from “inferior” races are said to have reduced
the quality of the nation’s population (Commons 1916, 200ff ). Since
such immigrants multiply at high rates, the deterioration would be
ongoing. 

For economists, eugenics provided at least a partial solution to two
related problems, the “relative decrease of the successful strains of the
population,” as well as the racial mix of the existing population that
resulted from slavery and ongoing immigration drawn predominantly
from the “vicious strains of humanity” (Fetter 1916, 366, 369).18 Irving
Fisher, Frank Fetter, and J. R. Commons each argued that without
such restrictions on immigration, the “race treason” problem in Amer-
ica would only worsen.19 Commons pointed to the “shifting of the
sources” of immigrants toward Eastern Europe, which resulted in an
increased proportion of Jews in the immigrant pool (1916, 217).

CONCLUSION: DISMISSING IDEAS USING RACE

Making the foundational assumption that the street porter and the
philosopher are essentially the same has prompted us to ask whether
we all have the same motivations when it comes to uncovering sci-
enti‹c “truth.”20 Those who deal with ideas frequently presume that
scholars are more public-spirited than the rest of the population; schol-
ars are said to seek only (or at least mainly) the truth. We have sug-
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18. Fetter points to the heritage of bad immigration policy, “which survives in many defective
and vicious strains of humanity, some of them notorious, such as the Jukes, the Kallikak family,
and the Tribe of Ishmael” (1916, 369). The “evidence” of the “Jukes family” is discussed in detail
in Carlson 2001. The role of the “Jukes family,” as well as an unremarked exposé (published in
1931) of the empirical shortcomings of eugenicists’ claims concerning the Jukes, are detailed in
chapter 6.

19. “On the whole it seems that immigration and the competition of inferior races tends to
dry up the older and superior races” (Commons 1916, 208). For a wide-ranging discussion of
immigration, see Commons 1916, 198ff. On “race suicide” and American economics see Leonard
2003b.

20. Rubinstein (2000) shows what remarkable results can be obtained by supposing only that
the motivation of the theorist and the ordinary language user is the same and so brings the theo-
rist and the theorized to the same plane of existence.



gested, by contrast, that a presumption of homogeneity, a presumption
that scholars are motivated by the same self-interested desires as the rest
of the population, leads us to a skeptical view of scienti‹c practice. In
the context of the “science” of eugenics and the statistical work that
supported eugenic recommendations, this chapter suggests such skep-
ticism is well-placed.

While we might reluctantly acknowledge that scholars on occasion
are led to manipulate data or statistical techniques to obtain desired
results, we may still wish to believe that scholars are unbiased in the
evaluation of ideas or intellectual output, that they would never ignore
or disparage ideas for racial or religious reasons. This presumption may
be the ‹nal and most persistent form of hierarchical thinking. Perhaps
the most subtle form of prejudice is the claim that an idea that is true
and useful for one group may be neither for another. We close with a
historical example of such a presumption.

In 1885, the same year Galton published his Jewish composite pho-
tographs, Alfred Marshall delivered his inaugural lecture at Cam-
bridge. Here, Marshall repeated Walter Bagehot’s explanation for the
(“excessive”) abstraction in classical economics by appeal to Ricardo’s
Jewish heritage.21

The context of the adjective excessive is important. As is well known,
the classical economists’ method of abstraction was strenuously
resisted in the 1870s by British historicists, notably John Kells Ingram
and T. E. Cliffe Leslie.22 Contemporary critics of economic method
feared that the deductive method, abstracting as it did from the full
array of causes that in›uenced economic phenomena, would lead to
unjusti‹able neglect of relevant causes. Instead, Ingram and Leslie
called for empirical studies, upon which they envisaged the theory of
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21. Walter Bagehot’s position at the Economist came through his friendship with Greg whose
opinion of classical economics we have seen earlier. Bagehot played a role in creating the illusion
that Mill’s economics were unoriginal. When Stigler attacked Bagehot’s claim (Stigler 1965, 1–15)
it was so widespread that he did not ‹nd it useful to ask how it came to be.

22. A leading proponent of the Historical school, the Irish political economist Thomas
Edward Cliffe Leslie (1825–82) was Professor of Political Economy and Jurisprudence in Queen’s
College, Belfast, from 1853 until his death. A second major proponent, whose work proved to be
of signi‹cant popular appeal, was John Kells Ingram. Ingram’s (1888) History of Political Economy
went through numerous printings and was translated into nine languages.



economics (and the broader sociological study they favored) could be
constructed.23 Walter Bagehot, conservative editor of the Economist
and author of Lombard Street, also ‹gured in debates about the gener-
ality of the axioms of political economy. Bagehot argued that the con-
clusions of political economy were of limited relevance, applicable
only to countries with institutional structures similar to those of Eng-
land at the time (1876). His racial explanation for this limited relevance
has been neglected in the secondary accounts.24

We provide the relevant passages to compare Marshall with Bagehot
here.

BAGEHOT
For this trade Ricardo had the best
of all preparations—the prepara-
tion of race. He was a Jew by
descent (his father was one by reli-
gion), and for ages the Jews have
shown a marked excellence in
what may be called the “com-
merce of imperceptibles.” . . . The
fact remains that the Jews have
now an inborn facility in applying
‹gures to pure money matters. . . .
The writings of Ricardo are
unique in literature, so far as I
know, as a representative on paper
of the special faculties by which
the Jews have grown rich for ages.
. . . I know none but Ricardo’s
which can awaken a book-student
to a sense of the Jewish genius for
the mathematics of money-deal-
ing. His mastery over the abstrac-
tions of Political Economy is of a
kind almost exactly identical.
(1880, 152–53)
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23. For an overview of the Historical school, see Hutchison 1953. A detailed review of Leslie’s
ideas is contained in Koot 1975. The prominent economic historian J. E. T. Rogers is also con-
sidered an important in›uence in the Historical school.

24. The issue turns on whether the explanation was one of innate differences or different cir-
cumstances. The material that follows on Bagehot suggests that he falls in the former camp. Leslie
and Ingram, as well as Mill, seem more accurately placed in the latter category.

MARSHALL
And as to their tendency to
indulge in excessively abstract rea-
sonings, that, in so far as the
charge is true at all, is chie›y due
to the in›uence of one masterful
genius, who was not an English-
man, and had very little in com-
mon with the English tone of
thought. The faults and the virtues
of Ricardo’s mind are traceable to
his Semitic origin; no English
economist has had a mind similar
to his. (1925, 153)

They [Ricardo and his follow-
ers] regarded man as, so to speak, a
constant quantity, and gave them-
selves little trouble to study his
variations. . . .

This did little harm so long as
they treated of money and foreign
trade, but great harm when they
treated of the relations between
the different industrial classes.
(1925, 154–55)



In his 1890 presidential address before Section F (Economics and
Statistics) of the British Association, Marshall used a racial explanation
for the difference between English and German economists’ ideas con-
cerning state regulation. Economists in Germany (and to a lesser
extent in America) are more apt than Anglo-Saxon ones to favor
bureaucracy. We can therefore think of economists as spokespersons
for the race and work backward.

The advantages of a bureaucratic government appeal strongly to some
classes of minds, among whom are to be included many German econ-
omists and a few of the younger American economists who have been
much under German in›uence. But those in whom the Anglo-Saxon
spirit is strongest would prefer that such undertakings, though always
under public control, and sometimes even in public ownership, should
whenever possible be worked and managed by private corporations. We
(for I would here include myself) believe that bureaucratic manage-
ment is less suitable for Anglo-Saxons than for other races who are more
patient and more easily contented, more submissive and less full of ini-
tiative, who like to take things easily and to spread their work out rather
thinly over long hours. (1925, 274–75)

Ideas that are true and useful for one “race” are therefore not necessar-
ily useful for another.25 And if the economist is different from us, his
ideas can be dismissed as meaningful for his race, but not for ours.
Later economists might dismiss Bagehot’s and Marshall’s opinions as
private and inconsequential prejudice, but Galton and Pearson turned
such opinions into public science. 
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25. The malleability of “race” in this context is important: as noted in chapter 3, “race”
signi‹es perceived difference and may be identi‹ed with national boundaries as it is here or some
similarly imprecise notion. 



VI

PICKING LOSERS FOR
STERILIZATION

Eugenics as Demographic 

Central  Planning

I think we must face the fact that behind the sovereignty of the philoso-
pher king stands the quest for power. The beautiful portrait of 

the sovereign is a self-portrait.
—Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies

INTRODUCTION

We can now situate eugenics policy within the economics debate over
central planning versus market alternatives. After a substantial period
of neglect, the involvement of postclassical economics in the eugenics
movement is now becoming clear (chap. 4, this vol.; Toye 2000; Cot
2003; Dimand 2003; Leonard 2003b). Postclassical economists sup-
ported sterilization and race-based immigration restrictions, practices
that have become a source of embarrassment to their successors in pro-
fessional roles.1

The neglect of the role of social scientists in the eugenics movement
was unfortunate for two reasons. First, there is a historical issue. We are
led to misunderstand the relationship between classical and postclassi-
cal economics if we do not realize that early eugenics thinkers (W. R.
Greg and Francis Galton) attacked the classical economists’ presuppo-
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1. The embarrassment may explain the silence of the commentators. A JSTOR search of the
of‹cial history of the American Economic Association by A. W. Coats fails to locate the word
eugenics. Irving Fisher’s collected works were supported by the American Economic Association
with the proviso that the AEA funding not be acknowledged (Cot 2003; Dimand 2003). On a per-
sonal note, a panel organized by the authors at the Allied Social Science Association’s 2004
annual meeting was approved with the suggestion that eugenics be removed from the session title.



sitions of human homogeneity (chap. 4, this vol.). We also fail to appre-
ciate that F. Y. Edgeworth’s attack on the early utilitarianism of Mill
and Spencer was in›uenced by eugenic suppositions (chap. 10, this
vol.). Second, once we appreciate the strong incentives to obtain
speci‹c answers in eugenic “science,” we may question the commu-
nity’s conclusions. 

We will argue in what follows that eugenics was a program that
entailed wide-ranging intervention by the state, intervention purport-
edly designed to obtain the appropriate “quality” of the population. As
such, it was a demographic form of central planning. We usually think
of central planning as it relates to material things, setting prices and out-
puts of goods and services. And we know that this form of planning was
vigorously opposed within the economics community, notably by Lud-
wig von Mises and F. A. Hayek. We begin this chapter by asking the nat-
ural follow-up question: were the opponents of material forms of central
planning also opposed to planning for the quality of human beings?2

At ‹rst glance, the opposition to eugenics as demographic planning
seems to have had little to do with the opposition to central planning in
economics. The intellectual case against eugenics was largely con-
tained in a noneconomist’s work—Karl Popper’s attack on Plato’s doc-
trine, the ‹rst volume of The Open Society and Its Enemies.3 But eco-
nomics was not always separate from the philosophy of science and the
history of ideas. Popper tells us, in fact, that Hayek’s “interest and sup-
port” were instrumental to the publication of Open Society.4 He explic-
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2. Initially, it puzzled us that there seemed to be no credible intellectual opposition to
eugenic arguments either before or after the Holocaust.

3. “Inherent in Plato’s programme there is a certain approach towards politics which, I
believe, is most dangerous. Its analysis is of great practical importance from the point of view of
rational social engineering. The Platonic approach I have in mind can be described as that of
Utopian engineering, as opposed to another kind of social engineering which I consider as the
only rational one, and which may be described by the name of piecemeal engineering” (Popper,
Open Society 1:157).

4. “I am deeply indebted to Professor F. A. von Hayek. Without his interest and support the
book would not have been published” (Popper, Open Society,1:x). This is from the acknowledg-
ments in the ‹rst edition. The point was not lost on Popper’s critics. “So those who approve of lim-
ited or ‘piece-meal’ planning are suspicious of radical planning, which they regard as the ‘road to
serfdom.’ It is to von Hayek, whose phrase I have just used, that Popper says he is ‘deeply
indebted.’ And Popper bitterly criticizes the ‘radical planning’ of Plato’s Republic” (Greene 1953,
47). Popper (1974, 95) adds details.



itly linked his argument to Hayek’s work: “what I call ‘Utopian engi-
neering’ corresponds largely, I believe, to what Hayek would call ‘cen-
tralized’ or ‘collectivist’ planning” (1962, Open Society, 1:285).5 The
opposition to eugenics among the anti–central planners is further evi-
dent when we read in archives that the American edition of Open Soci-
ety was published by Princeton University Press through the efforts of
the great historian of economics and trade theorist Jacob Viner.6

Splendidly effective as a polemic, Popper’s Open Society did not
have to confront eugenics seriously in the midst of the horrors of the
Holocaust. It contains no discussion of the work of Galton or Pearson.
Instead, Popper needed only to point to the racial politics of the Hitler
era (Carlson 2001 contains an overview) and to observe that eugenic
theorizing begins with Plato.7

There were important differences between the debates over demo-
graphic planning and central planning more generally construed. For
instance, Popper questioned the motives of the proponents of eugenics.
Here is one of his many attacks on Plato.

I think we must face the fact that behind the sovereignty of the philoso-
pher king stands the quest for power. The beautiful portrait of the sov-
ereign is a self-portrait. (Open Society, 1:155)8
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5. In later editions, Popper pointed out that Open Society was written before Road to Serfdom
and Hayek’s papers on scientism that clari‹ed Hayek’s attitudes: “Readers of Hayek’s The Road to
Serfdom (1944) may feel puzzled by this note; for Hayek’s attitude in this book is so explicit that no
room is left for the somewhat vague comments of my note” (Popper, Open Society 1:285).

6. Quoting from correspondence with Jeremy Shearmur (2003): “There is some correspon-
dence between Viner and Popper. Viner seems to have been responsible for placing the Ameri-
can rights of Open Society with Princeton (Popper was unable to get a U.S. publisher). In that
connection, he sent Popper a list of points about the book, via Princeton; it was not in the ‹le
under Viner, though there is just a chance that it might be held under Princeton U.P.” It is wor-
thy of note that Jacob Viner shares responsibility for reintroducing the Pareto criterion into 
English-language economics (Robbins 1981). Later we argue that the Pareto principle would pre-
vent the start of eugenic planning (chap. 10, this vol.).

7. “The one great ‹gure in ancient eugenics is really Plato, who alone can be said to have per-
ceived the spiritual signi‹cance and potentialities of the crude methods of social selection which
were practised in the Greek world” (Schiller 1914, 63). The texts cited by Schiller and Paul Shorey
were known to Charles Darwin. In chapter 7, we review his discussion in Descent of Man of the
Greek proponents of human breeding.

8. “He suggests that what Plato recommended is what might have been expected from a polit-
ically thwarted member of a ‘laconising’ aristocratic family. He even suggests that the prescription
of philosopher-kings was intended to point to Plato himself as the Fuehrer by whom society could
be saved; the ‘Republic’ was not only Plato’s ‘Das Kapital’, it was also his ‘Mein Kampf.’ I think



In response to Popper, the most systematical defense of Plato insisted
that the discussion remain at the level of logic and analysis, rather than
motives or “imputations.”9 We question whether one can neatly
dichotomize the “science” from the incentives of the scientists. We
shall argue that eugenics overly tempts the researcher to separate him-
self from the “herd.” There can be no veil of ignorance that clouds the
identity of expert and subject when the expert begins with the supposi-
tion that he is superior to some or all of the subjects. Additional temp-
tations follow from such a violation of reciprocity between expert and
the expert’s subjects. We shall see that this very case was made in the
nineteenth century by those in the utilitarian tradition, George Grote
and then John Stuart Mill.
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myself that there are limits within which the interpretation of alogical motives should be kept and
that Dr. Popper is inclined to overstep them. But it would be silly to pretend that interpretation
can dispense with such imputations. If a thinker uses bad arguments or uses no arguments at all,
if his exposition is obscure, his analogies false and his illustrations bad, the interpreter must offer
some explanation for these defects. The of‹cial commentators have always done so, though the
alogical motives which they have chosen to impute have tended to be respectable, if not noble,
motives. So it is legitimate for Dr. Popper to pit against these reverent imputations his own more
scathing diagnoses, so long as he can show that they give a better explanation of the logical fail-
ings in the dialogues” (Ryle 1947, 169).

9. The burden of Popper’s attack (Open Society, 1:242–44) involves Plato’s interpretation of
the mysterious nuptial number, Republic 546B. Popper ‹nds Plato contradicts himself here: “The
crucial statement on which I base my interpretation is (A) that the guardians work by ‘calculation
aided by perception’. . . . Regarding (A), it should be clear to every careful reader of Plato that such
a reference to perception is intended to express a criticism of the method in question” (243).
(Shorey translates what Popper italicized as “reasoning combined with sensation.”)

Here is an alternative account quoted in the full-scale Defense of Plato (Levinson 1953, 616):
“It thus appears that Brumbaugh agrees with Popper in taking Plato’s genetic program as
Pythagorean in origin and serious in intent; Brumbaugh also takes Plato’s announcement of the
number through the speech of the Muses as an indication that Plato had an operationally
signi‹cant number to communicate. But here the resemblance ends. Brumbaugh ‹nds Plato’s
genetics inspired by a sober and scienti‹c spirit of research capable of recognizing its own limita-
tions and honest enough to qualify its results when these con›icted with knowledge derived from
other sources. . . . In ‹ne, Brumbaugh sees in these inquiries not what Popper sees, the replace-
ment of the philosopher’s function by that of the shaman-breeder, but rather the attempt within
the limits of human possibility to integrate a theory of value—philosophy—with a program for its
realization through the rational control of every possible agency of human betterment.” There is
no disagreement about the purpose of the genetics: “Plato was inspired by Pythagorean and Hip-
pocratic science with the hope of ‹nding reliable principles according to which the higher
human types required for preserving his ideal city could be bred” (616).



INCENTIVES AND EUGENIC “SCIENCE”

We focus here on the incentives facing eugenicists, as opposed to their
motives. This allows us to presume those who favored eugenics were
no better (nor worse) than those who opposed it. Such motivational
homogeneity is in line with our human homogeneity story that runs
throughout this book. But even if everyone has the same motivation,
different incentives will generate different behavior.

In contrast to our focus on incentives here, little attention was paid
during the central planning debates to the incentives facing planners
(Levy 1990). The von Mises–Hayek criticism of central planning made
the case in terms of the dif‹culty of aggregating information.10 Econo-
mists did not question why there was so much “scienti‹c” support for
planning among would-be planners even as the planned economies
disintegrated. Nor did they ask why scholars of the stature of von Mises
and Hayek could not obtain paid employment as teachers in American
universities. Both were supported by business-funded foundations
(Vaughn 1994, 62–64).

The eugenic question that “Socrates” asks in Plato’s Republic—why
is it that “we” breed animals but “we” do not breed people?—offers the
expert different rewards for different answers.11 One answer, that it is
desirable and possible to remake people, offers the expert satisfaction
for creatively exercising his craft, as well as power and plenty. The
other answer, that it is neither desirable nor possible to remake the sub-
jects, offers the theorist only satisfaction.

The asymmetric incentives resulting from different answers to 
the eugenic question are a result of a violation of equality of stand-
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10. Farrant (2004) establishes that Frank Knight understood perfectly well that the substantial
problem with central planning, as it was then proposed, was monopoly politics. This created the
temptation to the planner to price for private interest (see Levy 1990). Farrant also shows that
Knight viewed this consideration as outside the purview of economics. The one systematic dis-
cussion of the motivation of planners centered around Hayek’s Road to Serfdom. See Levy, Peart,
and Farrant (2005).

11. “ ‘The race of the guardians must be kept pure,’ says Plato (in defence of infanticide),
when developing the racialist argument that we breed animals with great care while neglecting
our own race, an argument which has been repeated ever since” (Popper, Open Society, 1:51). The
parenthetical remark drew the criticism.



ing—between the expert and the subject.12 Such analytical egalitarian-
ism was a presupposition of classical economics (chap. 1, this vol.).13

Two developments in eugenic “science” changed the incentives
regarding the answer to the eugenics question. The ‹rst was that it
apparently became possible to identify “the un‹t” (using methods
described in chap. 5, this vol.). Economists sometimes characterize
proposals for the government direction of investment as an attempt to
“pick winners.” Ex post, picking winning investments is easy; the trick
is doing it ex ante. The “un‹t” were groups of demographic “losers”
whom would-be eugenic central planners proposed to identify ex ante
as targets for sterilization or immigration restrictions. The purported
ability to identify these targets changed demographic central planning
from a vague possibility to a straightforward application of laws
directed at such losers.

The subtitle of Elof Carlson’s book The Un‹t is A History of a Bad
Idea. We see the purported identi‹cation of “the un‹t” as an idea that
changed the incentives open to theorists answering Plato’s very old
question about breeding. Galton used the “un‹t” as evidence of inher-
ited criminality. In the early twentieth century, postclassical econo-
mists and sociologists seized upon the now purportedly identi‹ed
“un‹t” to propose sterilization laws. This history makes for sobering
reading, as economists and their colleagues in sociology, statistics, and
biology thrust themselves forward as race puri‹ers. We conclude with
a rare contemporary assessment of just what “junk” their evidence was.

When the eugenic practices of the Hitler era became common
knowledge, the incentives to make eugenic claims changed again, and
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12. The unhappiness of the subject at being treated like animals is much on “Socrates’s” mind
in Plato’s telling: “ ‘Thus,’ said I: ‘it seems likely that our rulers will have to make considerable use
of falsehoods and deception for the bene‹t of their subjects. We said, I believe, that the use of that
sort of thing was in the category of medicine.’ ‘And that was right,’ he [Glaucon] said. ‘In our mar-
riages, then, and the procreation of children, it seems there will be no slight need of this kind of
‘right’” (Republic 459d). For reasons that will be made clear, we use Paul Shorey’s translation.

13. Specialists (Popper, Open Society 1:88, 216, 328) noted that Popper revived the interpreta-
tion of Plato presented by John Stuart Mill’s friend George Grote, who found the later Platonic
dialogues disturbing. We examine Grote’s account of Plato’s method later, in the section called
“Plato and Classical Economics.”



now in the opposite direction. The involvement of postclassical econo-
mists in eugenics simply vanished from the secondary literature at mid-
century (chap. 5, this vol.; Toye 2000; Cot 2003; Dimand 2003;
Leonard 2003b). As eugenic proposals vanished from the literature, the
memory of such discussions was also erased. We have, in fact, been
asked whether World War II constitutes a “‹rewall” against the return
of such ideas.14 We return to this question in our conclusion.

“WE” BREED ANIMALS SO WHY NOT PEOPLE?

Perhaps the most effective way to locate both sides of the debate over
eugenics in the scholarly literature is to conduct two literature searches
using JSTOR. The ‹rst search, for texts containing the three words
eugenics Plato Galton, ‹nds the ‹rst phase of the debate. Here, Plato is
discussed as forerunner to Galton’s eugenic theories. The search for
texts containing the words eugenics Plato Popper ‹nds the second
phase of the debate, in which Plato is now discussed as forerunner to
Hitler’s eugenic practice. The search for eugenics Plato Galton Popper
turns up nothing.

To see why the debate has this structure, consider the following pas-
sage from Paul Shorey’s once-standard translation of Plato’s Republic
459 where “Socrates” recounts a conversation with Plato’s brother,
“Glaucon,” about the desirability of breeding “indiscriminately” or
“from the best.” We quote from the Loeb edition in which the reader
is instructed by Shorey on both Greek and eugenics. 

“Obviously, then, we must arrange marriages, sacramental so far as may
be. And the most sacred marriages would be those that were most
bene‹cial.” “By all means.” “How, then, would the greatest bene‹t
result? Tell me this, Glaucon. I see that you have in your house hunt-
ing-dogs and a number of pedigree cocks. Have you ever considered
something about their unions and procreations?” “What?” he said. “In
the ‹rst place,” I said, “among these themselves, although they are a
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14. Deirdre McCloskey put the question to us at the Conference on Race and Liberalism in
Economics, organized by David Colander at Middlebury College in 2001. For the papers that
emerged from the conference, see Colander et al. 2004. We return to McCloskey’s question in
the conclusion to this chapter.



select breed, do not some prove better than the rest?” “They do.” “Do
you then breed from all indiscriminately, or are you careful to breed
from the best?” [Shorey notes: This commonplace of stirpiculture or
eugenics, as it is now called, begins with Theognis 184, and has thus far
got no further.] “From the best.” . . . “. . . And if they are not thus bred,
you expect, do you not, that your birds’ breed and hounds will greatly
degenerate?” “I do,” he said. “And what of horses and other animals?” I
said; “is it otherwise with them?” “It would be strange if it were,” said he.
“Gracious,” said I, “dear friend, how imperative, then, is our need of the
highest skill in our rulers, if the principle holds also for mankind.” . . .
“It follows from our former admissions,” I said, “that the best men must
cohabit with the best women in as many cases as possible and the worst
with the worst in the fewest, and that the offspring of the one must be
reared and that of the other not, if the ›ock [Shorey notes “ανß below
merely marks the second consideration, harmony, the ‹rst being eugen-
ics.”] is to be as perfect as possible.” (459–61)15

To testify as to whether Shorey’s command of the “commonplace” of
eugenics is adequate to explain Plato for the Greekless world of the
1930s, consider a 16 March 1908 letter from Francis Galton (then aged
86) to Karl Pearson about a planned exhibit on eugenics.

MY DEAR KARL PEARSON, In reply to your card asking me for something
to exhibit at the U.C. soirée, I have thought of an effective, yet some-
what absurd thing. But I have failed to get it. It is a Punch cartoon, pub-
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15. Here is Shorey in 1903: “As implied in the Meno and Euthydemus, and stated in the
Republic, he is to teach virtue and inculcate right opinion. And that his teaching may be effective
and the seed fall in good ground, he is, like the rulers of the Republic and the Laws, to control
marriages and the propagation of the race—especially with a view to harmonizing and blending
the oppositions of the energetic and sedate temperaments” (62).

Between then and 1933 he has found a word to describe the practice Plato recommends: “As
implied in the Meno and Euthydemus and stated in the Republic, he is to teach virtue and incul-
cate right opinion. And that his teaching may be effective and the seed fall on good ground, he is,
like the rulers of the Republic and the Laws, to control marriages and the propagation of the
race—especially with a view to blending by both eugenics and education the oppositions of the
energetic and sedate temperaments” (1933, 314).

Shorey’s interpretation of Plato’s doctrine as of course eugenic and the translation that follows
from this interpretation raise an obvious question. Why didn’t Popper avoid the controversy over
his amateur translation instead of using Shorey’s? No one who gave three Sather Lectures as
Shorey did would be exposed to the abuse that was heaped upon Popper. Indeed, in response to
Levinson, Popper (Open Society 1:328–32) defends his translations by appeal to Shorey’s. Popper
(1974, 94) tells us, with evident regret, that in wartime New Zealand, he did not have access to the
Loeb editions. Popper here identi‹es his interpretation with Shorey’s, except that he disagrees
with Shorey’s endorsement of Plato.



lished I fancy in the early ’70s, of a weedy nobleman addressing his prize
bull:

Nobleman—By Jove, you are a ‹ne fellow!
Bull—So you would have been, my Lord, if they had taken as

much pains about your ancestors, as you did about mine.

I wrote to Punch to make inquiries, but they have not succeeded in
identifying the picture. It would have been a capital thing to frame and
to let lie among other exhibits. I should have been much disposed
towards utilising it in some way farther on my own account. I cannot
think of anything else suitable. Your Tables of the Coef‹cients of
Hereditary Resemblance ought to be shown somewhere. (Pearson 1930,
3A:335)

A year later Galton reported that he located the cartoon, with the help
of a Miss Burnand—“half-sister of the caricaturist.”

It was drawn by Punch’s principal caricature artist of the 1880s,
George du Maurier, and appeared in Punch on 20 March 1880 (Pear-
son 1936, 3:375). The cartoon, with the dialogue that Galton misre-
membered, is reproduced in ‹gure 6.1. We return to the misremem-
bering in our conclusion. The Platonic question—“Why do ‘we’ breed
animals but not people?”—›atters the “scientist’s” vanity, supposing
eugenicists are a species apart from the subjects they hope to breed.16

GALTON AND “THE UNFIT”

Thanks to Carlson’s 2001 The Un‹t we now know the importance of
“degenerate families” in the debates over eugenics. The Jukes family
and the “Tribe of Ishmael” are the most famous of the colorful families
of “degenerates” that served as “facts” in the calculations over the
potential bene‹t of “negative” eugenics.17 Carlson tells us how these
“degenerates” were identi‹ed and how the hereditary nature of their
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16. “Now we can understand why Plato drops his ‹rst hint that a more than ordinary excel-
lence is needed in his rulers in the same place where he ‹rst claims that the principles of animal
breeding must be applied to the race of men. . . . it thus prepares us for the demand that they
ought to be philosophers” (Popper, Open Society, 1:150).

17. The “Jukes family” is a Library of Congress subject classi‹cation. Christianson (2003)
reports on the recent unmasking of the “Jukes” and the demonstration of how the eugenic con-
clusions were drawn from these “data.”



criminality was asserted. “Degenerate” families were located by visiting
prison after prison and then reporting the maximal family criminality.

One of the “degenerate” families—the Jukes—‹gured into Galton’s
Human Faculty.18 The Jukes passage is a page and a half so we quote
only extracts. He begins with the claim that criminal behavior is inher-
ited.

It is, however, easy to show that the criminal nature tends to be inher-
ited; while, on the other hand, it is impossible that women who spend a
large portion of the best years of their life in prison can contribute many
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Fig. 6.1. George du Maurier, “Happy Thought! Let Us All Have a Voice in the Mat-
ter” (1880)

18. Although the ‹rst paragraph of The Un‹t discusses Galton’s coinage of eugenics and the
next two pages of the chapter contain handsome reproductions of the title pages of Human Fac-
ulty (2001, 10) and Essays in Eugenics (2001, 11), Carlson does not discuss the importance of the
Jukes family in Galton’s Human Faculty. Carlson rightly stresses Galton’s support for “positive
eugenics” (234, 244–45). Carlson’s view that Galton was not all that capable—“He also made
some signi‹cant, but not brilliant, contributions to many ‹elds” (144)—may have led him to over-
look the possibility that Galton could both defend positive eugenics and point to information that
could be used to justify negative eugenics. We have found this to be characteristic of Galton
(chap. 4 and app. 1, this vol.). Stigler (1986, 1999) gives details on Galton’s contributions.



children to the population. The true state of the case appears to be that
the criminal population receives steady accessions from those who,
without having strongly-marked criminal natures, do nevertheless
belong to a type of humanity that is exceedingly ill suited to play a
respectable part in our modern civilisation, though it is well suited to
›ourish under half-savage conditions, being naturally both healthy and
proli‹c. These persons are apt to go to the bad; their daughters consort
with criminals and become the parents of criminals. (1907c, Human
Faculty, 44)

The Jukes are seen as a ‹ne illustration of that claim.

An extraordinary example of this is afforded by the history of the infa-
mous Jukes family in America, whose pedigree has been made out, with
extraordinary care, during no less than seven generations, and is the sub-
ject of an elaborate memoir. . . . It includes no less than 540 individuals
of Jukes blood, of whom a frightful number degraded into criminality,
pauperism, or disease. (Human Faculty, 43–44)

The genetic success of such families needs to be explained.

Now the ancestor of all this mischief, who was born about the year 1730,
is described as having been a jolly companionable man, a hunter, and a
‹sher, averse to steady labour, but working hard and idling by turns, and
who had numerous illegitimate children, whose issue has not been
traced. He was, in fact, a somewhat good specimen of a half-savage with-
out any seriously criminal instincts. The girls were apparently attractive,
marrying early and sometimes not badly; but the gipsy-like character of
the race was unsuited to success in a civilised country. So the descen-
dants went to the bad, and such hereditary moral weaknesses as they
may have had, rose to the surface and worked their mischief without
check. (Human Faculty, 44)

There was no suggestion in Galton that the problem of hereditary
criminality can be solved by sterilizing criminals. For other commen-
tators, the answer was self-evident. Irving Fisher put the case plainly in
his 1909 National Vitality.

From the one man who founded the “Juke” family [sic] came 1,200
descendants in seventy-‹ve years; out of these, 310 were professional
paupers, who spent an aggregate of two thousand three hundred years in
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poorhouses, 50 were prostitutes, 7 murderers, 60 habitual thieves, and
130 common criminals.

Dugdale has estimated that the “Juke” family was an economic loss
to the State, measured in terms of potential usefulness wasted, costs of
prosecution, expenses of maintenance in jail, hospital, and asylums, and
of private loss through thefts and robberies of $1,300,000 in seventy-‹ve
years, or over $1,000 for each member of the family. . . .

Had the original criminals in the “Juke” family and the “Tribe of Ish-
mael” been sterilized under some law like that of Indiana, this country
would not only have been spared a widely disseminated criminal,
epileptic, and immoral strain, but would have saved hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars paid out for criminal suits. (1909, 675)

Fisher then proceeds to discuss the bene‹ts to society from families
such as the Hohenzollern family and the Darwin family (1909,
675–76). The Darwin family includes Francis Galton, whose eugenic
work is cited by Fisher.

The existence of such “degenerate families” soon became grist for
various mills among economists. Here is Frank Fetter’s 1916 “explana-
tion” of the consequences of immigration.

It led to the fateful introduction of slavery from Africa, and it encour-
aged much defective immigration from Europe, the heritage of which
survives in many defective and vicious strains of humanity, some of
them notorious, such as the Jukes, the Kallikak family, and the Tribe of
Ishmael. (1916, 368–69)

That the possibility of identifying “degenerate familes” enabled
eugenicists to take a step beyond Plato is also clear from the study of
eugenics in the Danish experience. The great Danish geneticist, Wil-
helm Johannsen, strenuously objected to Platonic utopian eugenics
(Hansen 1993, 23).19 But at least in the case of readily identi‹ed degen-
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19. “In his book . . . (Heredity in Historical and Experimental Light), published in 1917,
Johannsen devoted a full chapter, forty pages, to the subject of eugenics. In the historical intro-
duction, he mentioned Plato and his utopian eugenics, and he did not hide his distaste for the
idea of ‘human stockbreeding plans with systematic control, fraudulently organized marriage lot-
tery, abortion and exposure as eugenic measures—dreamers and fanatics from the prohibition
and eugenics movements of our own period can see themselves as in a mirror’” (Hansen 1993, 23).



erate families, “negative eugenics” was another matter.20 The role of
degenerate families evidently helped shape the debate among “moder-
ate” eugenicists in Denmark.

Steincke and most of the Danish followers of eugenics can be regarded
as moderate or “reform” eugenicists, since they openly stated that they
disapproved of the more violent eugenics propaganda and of the early
American practice of sterilization, particularly as it was done in Califor-
nia. But when we take a closer look at their views—the belief in horror
stories about the “Jukes” and the “Kallikaks,” the acceptance of the dan-
gers of differential reproduction, and their uncritical hereditarian-
ism—they do not appear particularly moderate. (Hansen 1993, 29) 

GALTON AND PLATO

We suggested earlier that there was a divide in the debate over eugen-
ics that is visible before and after World War II. Before World War II,
Galton is regarded as taking a step beyond Plato; after the war, eugenic
science is dismissed. Here, we provide some examples of the earlier
assessments that credit Galton with moving eugenics beyond Plato.

Science was in its second volume when it published a review of the
‹rst edition of Galton’s Human Faculty in 1883. The issue of eugenics
occupies the bulk of the ‹rst paragraph.

Mr. Galton means to introduce to our notice new aspects of the study of
human character. He wishes to make this study more exact and sci-
enti‹c by founding it upon detailed investigations of facts previously
neglected; and he proposes to offer the results as useful for a future sci-
ence or art of eugenics, which shall teach the human race how to breed
so that its best stock shall be preserved and improved, and its worst stock
gradually eliminated. (1883, 80)
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20. “This was what he called positive eugenics. He was more inclined to accept negative
eugenics, where the procreation of individuals with strongly ›awed genotypes was inhibited. But
he emphasized that it would be very dif‹cult and complicated to carry this out in a responsible
fashion. He certainly did not approve of ‘the haphazard surgical sterilization methods’ applied in
the United States” (Hansen 1993, 25). “In Johannsen’s writings on eugenics in the 1920s he hardly
appears as a zealot for the cause. He toned down his criticism of the biometrical school. . . . He
still rejected what he called positive eugenics but found negative eugenics acceptable, when it
was applied with caution. The same attitude is apparent in his contributions to the negotiations
of the commission on castration and sterilization” (26).



The second paragraph credits Galton with improving upon the Greek
discussion.

That Mr. Galton’s researches will be of much immediate use to young
people about to marry, no truthful reviewer can promise; but to the psy-
chologist, at least, they are in their present condition both attractive and
useful; and, for the rest, it is much for Mr. Galton merely to have sug-
gested, more de‹nitely than Plato was able to do, that there ought to be,
and some day may be, a real art of eugenics, which may be of practical
importance for mankind. (1883, 80)

Close to forty years later, Leonard Darwin advocated demographic
controls in Science. He dismissed changing circumstances (“improve-
ment of environment”) as a reform measure.

Do we not blush to talk of peace on earth and good-will towards men
whilst remembering what has happened during the last seven years?
And, in view of all this, have we any right to assume that improvement
of environment will do more for mankind during the next two thousand
years than it has done since the days of Plato? Reformers who look only
to surroundings should consider well the foundations on which their
projects are based before pointing the ‹nger of scorn at the believers in
heredity. Eugenics has been called a dismal science, but it should rather
be described as an untried policy. (Darwin 1921, 315)

In 1939, on the eve of World War II, Science published S. J.
Holmes’s presidential address before the American Eugenics Society,
“The Opposition to Eugenics.” Here, Professor Holmes (1939, 352)
confronted the fact that there was growing opposition to eugenics. To
explain this, he reminded his listeners that eugenic policy became fea-
sible only recently.

In seeking for the reasons for the opposition to eugenics it is important
to bear in mind that the idea of improving the inborn qualities of man
is, for the great mass of humanity, of relatively recent origin. To be sure,
race improvement through selective breeding had been advocated by
Theognis, Plato, Campanella and a few other lonely voices, but their
doctrines were regarded more in the light of curiosities of philosophical
speculation than as feasible measures for practical application. It was
only after the doctrine of evolution came to be ‹nally accepted in the
scienti‹c world that eugenics was brought clearly before the reading
public as a subject to be seriously reckoned with. (1939, 352)
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Holmes recognized that eugenics depends upon the doctrine of the
“natural inequality of man” (1939, 352). He then asked who might
oppose eugenics on the basis of egalitarian presuppositions. In
response to his own query, Holmes pointed to some social reformers
(such as Edwin Markham) who presupposed equality. He also singled
out Libertarians (such as Clarence Darrow) who opposed interference
with marriage choices (Holmes 1939, 354). He mentioned Catholics
such as G. K. Chesterton as well (354).21 And then he included J. S.
Mill, who claimed that the appeal to natural inequality is the height of
vulgarity (355). The list comprised: a poet, a libertarian lawyer, a
Catholic literary ‹gure, and a dead classical economist. As noted at the
outset of this chapter, early opposition to eugenic “science” was
remarkably thin.22

Moving to the other side of the divide, we ‹nd Edward Sisson’s 1939
presidential address to the Paci‹c division of the American Philosoph-
ical Association, “Human Nature and the Present Crisis.” Sisson raised
the question of the survival of philosophy itself. In his judgment Plato
becomes “one of the most dangerous items in the education of the
western world.”

Consequently in preparing for this discussion I have paid attention
mostly to the opposition. I have earnestly reconsidered that original
philosophical charter of fascism—a noble and austere doctrine indeed,
but fascism—Plato’s Republic, the beauty and surpassing genius of
which has made it, I think, one of most dangerous items in the educa-
tion of the western world. (Sisson 1940, 143)

Sisson then recommends Walt Whitman’s Democratic Vistas for its
argument against Plato’s vision of the masses (144–46). Whitman’s
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21. On Chesterton and eugenics, see McPhail 2003.
22. Eggen (1926, 104) notes the infrequent opposition before proceeding with his criticism:

“There seem to be few adequate criticisms of the eugenicist’s standpoint. Here and there a lone
environmentalist raises his voice in heresy, but de‹nite presentations of the controversy, examin-
ing the arguments on both sides, are lamentably few or even non-existent.” Eggen confronts the
Jukes evidence directly. “For Estabrook to assume (and Dugdale before him) that, because idle-
ness (shades of the Faculty psychologists!) or something resembling it is to be found in successive
generations of the Jukes family, that idleness is a Mendelian character inheritable through the
germ-plasm, is as laughable an error as any to be found in all contemporary (pseudo) science. The
same thing is true of all the eugenicist’s ‘characters’: pauperism, harlotry, crime, insanity, blind-
ness, syphilis, et cetera” (107).



Democratic Vistas began with an opening tribute to Mill’s On Liberty,
and it attacked Thomas Carlyle’s Shooting Niagara.23 We have also
seen that Galton’s work in the 1860s reads like Shooting Niagara (chap.
4, this vol.).

Hitler-era eugenic practice destroyed the basis for continued popu-
lar support of eugenics, and the debate thereafter became a debate over
Plato.24

PLATO AND CLASSICAL ECONOMICS

Despite their political differences, both Holmes and Sisson saw that
Mill was an opponent of hierarchy and eugenics. Mill wrote exten-
sively on Plato when he reviewed George Grote’s history of Greek phi-
losophy. Consequently, we examine Grote’s discussion of the Republic
in Plato (1865) and Mill’s 1866 review.

Grote wrote Plato before eugenics had a name, but he clearly saw
that eugenic teaching in the Republic was wrapped up in racial
‹ctions.

What he seeks as lawgiver is, to keep the numbers of the Guardians
nearly stationary, with no diminution and scarcely any increase: and to
maintain the breed pure, so that the children born shall be as highly
endowed by nature as possible. To these two objects the liberty of sexual
intercourse is made subservient. The breeding is regulated, like that of
noble horses or dogs by an intelligent proprietor. (1865, 3:203)25
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23. “As the greatest lessons of Nature through the universe are perhaps the lessons of variety
and freedom, the same present the greatest lessons also in New World politics and progress. If a
man were ask’d, for instance, the distinctive points contrasting modern European and American
political and other life with the old Asiatic cultus, as lingering-bequeath’d yet in China and
Turkey, he might ‹nd the amount of them in John Stuart Mill’s profound essay on Liberty in the
future, where he demands two main constituents, or sub-strata, for a truly grand nationality—1st,
a large variety of character—and 2d, full play for human nature to expand itself in numberless and
even con›icting directions . . .” (Whitman 1982, 929). The document mentioned in chapter 8,
note 27 suggests an unexpected linkage between Carlyle and Whitman.

24. Sterilization continued in America, however, through the 1970s. It was not until 2002 that
a governor of a state (Mark R. Warner, Virginia) apologized to the victims of eugenic practice.

25. “Yet unless certain fundamental ‹ctions can be accredited among his citizens, the
scheme of his commonwealth must fail. They must be made to believe that they are all earthborn
and all brethren; that the earth which they inhabit is also their mother: but that there is this dif-
ference among them—the Rulers have gold mingled with their constitution, the other Guardians
have silver, the remaining citizens have brass or iron. This bold ‹ction must be planted as a fun-
damental dogma” (Grote 1865, 3:185). “What Plato here understands by marriage, is a special,



He also recognized that the eugenic question tempts the theorist. He
‹nds that Plato abandoned his own philosophical principles in the face
of this temptation.

Grote notes, ‹rst, that the Republic attacks the classical economists’
idea of reciprocity. Instead of reciprocal relations based on equality of
moral standing, Plato denies the “onerous duty” of justice.

It is clear that Plato—in thus laying down the principle of reciprocity, or
interchange of service, as the ground-work of the social union—recog-
nises the antithesis, and at the same time the correlation, between oblig-
ation and right. The service which each man renders to supply the
wants of others is in the nature of an onerous duty; the requital for
which is furnished to him in the services rendered by others to supply
his wants. (1865, 3:139)

We see therefore that Plato contradicts his own fundamental princi-
ple, when he denies the doing of justice to be an onerous duty, and
when he maintains that it is in itself happiness—giving to the just agent,
whether other men account him just and do justice to him in
return—or not. By this latter doctrine he sets aside that reciprocity of
want and service, upon which he had af‹rmed the social union to rest.
(1865, 3:139)

Grote continues, adding that Plato attacks the proverbial wisdom to
“do unto others as they would be done by.”26

The fathers, whom he blames, gave advice in full conformity with his
own principle of reciprocity—when they exhorted their sons to the prac-
tice of justice, not as self-inviting, but as an onerous service toward oth-
ers, to be requited by corresponding services and goodwill from others
towards them. (1865, 3:139–40)

Earlier, Grote had explained that the dialectic method consisted of
a method of exchange where reciprocity is central. Yet to protect his
eugenic thinking, Plato gives up the dialectic method.
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solemn, consecrated, coupling for the occasion, with a view to breed for the public. . . . The case
resembles that of a breeding stud of horses and mares, to which Plato compares it” (Grote 1865,
3:205).

26. “Glaukon (as I have already observed) announces the doctrine against which Sokrates
contends, not as a recent corruption broached by the Sophists, but as the generally received view
of Justice: held by most persons, repeated by the poets from ancient times downwards, and
embodied by fathers in lessons to their children” (Grote 1865, 3:145). We discuss the signi‹cance
of this proverb in detail in chapters 7, 8, and 11. 



Though Sokrates, and Plato so far forth as a follower of Sokrates,
employed a colloquial method based on the fundamental assumption of
the Protagorean formula—autonomy of each individual mind—
whether they accepted the formula in terms, or not—yet we shall ‹nd
Plato at the end of his career, in his Treatise De Legibus, constructing
an imaginary city upon the attempted deliberate exclusion of this for-
mula. We shall ‹nd him there monopolising all teaching and culture of
his citizens . . . when he constitutes himself as lawgiver, the measure of
truth or falsehood for all his citizens—has at the same time discontin-
ued his early commerce with the Sokratic Dialectics. (1865, 2:357–58)

Mill focused on this preferential treatment in his review of Grote’s
Plato.

It is singular that Plato himself did not fully pro‹t by the principal les-
son of his own teaching. This is one of the inconsistencies by which he
is such a puzzle to posterity. No one can read many of the works of
Plato, and doubt that he had positive opinions. But he does not bring his
own opinions to the test which he applies to others. “It depends on the
actual argumentative purpose which Plato has in hand, whether he
chooses to multiply objections and give them effect, or to ignore them
altogether.” “The af‹rmative Sokrates only stands his ground because
no negative Sokrates is allowed to attack him.” Or, what is worse, Plato
applies the test, and disregards its indications; states clearly and strongly
the objections to the opinion he favours, and goes on his way as if they
did not exist. (Mill 1866, 412)

He agreed with Grote, that “[t]here are thus, independently of minor
discrepancies, two complete Platos in Plato—the Sokratist and the
Dogmatist” (415).27 Eugenics was one of the doctrines of the “dog-
matic” Plato for which there was no “Sokratic” challenge.
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27. “But as he advanced in life, and acquired a persuasion of knowledge of his own; when, to
use a metaphor of Mr. Grote’s, he ceased to be leader of opposition, and passed over to the min-
isterial benches, he came to think that the Sokratic cross-examination is a dangerous edge-tool.
Already in the Republic we ‹nd him dwelling on the mischiefs of a purely negative state of mind.
. . . he came to think that the doctrines which had the best ethical tendency should be taught, with
little or no regard to whether they could be proved true, and even at the risk of their being false”
(Mill 1866, 414–15).



THE JUNK SCIENCE JUDGMENT FROM 1931

We have noted that two economists, Hayek and Viner, played critical
roles in questioning eugenics as central planning. We conclude by
reviewing a rare attack on the “evidence” of “degenerate families” pub-
lished by Lancelot Hogben28 in an 1931 issue of Economica, the journal
in which Popper’s “Poverty of Historicism” later appeared.29 In his arti-
cle, Hogben made the case that the “evidence” of degenerate families
in eugenic studies was biased and unscienti‹c, that it would not be
“legally admissible.”

Hogben starts this section of his paper by posing the question as one
between Galton and Watson (the environmentalist). While the legal
system might ensure that the evaluation of evidence is impartial, Hog-
ben claimed that there is great pressure to choose the evidence selec-
tively in science.

In English law there is an estimable provision which forbids the public
discussion of evidence until the case is closed. In science unhappily
there is none. I have presented for your re›ection some of the dif‹cul-
ties of biological inquiry into social problems. One of the greatest dan-
gers is an undue haste prompted by enthusiasm for legislative applica-
tions of half-assimilated knowledge. The discussion of the genetic
foundations of racial and occupational strati‹cation in human society
calls for discipline, for restraint and for detachment. Nothing could
make the exercise of these wholesome virtues more dif‹cult than to
force the issues into the political arena in the present state of inquiry.
The disposition to do so has already encumbered social biology with a
vocabulary of terms which have no status in an ethically neutral science.
. . . Of these shortcomings anecdotalism is the most prevalent. Every
experimental biologist recognises the disastrous consequences of con-
structing evolutionary hypotheses on the testimony of the pigeon fancier
and the stock breeder. Only an undue haste to establish conclusions
which can be made the basis of legislation has arrested the development
of social biology in its anecdotage. (1931, 18–19)
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28. In 1930, Lancelot Hogben was appointed to the new research professorship of social biol-
ogy at the London School of Economics.

29. Hogben (1998) criticized Lionel Robbins’s nonmathematical economics. This is unfortu-
nate; as chapter 10 suggests, they might have had much to say to each other. Their shared view of
Carlyle would have been a beginning (Hogben 1998, 20).



The case in point is the degenerate family “evidence.” Hogben contin-
ues:

Two quotations will exempt me from the charge of overstating the dan-
ger to which I allude, when I speak of the anecdotal method. One prob-
lem which engages the attention of the social biologist is the contribu-
tion of heredity to feeblemindedness. Goddard’s familial studies on this
subject will be known to many of my audience. . . . The method which
Goddard adopted to identify feeblemindedness in the ancestors of his
cases is thus stated in his own words:

“The ease with which it is sometimes possible to get satisfactory evi-
dence on the ‹fth generation is illustrated in the Kallikak family. The
‹eld worker accosts an old farmer—‘Do you remember an old man
Martin Kallikak (Jr.) who lived on the mountain edge yonder?’ ‘Do I?
Well I guess. Nobody’d forget him. Simple, not quite right here (tap-
ping his head), but inoffensive and kind. All the family was that. . . . they
would drink. Poverty was their best friend in this respect, or they would
have been drunk all the time. . . .’ ”

At the conclusion of this recital Goddard asks, “Is there any doubt
that Martin was feebleminded?” I am tempted to imagine what the
same old farmer would say to his crony. “Seemed a decent sort of fellow.
Asked a lot of fool questions and wrote down the answers in a book. Sim-
ple, I’d say. Not quite right here.” (1931, 19–20)

He then considers the “evidence” concerning the Jukes.

In his monograph The Jukes in 1915, Estabrook ventures to proffer only
one de‹nite statement concerning hereditary transmission in the Jukes
family. It is that “there is an hereditary factor in licentiousness.” I have
searched through his memoir for a single indication of the way in which
he de‹nes licentiousness and its allelomorphic opposite chastity. (1931,
20)

The attitude of the experimental biologist to those who accept as sci-
enti‹c evidence data which would not even be regarded as legally
admissible is well expressed by Thomas Hunt Morgan, the leading
geneticist of our time. “The numerous pedigrees,” . . . “are open to the
same criticism from a genetic point of view, for it is obvious that these
groups of individuals have lived under demoralising social conditions 
. . . It is not surprising that, once begun from whatever cause, the effects
may be to a large extent communicated rather than inherited. . . .” (1931,
21)
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And ‹nally, Hogben suggests we put the expert himself in Estabrook’s
calculations.

I confess I am sceptical about the cogency of Dr. Estabrook’s arithmetic.
How damaging a case against higher education could be made, if we
included all the port consumed in the fellows’ common rooms during
the last century and a half. Other curious items are included in the two
million dollar bill. Inter alia we note the following:

“Aggregate of children who died prematurely, cash cost $50 each
child    . . . . . . . . . . . .   $18,900

Number of lives sacri‹ced by murder (ten) valued
$1,200            . . . . . . . .    $12,000

Capital in brothels $60,000, compound interest twenty-six
years at 6 per cent    . . . .    $18,000”

One is left to wonder why this felicitous blend of biological and eco-
nomic science is not rounded off by adding to the ‹nancial loss
incurred by the State on account of the Jukes family, the cost of printing
Carnegie Institute Publication No. 240, together with Dr. Estabrook’s
salary and that of his staff. (1931, 21–22)

Presumably, the answer to Hogben’s rhetorical question is that from
the point of view of the eugenic researcher, eugenic research is a
bene‹t and not a cost. This is another way of making our point.
Answers of one sort, but not of another, provide power and plenty.

If Hogben’s argument had an impact, it escaped Carlson (2001) even
though Hogben’s lecture was introduced by none other than H. G.
Wells, who called attention to the importance of “some peculiar strain
of human being, known as the Un‹t (and not otherwise de‹ned)”
(Wells 1931, 4).30

CONCLUSION

Eugenics is based on a presumption of inherited human heterogeneity.
We have argued here that this eugenic presumption tempts the expert
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30. We ‹nd a solitary paper in JSTOR with the search Hogben eugenics Jukes: MacKenzie
1975.



to presume he is in the favored group. This temptation, coupled with
the fact that intellects as great as Pearson and Plato have apparently
succumbed, is a major reason for our contention that only a hard doc-
trine of homogeneity is compatible with research and policy prescrip-
tion by “experts.” We have been asked on more than one occasion,
what if Plato were right about inherent differences among peoples?31

Alternatively put, what if Adam Smith were incorrect about the porter
and the philosopher? In response to such questions, we have come to
answer that the dangers of presuming difference or hierarchy are great
enough to outweigh whatever failings result from lack of empirical
realism. One instance in which surface differences are supposed to
reveal underlying differences is discussed in the Postscript to this vol-
ume. We suggest that such an explicit recognition of reciprocity and
homogeneity—in all dimensions, including the expert and the sub-
ject—erects a ‹rewall against eugenic practice and theory directed by
the expert-guided state. Firewalls do not maintain themselves. One
purpose of our book is to help maintain a ‹rewall in the space of ideas
by discussing the consequences that have followed from the assump-
tion that surface differences among people reveal underlying differ-
ences among persons.32

Does the relationship between the expert—here, the scientist—and
the subject include the requirement of reciprocity?33 In other words, is
the expert to be treated as he treats the subject? The Punch cartoon was
remembered by Galton as a simple illustration of eugenics, but per-
haps it is something more. Perhaps the caption “Let us all have a voice
in the matter” questions whether there is such a justi‹able divide
between expert and the subjects.34 And several of the humorous objec-
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31. James Buchanan was the ‹rst. Buchanan’s own analytical egalitarianism makes his chal-
lenge particularly memorable.

32. Deirdre McCloskey’s question posed in footnote 14—“Does the Holocaust provide a
‹rewall to eugenics?”—can be answered with “Only if we remember.”

33. At least on an informal basis, this presumption guides experimental procedures in eco-
nomics and constrains the experimentalist from deceiving the subject. See Houser 2004.

34. We thank Ira Gang for making this point when discussing our paper at the Eastern Eco-
nomic Association in New York. 



tions of Hogben seem to be suggestions that if we apply the experts’
standards of “un‹t” to the experts themselves, they might not pass the
examination. Finally, if experts rely on different standards than their
subjects, then perhaps we have an explanation for why the post–World
War II literature maintains a rational silence on the involvement of the
economists in the eugenics movement. 
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Part III

DEBATING SYMPATHY





VII

SYMPATHY AND ITS
DISCONTENTS

“Greatest  Happiness” versus 

the “General  Good”

Human beings, on this point, only differ from other animals in two par-
ticulars. First, in being capable of sympathizing, not solely with their off-
spring, or, like some of the more noble animals, with some superior ani-

mal who is kind to them, but with all human, and even with all
sentient, beings. Secondly, in having a more developed intelligence . . .

any conduct which threatens the security of the society generally, is
threatening to his own, and calls forth his instinct (if instinct it be) of

self-defence. The same superiority of intelligence joined to the power of
sympathizing with human beings generally, enables him to attach him-
self to the collective idea of his tribe, his country, or mankind, in such

a manner that any act hurtful to them, raises his instinct of 
sympathy and urges him to resistance.

—J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism

COMPETING VIEWS OF THE SCIENTIST 

Early utilitarians held that the scientist is akin to the philosopher in
book V of Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, someone who arranges
and makes systematical sense of ordinary wisdom.1 This systematiza-
tion begins with a judgment, founded on our common sense of sym-
pathy, about the character and actions of other people (Wealth of
Nations, V.1.§153).2 The scientist makes models that summarize infor-
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1. In this chapter, as in the study of eugenics (esp. see chaps. 5, 6, this vol.), we consider the
characterization of the “scientist”—as opposed to the broader notion of the “expert”—by the sci-
entist himself.

2. “As soon as writing came into fashion, wise men, or those who fancied themselves such,
would naturally endeavour to increase the number of those established and respected maxims,
and to express their own sense of what was either proper or improper conduct, sometimes in the
more arti‹cial form of apologues, like what are called the fables of Æsop; and sometimes in the



mation and help other ordinary people see their way, but there is little
beyond this division of labor among equals that separates him from
those he studies.3 And, signi‹cantly in our view, the scientist is
included in the phenomena under study. In the latter half of the nine-
teenth century, by contrast, the scientist became a self-proclaimed
expert who can distinguish between superior and inferior humans, and
who consequently knows how best to direct sympathy.4

We argue here that Charles Darwin’s Descent of Man was a critical
text in the transition. Darwin proposed to replace the early utilitarians’
“greatest happiness” principle with a goal of the “general good” entail-
ing biological perfection. He stressed the evolutionary role of sympathy
in developing moral sense among humans. At the same time, he asked
whether undirected sympathetic tendencies served to interfere with
biological perfection.

Between Darwin’s 1859 Origin of Species and the 1871 Descent of
Man, many social commentators considered whether and how the
principle of natural selection applied to humans. We focus on a popu-
larizer we have seen before (chap. 3), Charles Kingsley. Kingsley con-
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more simple one of apophthegms, or wise sayings, like the Proverbs of Solomon, the verses of
Theognis and Phocyllides, and some part of the works of Hesiod. They might continue in this
manner for a long time merely to multiply the number of those maxims of prudence and moral-
ity, without even attempting to arrange them in any very distinct or methodical order, much less
to connect them together by one or more general principles from which they were all deducible,
like effects from their natural causes. The beauty of a systematical arrangement of different obser-
vations connected by a few common principles was ‹rst seen in the rude essays of those ancient
times towards a system of natural philosophy. Something of the same kind was afterwards
attempted in morals. The maxims of common life were arranged in some methodical order, and
connected together by a few common principles, in the same manner as they had attempted to
arrange and connect the phenomena of nature. The science which pretends to investigate and
explain those connecting principles is what is properly called moral philosophy” (Smith, Wealth
of Nations, V.1§153).

3. See Smith’s famous example of the street porter and the philosopher, quoted earlier as epi-
graph to chapter 1 (Wealth of Nations, I.2§4). 

4. David Hume’s problem of the fate of “another rational species” strictly inferior to ours is
much to the point (Levy and Peart 2004). Hume’s analysis distinguishes between the thought
experiment of actual inferiority and belief in the inferiority of non-Europeans confronted with
European military technology. Unlike his more famous “sensible knave” problem, Hume sees no
way out of his conclusion that the other rational race will be exterminated or enslaved. We have
argued that Smith’s sympathetic approach offers a different conclusion. The difference between
equals who sympathize with each other, as Hume has it, or sympathy that equalizes people, as
Smith has it, is critical. 



nected the Carlylean belief that “charity begins at home” with the
racial anthropology of James Hunt (chap. 4) to argue that sympathy
required direction toward the truly deserving.

We begin by examining the notion of sympathy in Hume and
Smith. Hume’s sympathetic principle moves from equality in fact to
sympathy. This we juxtapose to Adam Smith’s reversal of the causation,
which goes from sympathy to judgment of equality.5 Second, we expli-
cate the utilitarian principle of sympathy in terms of concern for those
nearby and afar. We consider the challenges to the early utilitarian
impartial weighting scheme that emerged in the literary community
and from evolutionary biology. As sympathy came to be seen as an
impediment to evolutionary perfection, more voices urged that sympa-
thy be suppressed. Darwin’s Descent of Man explicitly countenanced
the suppression of sympathy in a trade-off of happiness for the perfec-
tion of the race. 

SYMPATHY IN HUME AND SMITH

For Hume, sympathy is an empathy we feel for those like us.6 We are
motivated to obtain the praise or approbation of those with whom we
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5. If, as Smith insists, we start with sympathy, then we can appeal to Edgeworth’s demonstra-
tion that sympathetic traders will share more equally than unsympathetic ones (1881, 45–46).

6. For detail on sympathy in Hume and Smith, see Levy and Peart 2004. There is a recent his-
tory of attempts to incorporate sympathy and/or empathy into economic models, e.g., Arrow 1977
and the literature discussed in Sugden 2002. The nineteenth-century controversy over the con-
cern for family relative to strangers has received less attention. 

It should be noted that we attend only to Smith’s discussion of experience in which rules of
justice have emerged and function well. Smith worries a great deal in both Theory of Moral Sen-
timents and Wealth of Nations about how religious instruction, which he thinks inculcates these
rules, gets twisted for private ends. In Wealth of Nations Smith develops the argument that reli-
gious competition without state intervention would bring forth a pure, rational religion. These
texts are discussed in Levy 1978. Smith is aware that morality can be ignored by a minority.
Although Smith begins his Theory of Moral Sentiments with a clarion denial of sel‹shness—
“How sel‹sh soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his nature,
which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary to him”
(I.1§1)—this is how he describes the rich and powerful in Wealth of Nations: “All for ourselves and
nothing for other people, seems, in every age of the world, to have been the vile maxim of the mas-
ters of mankind” (III.4§10) The passages in Theory of Moral Sentiments that suggest we ought to
discard minority experience often come in the post–Wealth of Nations edition (Levy 1995). See
also the account of proverbial wisdom offered in chapter 11 that “paired proverbs” come from the
difference between majority and minority experience.



sympathize. By contrast, Smith holds that we feel sympathy for and
earn the approbation (or disapprobation) of those unlike as well as
those like us. We obtain approbation as we step outside ourselves and
regard our own actions dispassionately. Hume and Smith agree that
approbation applies only in conditions of existential equality, but for
Smith this condition embodies all of humankind, whereas in Hume it
extends only to those who are not “strictly inferior” to us. For this rea-
son, the analysis that follows is a result of Smith’s deep analytical egal-
itarianism considered throughout this book.

For Hume, sympathy requires entering into the sentiments of oth-
ers, something we can do only if the other is similar to us. In book II,
chapter 11 (“Love of Fame”) of the Treatise, Hume holds that the abil-
ity to sympathize requires physical and intellectual similarity among
people. 

Now ’tis obvious, that nature has preserv’d a great resemblance among
all human creatures, and that we never remark any passion or principle
in others, of which, in some degree or other, we may not ‹nd a parallel
in ourselves. The case is the same with the fabric of the mind, as with
that of the body. However the parts may differ in shape or size, their
structure and composition are in general the same. There is a very
remarkable resemblance, which preserves itself amidst all their variety;
and this resemblance must very much contribute to make us enter into the
sentiments of others, and embrace them with facility and pleasure.
(1739–40, 318; emphasis added)

The sentence we emphasize is at the foundation of the difference
between Hume and Smith on sympathy, approbation, and moral oblig-
ation. Hume pointed to this difference himself in a famous letter to
Smith.7 Sympathy for Hume is akin to what we might call empathy
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7. Hume’s letter of 28 July 1759 in Smith 1977, 43: “I am told that you are preparing a new Edi-
tion, and propose to make some Additions and Alternations, in order to obviate Objections. I shall
use the Freedom to propose one, which, if it appears to be of any Weight, you may have in your
Eye. I wish you had more particularly and fully prov’d, that all kinds of Sympathy are necessarily
Agreeable. This is the Hinge of your System . . . And indeed, as the Sympathetical Passion is a
re›ex Image of the principal, it must partake of its Qualities, and be painful where that is so.”
Lindgren (1973, 21–22): “The doctrine of sympathy is typically thought to be simple and straight-
forward. The most popular interpretation is that sympathy is the same as empathy. . . . This view,
‹rst suggested by David Hume (letter to Smith, July 28, 1759), was rejected in a note added by



today: we enter in the passions of others, and we can do so because
these people think and look like us.8

For Hume, human beings are made moral because they are moti-
vated by the approbation that they receive from others with whom they
sympathize (1739–40, 316). Hume infers that the amount of approba-
tion (or disapprobation) we obtain from those with whom we sympa-
thize “depends on the relation of the object to ourselves.”

[W]e are most uneasy under the contempt of persons, who are both
related to us by blood, and contiguous in place. Hence we seek to
diminish this sympathy and uneasiness by separating these relations,
and placing ourselves in a contiguity to strangers, and at a distance from
relations. (1739–40, 322)9

By contrast, Smith holds that sympathy is something akin to an esti-
mation procedure, a projection, in which we imaginatively exchange
positions while preserving our consciousness. Sympathy is Smith’s
device to connect our concerns with those of others by imagining how
others see us.10 In his construction, sympathy differs from “fellow feel-
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Smith to the third [second] edition of the Moral Sentiments.” Haakonssen (2002, xiv) highlights
how the discussion helped Smith formulate his position: “This pleasure [of understanding
another’s sentiments] is distinct from whatever sentiments we may have about the object of our
sympathetic understanding, sentiments which may be either pleasing or displeasing. It seems that
Smith himself only came to complete clarity about this matter in the light of David Hume’s crit-
icism of his handling of it in the ‹rst edition.”

8. Schochet (2001) argues that the difference between Hume’s and Smith’s use of the word
sympathy marks the transition from an older to a new use. Sympathy had traditionally been asso-
ciated with musical vibrations where physical similarity was important for generating mutual
vibration. Musical theory and Renaissance magic are connected in Walker 1975. A glance at the
indexes in Thorndike 1923–58 reveals hundreds of references to sympathetic magic and sympathy.

9. Approbation (and disapprobation) from those unlike us is less powerful as a motivating
force: “[W]e receive a much greater satisfaction from the approbation of those, whom we our-
selves esteem and approve of, than of those, whom we hate and despise. In like manner we are
principally mortify’d with the contempt of persons, upon whose judgment we set some value, and
are, in a great measure, indifferent about the opinions of the rest of mankind” (Hume 1739–40,
321). Since approbation is external to the individual receiving it, people may escape disapproba-
tion by leaving kin and kith behind (322).

10. Harman (1986, 14): “There is an interesting irony in the way in which Hume’s use of the
term ‘sympathy’ leads Smith to his own very different theory, a theory that in my view is much bet-
ter than Hume’s at accounting for moral phenomenology. Smith’s criticism of Hume’s use of the
term ‘sympathy’ is not a serious one. It is of no importance whatsoever whether the meaning that
Hume gives to the term ‘sympathy’ is the ordinary one. . . . The irony is that taking Hume’s term
seriously leads Smith to a more accurate account of morality. A purely verbal point yields a pow-
erful substantive theory.”



ing” or some self-motivating experience of what is in another’s mind.
Without re›ection and education, we may very well get bizarre
results—in Smith’s example, we think the problem of death is the cold,
lonely grave and the gnawing vermin—but we sympathize nonethe-
less. With education and re›ection, we learn that the problem of death
is really the “awful futurity.”

Because sympathetic judgments are predictable, albeit often biased,
sympathy is similar instead to what we would today call an estimate.11

Every man, as the Stoics used to say, is ‹rst and principally recom-
mended to his own care; and every man is certainly, in every respect,
‹tter and abler to take care of himself than of any other person. Every
man feels his own pleasures and his own pains more sensibly than those
of other people. The former are the original sensations; the latter the
re›ected or sympathetic images of those sensations. The former may be
said to be the substance; the latter the shadow. (Theory of Moral Senti-
ments, VI.2§4)

Smith continues to describe how sympathy is felt most readily for those
we know best.

After himself, the members of his own family, those who usually live in
the same house with him, his parents, his children, his brothers and sis-
ters, are naturally the objects of his warmest affections. They are natu-
rally and usually the persons upon whose happiness or misery his con-
duct must have the greatest in›uence. He is more habituated to
sympathize with them. He knows better how every thing is likely to
affect them, and his sympathy with them is more precise and determi-
nate, than it can be with the greater part of other people. It approaches
nearer, in short, to what he feels for himself. (Theory of Moral Senti-
ments, VI.2§5) 
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11. Levy 1995 defends this reading in part by noting that early in Theory of Moral Sentiments
Smith considers how individuals sympathize with the dead and the insane. They erroneously
impute unhappiness to the insane. Sugden (2002, 76) quotes the insanity evidence against
Fontaine’s (1997) account of the sympathetic individual “becoming” the other person. The esti-
mation interpretation allows one to apply such considerations as robustness to other aspects of
the utilitarian discussions. See Levy 2001. As a result of discussions at the 2004 Summer Insti-
tute, we have come to prefer the term projection to describe the process at work. We thank Sam
Fleischaker and Ali Khan for helping us to see this.



Then, Smith makes the leap from habituated imagination to affection:
“What is called affection, is in reality nothing but habitual sympathy”
(Theory of Moral Sentiments, VI.2§10).

Sympathy is the foundation of rules of justice (i.e., reciprocity),
which become internalized as conscience. We are motivated by what
we imagine—“reason, principle, conscience, the inhabitant of the
breast, the man within, the great judge”—to perform what Smith
describes as “generous” acts.

When our passive feelings are almost always so sordid and so sel‹sh,
how comes it that our active principles should often be so generous and
so noble? When we are always so much more deeply affected by what-
ever concerns ourselves, than by whatever concerns other men; what is
it which prompts the generous, upon all occasions, and the mean upon
many, to sacri‹ce their own interests to the greater interests of others? It
is not the soft power of humanity, it is not that feeble spark of benevo-
lence which Nature has lighted up in the human heart, that is thus
capable of counteracting the strongest impulses of self-love. It is a
stronger power, a more forcible motive, which exerts itself upon such
occasions. It is reason, principle, conscience, the inhabitant of the
breast, the man within, the great judge and arbiter of our conduct. (The-
ory of Moral Sentiments, III.1§46)

Generosity is founded on the same principles as justice, but it has a
wider scope because it extends beyond contractual relationships
(Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, IV.1§21; Levy and Peart 2004). It
establishes “noble” feelings of connection even among strangers, those
unlike us (Theory of Moral Sentiments, III.1§46). Smith considers how
individuals evaluate the well-being of others. He poses the issue as one
consequent to a disaster far away.

Let us suppose that the great empire of China, with all its myriads of
inhabitants, was suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake . . . . (Theory
of Moral Sentiments, I.3§46)

An individual does not directly experience the pain of others, but only
his own.
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If he was to lose his little ‹nger to-morrow, he would not sleep to-night;
but, provided he never saw them, he will snore with the most profound
security over the ruin of a hundred millions of his brethren, and the
destruction of that immense multitude seems plainly an object less
interesting to him, than this paltry misfortune of his own. . . .

How would this “man of humanity” choose? 

To prevent, therefore, this paltry misfortune to himself, would a man of
humanity be willing to sacri‹ce the lives of a hundred millions of his
brethren, provided he had never seen them? Human nature startles with
horror at the thought, and the world, in its greatest depravity and cor-
ruption, never produced such a villain as could be capable of entertain-
ing it.

Smith asks why we cannot infer choice from direct feelings.

But what makes this difference? When our passive feelings are almost
always so sordid and so sel‹sh, how comes it that our active principles
should often be so generous and so noble?

He answers by appealing to the importance of imagination.

It is reason, principle, conscience, the inhabitant of the breast, the man
within, the great judge and arbiter of our conduct. It is he who, when-
ever we are about to act so as to affect the happiness of others, calls to us,
with a voice capable of astonishing the most presumptuous of our pas-
sions, that we are but one of the multitude, in no respect better than any
other in it; and that when we prefer ourselves so shamefully and so
blindly to others, we become the proper objects of resentment, abhor-
rence, and execration. It is from him only that we learn the real littleness
of ourselves, and of whatever relates to ourselves, and the natural mis-
representations of self-love can be corrected only by the eye of this
impartial spectator. It is he who shows us the propriety of generosity and
the deformity of injustice; the propriety of resigning the greatest inter-
ests of our own, for the yet greater interests of others, and the deformity
of doing the smallest injury to another, in order to obtain the greatest
bene‹t to ourselves. It is not the love of our neighbour, it is not the love
of mankind, which upon many occasions prompts us to the practice of
those divine virtues. It is a stronger love, a more powerful affection,
which generally takes place upon such occasions; the love of what is
honourable and noble, of the grandeur, and dignity, and superiority of
our own characters. (Theory of Moral Sentiments, I.3§46)
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For Smith, man becomes a moral agent by earning the approbation
that comes from recognizing we are all equally deserving of sympathy.
The question of whether perceived inferiority removes a person from
sympathy is central to the debates we study here.

HABITUAL SYMPATHY FOR THOSE 

ABROAD AND AT HOME

The phrase “habitual sympathy” is taken from the discussion in which
Smith lays out the idea that habituated sympathy, one’s affection for
others, varies inversely with their social distance from us.12 Economists
and social commentators alike in the mid–nineteenth century were
preoccupied with the weight of one’s obligation to strangers relative to
those of family. The utilitarian ideal was one of strict impartiality
between self and other.13 Writing in the Edinburgh Review on James
Mill’s theory of government, T. B. Macaulay identi‹ed the Utilitarian
Greatest Happiness Principle with the Golden Rule of Christianity. 

The “greatest happiness principle” of Mr Bentham is included in the
Christian morality; and, to our thinking, it is there exhibited in an
in‹nitely more sound and philosophical form, than in the Utilitarian
speculations. . . . “Do as you would be done by: Love your neighbour as
yourself;” these are the precepts of Jesus Christ. Understood in an
enlarged sense, these precepts are, in fact, a direction to every man to
promote the greatest happiness of the greatest number. (Macaulay in
Lively and Rees 1978, 175)

In his most considered statement on utilitarianism, John Stuart Mill
also identi‹ed the spirit of utilitarian philosophy with the Golden
Rule. 

[T]he happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what is right in
conduct, is not the agent’s own happiness, but that of all concerned. As
between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires
him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent specta-
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12. This is sometimes referred to as the shape of the “sympathetic gradient.”
13. In chapter 9 we provide detailed evidence and examine the policy implications of this

claim.



tor. In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit
of the ethics of utility. To do as you would be done by, and to love your
neighbour as yourself, constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian
morality. (Mill, Utilitarianism, 218)

Darwin ended chapter IV of the ‹rst part of the second edition of
Descent—“Comparison of the Mental Powers of Man and the Lower
Animals—continued”—with an allusion to how the Golden Rule of
Christianity forms “the foundation of morality.”

The moral sense perhaps affords the best and highest distinction
between man and the lower animals; but I need say nothing on this
head, as I have so lately endeavoured to show that the social
instincts—the prime principle of man’s moral constitution—with the
aid of active intellectual powers and the effects of habit, naturally lead
to the golden rule, “As ye would that men should do to you, do ye to
them likewise;” and this lies at the foundation of morality. (Descent, 131)

He then announced the topic of the next chapter.

In the next chapter I shall make some few remarks on the probable steps
and means by which the several mental and moral faculties of man have
been gradually evolved. That such evolution is at least possible, ought
not to be denied, for we daily see these faculties developing in every
infant; and we may trace a perfect gradation from the mind of an utter
idiot, lower than that of an animal low in the scale to the mind of a New-
ton. (Descent, 131)

The question he addressed next was whether we can retain our current
moral sense—entailing sympathy for the weak—and continue to
advance.

If humans evolve, they are not homogeneous, and the question
arises as to whether they are all equally deserving of sympathy or the
resources that ›ow to them from sympathetic agents. Between Smith
and Darwin, social commentators challenged the notion of unregu-
lated sympathy in the service of hierarchy.14 The doctrine that sympa-
thy required direction—by an expert of some sort who was able best to
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14. As we have seen (chaps. 3, 4, 5, 6, this vol.), such challenges were often speci‹cally
directed at the Irish, Africans, former West Indian slaves, women, and Jews.



distinguish the deserving from the undeserving—was embodied in the
Carlylean phrase “charity begins at home.” The phrase found its way
into attacks on human homogeneity, such as Kingsley’s 1850 Alton
Locke (Levy and Peart 2001–2). Maintenance of hierarchy within the
household also requires that sympathy be extended ‹rst to those who
“deserve” it most, that is, to those at home, and only thereafter to those
elsewhere. This is one lesson in Charles Dickens’s 1852 Bleak House in
which the character of Mrs. Jellyby is criticized for neglecting her fam-
ily for the bene‹t of African slaves.

Here is how Mrs. Jellyby is introduced.

. . . a lady of very remarkable strength of character, who devotes herself
entirely to the public. She has devoted herself to an extensive variety of
public subjects, at various times, and is at present (until something else
attracts her) devoted to the subject of Africa; with a view to the general
cultivation of the coffee berry—and the natives . . . (1977, 35)

Mr. Jellyby has, in some sense, lost personality, inverting the usual
hierarchy.

“And Mr. Jellyby, sir?” suggested Richard.
“Ah! Mr. Jellyby,” said Mr. Kenge, “is—a—I don’t know that I can

describe him to you better than by saying that he is the husband of Mrs.
Jellyby.”

“A nonentity, sir?” said Richard, with a droll look.
“I don’t say that,” returned Mr. Kenge, gravely. “I can’t say that,

indeed, for I know nothing whatever of Mr. Jellyby. . . . he is, so to speak,
merged—Merged—in the more shining qualities of his wife.” (1977, 35)

If Mrs. Jellyby’s affections were refashioned so that she sympathized
more with those close to her, her services could be freely available to
her husband and daughters. As it is, she neglects them while she is dis-
tracted by the supposedly nondeserving.

A cartoon from Punch published 4 March 1865, just months before
the Eyre controversy,15 conveys the same theme (‹g. 7.1). The caption,
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15. We discuss the Eyre controversy brie›y in chapter 3 and chapter 8. See Levy and Peart
2001–2, article 3. Even after forty years, the standard work on the British debates remains Semmel
1962.



“Telescopic Philanthropy,” is the title of the chapter from Bleak House
in which Mrs. Jellyby is introduced. The message here is that while
resources are being diverted to help the undeserving in Jamaica, Eng-
lish children go hungry. To solve the problem of the poor of England,
one needs to convince people like Mrs. Jellyby to sympathize less with
distant folks and more with those within her household.

The issue of the “appropriate” level of weighting of the well-being of
strangers and kin suggests that there is a good deal at stake in how (and
whether) we sympathize with others. As strangers are believed to be
more like family, we sympathize with them more, and resources will be
diverted from the household to strangers. Belief is important here
because Smith’s European has actually never seen a person from
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Fig. 7.1. John Tenniel, “Telescopic Philanthropy” (1865)



China; he has read about them, and he may have seen them in pic-
tures. The stories and pictures in Punch and elsewhere contain repre-
sentations that tell people that the undeserving are unlike their family
and more akin to beasts.16

Given the dif‹culty of following through on the utilitarian moral
imperative,17 it is perhaps not surprising that the equal-weighting ideal
of early utilitarians would soon be overthrown. Evolutionary biology
provided the “scienti‹c” rationale for the criticism of impartiality that
had ‹rst been launched in literary criticism of the evangelical-eco-
nomic antislavery movement.18

SYMPATHY IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY BIOLOGY

Sympathy played a key role in nineteenth-century evolutionary biol-
ogy, as the means by which individual self-interest is connected to
group interests in matters of justice and bene‹cence, and thus as a
means of protecting the weak from the strong.19 As such, sympathy was
also seen as the key impediment to natural selection. Even as the sug-
gestion was made that humans are creatures motivated by sympathy,
early eugenicists responded that such sympathetic tendencies should
be suppressed. As eugenics triumphed in the late nineteenth century,
the “un‹t” became “parasites” removed from sympathy.
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16. We have touched upon an example from Charles Kingsley’s Water-Babies in chapter 3.
Later we provide the text and image in which characters who are undeserving of sympathy are
represented as beastlike.

17. That dif‹culty left early utilitarian economists open to the charge of hypocrisy or “cant.”
See chapter 8.

18. In his study of the British debates over emancipation, Drescher ‹nds that racism played
no interesting role but that it entered British discussion in an important way with Thomas Car-
lyle’s 1849 “Negro Question” (Drescher 2002, 79–81, 219).

19. Scholars who think about the “Adam Smith Problem” (Peters-Fransen 2001) have puzzled
over where Smith’s sympathetic principle goes in the nineteenth century. To our knowledge, the
link between sympathy and evolutionary biology has escaped attention. Haakonssen (2002, xxiii)
notes: “The Theory of Moral Sentiments did, however, have an independent legacy, though one
that is ill charted. Together with the work of Hume, it had established sympathy as a central moral
concept for any attempt at a naturalistic ethics, and we ‹nd this re›ected—though with few
explicit acknowledgments— . . . by the utilitarians of the nineteenth century.” In the utilitar-
ian-in›uenced evolutionary ethical discussions, citations to Smith or Moral Sentiments are
explicit (e.g., Erasmus Darwin 1803, 122–23; Herbert Spencer 1851, 96; T. H. Huxley [1894] 1934,
88).



The earliest instance we know of the principle of sympathy in evo-
lutionary biology is found in Erasmus Darwin’s 1803 Temple of Nature.

How Love and Sympathy the bosom warm,
Allure with pleasure, and with pain alarm,
With soft affections weave the social plan,
And charm the listening Savage into Man. (1803, canto I:219–23)

In a note to canto III:466 Darwin adds: 

From our aptitude to imitation arises what is generally understood by
the word sympathy, so well explained by Dr. Smith of Glasgow. (1803,
122–23)

A detailed discussion of the role of sympathy in evolution begins
with the work of Herbert Spencer.20 Relying explicitly on Smith,
Spencer argued in his 1851 Social Statics that sympathy is the founda-
tion for our perception that others possess rights. Thus it forms the basis
for moral action.

Seeing, however, that this instinct of personal rights is a purely sel‹sh
instinct, leading each man to assert and defend his own liberty of action,
there remains the question—Whence comes our perception of the
rights of others? 

The way to a solution of this dif‹culty has been opened by Adam
Smith in his “Theory of Moral Sentiments.” It is the aim of that work to
show that the proper regulation of our conduct to one another, is
secured by means of a faculty whose function it is to excite in each being
the emotions displayed by surrounding ones . . . the faculty, in short,
which we commonly call Sympathy. (1851, 96)

After a two-page discussion extending Smith’s account, Spencer
explains that justice and bene‹cence are both rooted in sympathy.

It was elsewhere hinted . . . that though we must keep up the distinction
between them, it is nevertheless true that justice and bene‹cence have a
common root, and the reader will now at once perceive that the com-
mon root is—Sympathy. (1851, 98)
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20. In chapters 8 and 10 we consider the question of who directs evolution for Spencer and
Darwin. We also consider Spencer and Mill on utilitarianism, as well as Edgeworth’s criticisms of
both for assuming humans to be homogeneous. 



It soon became clear that as sympathy was extended to the weak
among us, the principle of natural selection would not apply to
humans. In 1864, A. R. Wallace made the case precisely.

If a herbivorous animal is a little sick and has not fed well for a day or
two, and the herd is then pursued by a beast of prey, our poor invalid
inevitably falls a victim. So in a carnivorous animal the least de‹ciency
of vigour prevents its capturing food, and it soon dies of starvation.
There is, as a general rule, no mutual assistance between adults, which
enables them to tide over a period of sickness. Neither is there any divi-
sion of labour; each must ful‹ll all the conditions of its existence, and,
therefore, “natural selection” keeps all up to a pretty uniform standard.

But in man, as we now behold him, this is different. He is social and
sympathetic. In the rudest tribes the sick are assisted at least with food;
less robust health and vigour than the average does not entail death. . . .
Some division of labour takes place. . . . The action of natural selection
is therefore checked. (1864, clxii)

The question was whether this result was to be greeted with enthusi-
asm, or not. The cofounder (with Francis Galton) of eugenics, W. R.
Greg, responded that, since sympathy blocked the “salutary” effects of
natural selection, it should be suppressed (Greg 1875, 119). Eugenicists
used Hume’s dimensions of inferiority—physical and intellectual— and
the debate that followed focused largely on what it was to be undeserv-
ing, “feeble and un‹t” (Carlson 2001). Much of the eugenics rhetoric
attempted to show that the “un‹t” were a breed apart, and therefore
undeserving of sympathy. Greg described the Irish, who for all intents
and purposes were subhuman relative to their human counterpart, the
Scot: “careless, squalid, unaspiring Irishman, fed on potatoes, living in a
pig-stye, doting on a superstition, multiply like rabbits or ephemera”
(Greg 1868, 360; chap. 4, this vol.). In later years, the eugenics move-
ment focused on families of criminals such as the Jukes to make the case
that sympathy stops at the door of the un‹t (chap. 6, this vol.).

Between the Punch cartoons of Fenians as subhuman and the
eugenics movement, we ‹nd a justi‹cation of biological improvement
in Charles Kingsley’s 1862–63 Water-Babies. Although Water-Babies is
regarded today as a “charming” children’s story, it was reviewed by
both the Times and James Hunt’s Anthropological Review in all due
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seriousness as a popularization of Darwin that applied the doctrine of
natural selection to humans (Levy and Peart 2001–2).

We reprint the ape image drawn by Linley Sambourne that accom-
panied the 1885 edition (‹g. 7.2), and we quote in full the passage
excerpted in chapter 3.

And in the next ‹ve hundred years they were all dead and gone, by bad
food and wild beasts and hunters; all except one tremendous old fellow
with jaws like a jack, who stood full seven feet high; and M. Du Chaillu
came up to him, and shot him, as he stood roaring and thumping his
breast. And he remembered that his ancestors had once been men, and
tried to say, “Am I not a man and a brother?” but had forgotten how to
use his tongue; and then he had tried to call for a doctor, but he had for-
gotten the word for one. So all he said was “Ubbobboo!” and died.

And that was the end of the great and jolly nation of the Doas-
youlikes. And, when Tom and Ellie came to the end of the book, they
looked very sad and solemn; and they had good reason so to do, for they
really fancied that the men were apes . . . though they were more apish
than the apes of all aperies.

“But could you not have saved them from becoming apes?” said little
Ellie, at last.

“At ‹rst, my dear; if only they would have behaved like men, and set
to work to do what they did not like. But the longer they waited, and
behaved like the dumb beasts, who only do what they like, the stupider
and clumsier they grew; till at last they were past all cure, for they had
thrown their own wits away. It is such things as this that help to make me
so ugly, that I know not when I shall grow fair.”

“And where are they all now?” asked Ellie.
“Exactly where they ought to be, my dear.” (Kingsley 1863, 236–37)

The Times recognized that Water-Babies turned the possibility of Dar-
winian devolution into a Carlylean trope (see “Transformation by
Obedience,” chap. 3, this vol.).

When Darwin’s son, Leonard Darwin, re›ected upon how shocking
it would have been for Gregor Mendel, a Catholic priest, to visit his
father, he recalled the name of only one famous religious visitor, Kings-
ley (Keynes 1943). There is perhaps no better testimony to Kingsley’s
role in adding a theological element to the idea of natural selection. As
early as 1855, Kingsley rejected the factual claims associated with the
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Bible in favor of science—“Geology has disproved the old popular
belief that the universe was brought into being as it now exists, by a sin-
gle ‹at” (71). In his 1871 “The Natural Theology of the Future,” Kings-
ley rejected the ethical claims of sympathy by appeal to physical sci-
ence.

Physical science is proving more and more the immense importance of
Race; the importance of hereditary powers, hereditary organs, heredi-
tary habits, in all organized beings, from the lowest plant to the highest
animal. She is proving more and more the omnipresent action of the
differences between races; how the more favoured race (she cannot
avoid using the epithet) exterminates the less favoured, or at least expels
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it, and forces it, under penalty of death, to adapt itself to new circum-
stances; and, in a word, that competition between every race and every
individual of that race, and reward according to deserts, is (as far as we
can see) an universal law of living things. (373)21

The second pillar of eugenic thinking was that the un‹t lacked the
capacity for reason and the ability to control their impulses (chap. 4,
this vol.). Thus, the un‹t were unable to participate in the reciprocal
relationships associated with markets. At best, they might deserve help;
they would never achieve equality. Here again the cofounder of the
movement, Greg, held that the Irish were incapable of being peasant
proprietors (1869a, 78). The counterargument was of course made by
Mill.22

In the disagreement between Hume and Smith on sympathy and
approbation, we can see how the later eugenics argument played out.
The “un‹t” were held to be undeserving of sympathy, human “para-
sites” whose removal was needed if the human was to save himself
(Carlson 2001, 188–89).23

These discussions of biological science and the un‹t culminated in
Darwin’s Descent of Man. Here, Darwin put forward a new goal, the
“general good,” to replace the greatest happiness goal of utilitarianism.
The general good signi‹ed biological perfection, as opposed to human
happiness.

In the case of the lower animals it seems much more appropriate to
speak of their social instincts, as having been developed for the general
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21. “At some future period, not very distant as measured by centuries, the civilized races of
man will almost certainly exterminate, and replace, the savage races throughout the world. At the
same time the anthropomorphous apes, as Professor Schaaffhausen has remarked, will no doubt
be exterminated. The break between man and his nearest allies will then be wider, for it will inter-
vene between man in a more civilized state, as we may hope, even than the Caucasian, and some
ape as low as a baboon, instead of as now between the negro or Australian and the gorilla” (Dar-
win, Descent, 160).

22. The passages in Greg and Mill are quoted in full, as epigraphs to chapter 3. In chapter 8,
we present a Punch cartoon of simpleminded Irish folk, incapable of making trades with John
Bright. We ‹nd this contrast unsurprising in the light of the view by Greg that sympathy must be
blocked and Mill’s position that undirected sympathy extends to those across the globe.

23. The “parasite” under many guises—the “Jew harpy,” the Irish/Jamaican “cannibal,” the
economic/evangelical “canter”—plays a much-neglected role in paternalistic theorizing. See
Levy and Peart 2001–2 and chapter 9, this volume.



good rather than for the general happiness of the species. The term, gen-
eral good, may be de‹ned as the rearing of the greatest number of indi-
viduals in full vigour and health, with all their faculties perfect, under
the conditions to which they are subjected. As the social instincts both
of man and the lower animals have no doubt been developed by nearly
the same steps, it would be advisable, if found practicable, to use the
same de‹nition in both cases, and to take as the standard of morality, the
general good or welfare of the community, rather than the general hap-
piness; but this de‹nition would perhaps require some limitation on
account of political ethics. (Descent, 125; emphasis added)

The emphasized passage gives warrant to the “scientist” to decide what
is or is not “perfect.”

Darwin provides a classical gloss on how self-interested calculations
interfere with biological improvement.

The Grecian poet, Theognis, who lived 550 B.C., clearly saw how impor-
tant selection, if carefully applied, would be for the improvement of
mankind. He saw, likewise, that wealth often checks the proper action
of sexual selection. He thus writes:

“With kine and horses, Kurnus! we proceed
By reasonable rules, and choose a breed
For pro‹t and increase, at any price;
Of a sound stock, without defect or vice.
But, in the daily matches that we make,
The price is everything: for money’s sake,
Men marry: women are in marriage given;
The churl or ruf‹an, that in wealth has thriven,
May match his offspring with the proudest race:
Thus everything is mix’d, noble and base!
If then in outward manner, form, and mind,
You ‹nd us a degraded, motley kind.
Wonder no more, my friend! The cause is plain,
And to lament the consequence is vain.” (Descent, 33)

Sympathy is vital in Darwin’s account of human development. In
chapter IV of part I he uses the sympathetic principle to move from
individual to group interests.24 But Darwin questioned whether sympa-
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24. Darwin (Descent, 110): “The all-important emotion of sympathy is distinct from that of
love. . . . Adam Smith formerly argued, as has Mr. Bain recently, that the basis of sympathy lies in 



thy has survival value in the next chapter, which opens with a discus-
sion of Wallace (1864).

It is extremely doubtful whether the offspring of the more sympathetic
and benevolent parents, or of those who were the most faithful to their
comrades, would be reared in greater numbers than the children of
sel‹sh and treacherous parents belonging to the same tribe. He who was
ready to sacri‹ce his life, as many a savage has been, rather than betray
his comrades, would often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature.
The bravest men, who were always willing to come to the front in war,
and who freely risked their lives for others, would on an average perish
in larger numbers than other men. Therefore it hardly seems probable,
that the number of men gifted with such virtues, or that the standard of
their excellence, could be increased through Natural Selection, that is,
by the survival of the ‹ttest. (Descent, 135)

Here, interestingly enough, Darwin appeals to a Lamarckian process.

As the reasoning powers and foresight of the members became
improved, each man would soon learn that if he aided his fellow-men,
he would commonly receive aid in return. From this low motive he
might acquire the habit of aiding his fellows; and the habit of perform-
ing benevolent actions certainly strengthens the feeling of sympathy
which gives the ‹rst impulse to benevolent actions. Habits, moreover,
followed during many generations probably tend to be inherited.
(Descent, 136)

Thus, we have no really good reason from the principle of natural
selection to believe that traits that tend to produce biological perfec-
tion will be inherited.

It is important to recognize that biological perfection is the new
goal. Darwin clari‹ed this when he asked whether sympathy ought to
be checked (in the section entitled “Natural Selection as Affecting Civ-
ilized Nations,” Descent, 138–46). The context entails a policy of vacci-
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our strong retentiveness of former states of pain or pleasure. . . . In a like manner we are led to par-
ticipate in the pleasures of others.” [Darwin’s note to text: “See the ‹rst and striking chapter in
Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments.”] Thomas Huxley was also explicit in his use of
Smith’s sympathetic principle for evolutionary explanations that require moving from individual
to group interests: “An arti‹cial personality, the ‘man within,’ as Adam Smith calls conscience, is
built up beside the natural personality. He is the watchman of society, charged to restrain the
anti-social tendencies of the natural man within the limits required by social welfare” ([1894]
1934, 88).



nation. For a utilitarian, the policy of vaccination is justi‹ed because,
on balance, it saves lives. But for Darwin, vaccination serves to preserve
the weak, and it is consequently “injurious to the race of man.”

There is reason to believe that vaccination has preserved thousands,
who from a weak constitution would formerly have succumbed to
small-pox. Thus the weak members of civilized societies propagate their
kind. No one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will
doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man. It is surpris-
ing how soon a want of care, or care wrongly directed, leads to the
degeneration of a domestic race; but excepting in the case of man him-
self, hardly any one is so ignorant as to allow his worst animals to breed.
(Descent, 136)

Darwin explicitly attributes this misdirection of effort to the
“instinct of sympathy.” Although he ‹nds that sympathy leads to such
dilatory effects, he nonetheless concludes that it is mainly a positive
attribute. But he worries about the effects of unregulated sympathy in
the case of the “weak and inferior,” and he hopes that marriage among
this group will be checked.

The aid which we feel impelled to give to the helpless is mainly an inci-
dental result of the instinct of sympathy, which was originally acquired
as part of the social instincts, but subsequently rendered, in the manner
previously indicated, more tender and more widely diffused. Nor could
we check our sympathy, even at the urging of hard reason, without dete-
rioration in the noblest part of our nature. . . . We must therefore bear
the undoubtedly bad effects of the weak surviving and propagating their
kind; but there appears to be at least one check in steady action, namely
the weaker and inferior members of society do not marry so freely as the
sound; and this check might be inde‹nitely increased by the weak in
body or mind refraining from marriage, though this is more to be hoped
for than expected. (Descent, 139)25

As the chapter continues, Darwin cites the arguments of Greg and Gal-
ton, against the Malthusian recommendation to increase human hap-
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25. He had informed the reader earlier about his worry over the uncontrolled breeding of
humans: “In another and much more important respect, man differs widely from any strictly
domesticated animal; for his breeding has never been long controlled, either by methodical or
unconscious selection” (Darwin, Descent, 33).



piness by delaying marriage. The problem with Malthus is that the
“poor and reckless” cannot be trusted to restrain from marriage (chap.
4, this vol.).

A most important obstacle in civilized countries to an increase in the
number of men of a superior class has been strongly insisted on by Mr.
Greg and Mr. Galton, namely, the fact that the very poor and reckless,
who are often degraded by vice, almost invariably marry early, whilst the
careful and frugal, who are generally otherwise virtuous, marry late in
life. (Descent, 143)

Darwin returns to this contention when the book concludes. The
attraction of breeding a better race is again clear, and he suggests a
“plan” is needed to regulate marriages.

Man scans with scrupulous care the character and pedigree of his
horses, cattle, and dogs before he matches them; but when he comes to
his own marriage he rarely, or never, takes any such care. . . . When the
principles of breeding and inheritance are better understood, we shall
not hear ignorant members of our legislature rejecting with scorn a plan
for ascertaining whether or not consanguineous marriages are injurious
to man. (Descent, 642–43)

He adds that there is a trade-off between the struggle for survival and
happiness that results from overpopulation.

The advancement of the welfare of mankind is a most intricate prob-
lem: all ought to refrain from marriage who cannot avoid abject poverty
for their children; for poverty is not only a great evil, but tends to its own
increase by leading to recklessness in marriage. On the other hand, as
Mr. Galton has remarked, if the prudent avoid marriage, whilst the reck-
less marry, the inferior members tend to supplant the better members of
society. Man, like every other animal, has no doubt advanced to his pre-
sent high condition through a struggle for existence consequent on his
rapid multiplication; and if he is to advance still higher, it is to be feared
that he must remain subject to a severe struggle. Otherwise he would
sink into indolence, and the more gifted men would not be more suc-
cessful in the battle of life than the less gifted. Hence our natural rate of
increase, though leading to many and obvious evils, must not be greatly
diminished by any means. (Descent, 643)
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This paragraph featured prominently in a trial over the distribution of
contraceptive information in which the contending parties were seen
by the Times as Darwin and Mill (chap. 10, this vol.).

Thus, evolutionary biology was used to provide a rationale for sup-
pressing sympathy toward the undeserving. At the same time, evolu-
tionary theory was used to oppose the utilitarian ideal of strict impar-
tiality. In both cases, hierarchy and control of sympathy were at issue. 

SELF-DIRECTED SYMPATHY AND 

MILL’S “URGE TO RESIST”

Mill had envisioned a process by which sympathy would be extended
to persons who formerly enjoyed a less-than-fully-human status as such
persons were increasingly given the means to participate fully in polit-
ical and economic decision making.26 But the analytical machinery
required for this process of self-directed improvement was soon to be
denied. Post-Darwin, individuals came to be regarded as governed
inexorably by the same natural laws that govern the nonhuman. The
notion that sympathetic individuals might change themselves was crit-
icized in 1879 by W. S. Jevons who held that humans were essentially
unimprovable.

Human nature is one of the last things which can be called “pliable.”
Granite rocks can be more easily moulded than the poor savages that
hide among them. We are all of us full of deep springs of unconquer-
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26. Society “improves” because a growing number of individuals acquire “social feelings of
mankind”: “[T]he desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures, which is already a powerful prin-
ciple in human nature, and happily one of those which tend to become stronger, even without
express inculcation, from the in›uences of advancing civilization” (Utilitarianism, 231). They do
so without direction. While “the old theory” held that individuals were unable to recognize what
was best for them, experience had shown the contrary: “The old theory was, that the least possible
should be left to the choice of the individual agent; that all he had to do should, as far as practi-
cable, be laid down for him by superior wisdom. Left to himself he was sure to go wrong. The
modern conviction, the fruit of a thousand years of experience, is, that things in which the indi-
vidual is the person directly interested, never go right but as they are left to his own discretion; and
that any regulation of them by authority, except to protect the rights of others, is sure to be mis-
chievious” (1869, 18).



able character, which education may in some degree soften or develop,
but can neither create nor destroy. The mind can be shaped about as
much as the body; it may be starved into feebleness, or fed and exercised
into vigour and fulness; but we start always with inherent hereditary
powers of growth. (1879, 536)

Once individuals came to be regarded as “granite,” self-directed
improvement came to be regarded as a pipe dream, and the dimension
of sympathy became analytically irrelevant in economics.

The later utilitarian economist F. Y. Edgeworth was instrumental in
the removal of sympathy from economic and utilitarian analysis near
the end of the century.27 Edgeworth likened the utilitarian problem of
maximizing well-being to that of lamps generating light.

Up to this, sentients being regarded as so many lamps of different light-
ing power, the questions have been what lamps shall be lit, and how
much material shall be supplied to each lamp, in order to produce the
greatest quantity of light. And the answers, neither unexpected, nor yet
distinctly foreseen by common sense, are, that a limited number of the
best burners are to be lit, and that most material is to be given to the best
lamp. (1877, 74)

In Edgeworth’s account, individuals differ in approaching perfection;
evolutionary ‹tness maps to the capacity for pleasure. The scientist can
see into the minds of other humans to measure their subjective states,
just as he might measure luminescence.

The scientist must question Mill’s doctrine of equality.

Pending a scienti‹c hedonimetry, the principle “Every man, and every
woman, to count for one,” should be very cautiously applied. (1881, 81)28

In Edgeworth’s eugenic exercise, agents receive orders to remove
their lesser associates to unprogressive lands or to celibate monaster-
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27. See chapter 10 for the details of Edgeworth’s criticisms, in particular the limited context
in which sympathy matters.

28. Mill “take[s] for granted that there is no material difference (no difference of kind, as Mill
says in his ‘Logic’) between human creatures. If, however, utilitarians were really convinced that
there existed either now, or (what is more conceivable) in a past stage of the world’s evolution, a
broad distinction . . . , presumably the establishment of a privileged class would commend itself
to utilitarian sense” (Edgeworth 1877, 55).



ies.29 And the agents obey the decrees. Let us re›ect again upon what
Mill has told us about human nature in Utilitarianism.

Human beings, on this point, only differ from other animals in two par-
ticulars. First, in being capable of sympathizing, not solely with their off-
spring, or, like some of the more noble animals, with some superior ani-
mal who is kind to them, but with all human, and even with all sentient,
beings. Secondly, in having a more developed intelligence. . . . any con-
duct which threatens the security of the society generally, is threatening
to his own, and calls forth his instinct (if instinct it be) of self-defence.
The same superiority of intelligence joined to the power of sympathiz-
ing with human beings generally, enables him to attach himself to the
collective idea of his tribe, his country, or mankind, in such a manner
that any act hurtful to them, raises his instinct of sympathy, and urges
him to resistance. (Mill, Utilitarianism, 248)

Sympathetic beings would resist Edgeworth’s decrees.30 But late in the
century the hedonic calculus, supported by evolutionary theory, pur-
portedly enabled the scientist to dismiss the bounds of sympathy which
otherwise link him to the concerns of ordinary people, and to turn off
the heartbreak that accompanies their concerns. 
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29. For people with an inferior capacity for pleasure, Galton had offered a solution: “What
approach is useful in such cases is to be determined by Mr. Todhunter’s principle. [Note to text:
Researches; below, p. 93] Again, mitigations might be provided for the classes not selected. [Note
to text: Cf. Galton, ‘The weak could ‹nd a welcome and a refuge in celibate monasteries,’ &c.
also Sully, Pessimism, 392.] . . . Again, emigration might supplement total selection; emigration
from Utopia to some unprogressive country where the prospect of happiness might be compara-
tively zero” (1881, 72). We return to this passage when we consider the technical argument in the
section “Edgeworth Reconciles Darwin and Utilitarianism” of chapter 10.

30. Martin Luther King made the case, more than half a century later: “Moreover, I am cog-
nizant of the interrelatedness of all communities and states. I cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not
be concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice
everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of
destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly” (1963, 1–2). In chapter 10 we show that
the Pareto principle blocks Edgeworth’s proposal. This suggests that commitment to the Pareto
principle is the expression of a minimal amount of sympathy. 



VIII

“WHO ARE THE CANTERS?”
The Coal i t ion of  Evangel ical-

Economic Egal i tar ians

Truly, my philanthropic friends, Exeter Hall Philanthropy is wonderful;
and the Social Science—not a “gay science,” but a rueful—which ‹nds

the secret of this universe in “supply-and-demand,” and reduces the
duty of human governors to that of letting men alone, is also wonderful.

Not a “gay science,” I should say, like some we have heard of; no, a
dreary, desolate, and indeed quite abject and distressing one; what we
might call, by way of eminence, the dismal science. These two, Exeter
Hall Philanthropy and the Dismal Science, led by any sacred cause of
Black Emancipation, or the like, to fall in love and make a wedding of

it,—will give birth to progenies and prodigies; dark extensive
moon-calves, unnameable abortions, wide-coiled monstrosities, 

such as the world has not seen hitherto!
—Thomas Carlyle, “Negro Question” 

INTRODUCTION 

In our period, evangelicals and political economists functioned as a
coalition in support of the presumption of human equality. They were
opposed by literary and scienti‹c racists who made the case for
inequality and who blamed the coalition for what became known as
the Governor Eyre controversy (discussed in the conclusion of this
chapter). Opponents of the coalition were deeply prejudiced, and their
arguments passed for “quackery” according to the scienti‹c standards
of the day.1 In this chapter we explore how Mill was singled out and
explicitly attacked by anthropologists for his inability to discriminate
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1. In chapter 4 we showed that James Hunt earned the judgment “quack.” Chapter 5 showed
how Karl Pearson violated his own statistical principles to get a desired result. Chapter 6 pointed
to the judgment of George Grote and J. S. Mill that Plato gave up his greatest contribution to phi-
losophy to preserve hierarchy.



purported inherent differences of capacity. Having established the vio-
lent nature of the attacks, we explicate the nature of the coalition
between Evangelicals and economists. We focus brie›y on the con-
nection between utilitarian economics and the Golden Rule of Chris-
tianity as well as the antislavery roots of the coalition. Then, we turn to
the analytical details of how the presupposition of human homogene-
ity united the Evangelicals and economists who followed in the tradi-
tion of Adam Smith. Here, we suggest that Adam Smith’s doctrine
became a useful tool for the theological writings of William Wilber-
force and Hannah More.

“AN AGE OF CANT”

Perhaps the most explicit challenge to the economists’ inability to see
difference was offered by the in›uential anthropologist James Hunt,
then president of the Anthropological Society. Mill, he said, “will not
admit that the Australian, the Andaman islander, and the Hottentot
labour under any inherent incapacity for attaining the highest culture
of ancient Greece or modern Europe!” (1866b, 122).2 Those who
sought to make the case of racial inferiority used the label cant, along
with images of violence against the canters, in a campaign to discredit
the coalition of classical economists and Evangelicals.

The assertion of hierarchy took a visual form (chap. 3, this vol.), and
so we begin with images from the time that portray the contest between
hierarchy and equality. One dramatic example is reproduced next
from a series of tobacco public relations posters produced by Cope’s
Tobacco in Liverpool in the late 1870s (Wallace 1878b).3

The trampled ‹gure is an Evangelical—the broad-brimmed hat and
the collar signify that (‹g. 8.1). The paper he carries says “Political
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2. The alternative view offered by Hunt is discussed later. In chapters 3 and 4 we review the
literature on Hunt’s importance and argue for a connection between Hunt and eugenic theoriz-
ing. 

3. A large black-and-white version is available in Levy and Peart 2001–2. Cope’s pioneered the
use of sporting imagery in tobacco advertising. Its golf posters are perhaps the most famous of
these. The Evangelical also makes an appearance in these.



Economy.”4 The tag on the Evangelical reads “Cant.” He is trampled
by John Ruskin who rides next to Thomas Carlyle (Cope’s Key 1878).
Elsewhere in the painting/poster, friends of political economy who
seek to escape from hierarchy have evidently devolved and are drawn
as parasites, the noxious Colorado beetle (‹g. 8.2).5 In an Irish context,
the nonhuman skull is suggestive of the simianized Fenians who were
a common target of Punch (chap. 3, this vol.). Cope’s artist, John Wal-
lace, signed these productions “George Pipeshank,” paying tribute to
his employer’s products and to George Cruikshank, who drew earlier
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Fig. 8.1. John Wallace, “Ruskin Trampling,” detail from Peerless Pilgrimage (1878)

4. In the original painting, the paper says “Anti-Tobac” (Wallace 1878a). For a broad exami-
nation of antieconomics arguments, see Coleman 2002.

5. The Irish “insects” in Wallace 1878a and 1878b, as Cope’s Key 1878 makes clear, are associ-
ated with the Home Rule movement (Levy 2001).



versions of simianized Irishmen (see chap. 3, this vol., section entitled
“Irish Caricatures” and ‹g. 3.1).

In 1879, Cope’s produced another Wallace poster, In Pursuit of Diva
Nicotina (‹g. 8.3), modeled after Delacroix’s Liberty Guiding the Peo-
ple. Here, Diva Nicotina leads the crowd in an attack on the Evangeli-
cal-Utilitarian coalition. The Evangelical in the sky with “Cant” on the
umbrella is easy enough to read.

These images were designed both to amuse and puzzle. They
were often accompanied by an explanation and a poem by the
accomplished poet John Thomson.6 To ‹nd out who is being tram-
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Fig. 8.2. John Wallace, “Colorado Beetles,” detail from Peerless Pilgrimage (1878)

6. The joke in Cope’s Key (1878, 29), November 30: “Cope’s Poet refuses Laureateship,”
re›ects his contemporaries’ judgment of his abilities, as one learns from the Dictionary of
National Biography or Schiller 1934. Thomson’s death seems to have brought an end to the
Cope’s posters.



pled in Diva Nicotina, we quote from the unpublished decoding
key:

Under their hurrying & unheeding feet are trampled (9) the innocent
girl [how the deuce does the painting make clear her innocence?] that
dear innocent Anti, the Rev. John Kirk: (10) the unwedded mother [no
wedding ring on the improper left third ‹nger!] with the dead offspring
of her shame. Dr. C. R. Drysdale, Anti-Tobacconist, Anti-Alcoholist,
Anti-Progenist, nursing tenderly a retort of Nicotine Poison, & the
Fruits of that Philosophy which prides itself on having no fruits: and
(unnumbered) Profr. F. W. Newman, who is not only all these Antis,
like Mrs. Malaprop’s Cerberus “three single gentlemen rolled into
one,” but likewise Anti-Carnivorist & a mort of other Antis, in brief,
Anti-Everything. (Fraser Collection 1516 (1–2), 6)7
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Fig. 8.3. John Wallace, In Pursuit of Diva Nicotina (1879)

7. The Oxford English Dictionary de‹nes mort as “a dead body, corpse,” possibly obsolete
when Thomson wrote. In Figure 10.1 we take a closer look at one of the figures on the ground.



C. R. Drysdale was the head of the Malthusian League, as the
neo-Malthusian (birth control) movement called itself. F. W. New-
man, brother of the cardinal, was an important enough writer on eco-
nomics to be discussed by J. S. Mill (Mill 1851). John Kirk was an evan-
gelical who in 1867 entered the service of the Ragged School Union,
housed in Exeter Hall. Newman was not a neo-Malthusian; Christians
of that period were not. But Christians and Utilitarians functioned as a
coalition when the Jamaica Committee Evangelicals unanimously
elected the most famous neo-Malthusian of their time, J. S. Mill, to
speak for them in the matter of justice for people of color. And in Jan-
uary 1879, Newman denounced nostalgia for slavery and the actions of
Governor Eyre in Fraser’s.8 The Cope’s poster sees the coalition
between economists and Evangelicals. And it seems to propose death
to canters.

The text that describes the Wallace poster is also vitriolic. The man-
uscript version—but not the published text—contains the following
description of “Cant,” armed with a useless umbrella, carrying the
book of the Anti-Tobacco Society,9 and “livid with impotent wrath;
darkened by equally impotent envy.”

. . . & come ‹nally to (31) “Over all,
with uplifted Sword, & open book, hovers the minister of
Doom”; & truly by his attire he appears a minister, & of
such as roar out doom against the World in general to the
intense exaltation of a few bilious fanatics; but when
have the lightnings of Doom authenticated their theatrical
thunderings? The world rightly passes them by with
contempt, not untempered with compassion, but it
knows their case is hopeless. The sword of our minister is

“ W h o  A r e  t h e  C a n t e r s ? ” 159

8. “Space does not permit to detail the deeds of Governor Eyre. Suf‹ce it to say in outline,
that in 1865 an alarming outbreak of some hundreds of coloured men took place; that martial law
was proclaimed in a limited district; that Governor Eyre arrested a coloured member of the Leg-
islature, his political opponent, Mr. G. W. Gordon, the advocate of justice for the blacks; carried
him by force into the district where civil law was suspended, had him tried by martial law by two
young of‹cers, and hanged. Many besides were hanged; men and women were ›ogged with
piano-wire, houses of black men were burnt, and after all semblance of insurgency of resistance
was put down, violent horrors continued” (Newman 1879, 106).

9. In this, the unpublished manuscript, the Cant personi‹cation carries the book of the Anti-
Tobacco Society; as noted earlier, such a slip was changed in the published version of the Pil-
grimage to “Political Economy” (the entire set of notes accompanying the painting remained
unpublished).



but a gingham umbrella whose name is Cant, & his book is the
book of the Anti-Tobacco Society; & he looms livid with
idiotic & impotent wrath, darkened by equally impotent envy,
beholding the rapturous ardour of the countless millions
in pursuit of our most gracious & glorious Diva Nicotina. (Fraser Col-
lection 1516 (1–2), 10)

In the typeset manuscript, as well, Cope’s attacked the “patron
Demon of all dismal Anti’s,” emphasizing his connection to political
economy, as well as his dissentors’ garb, “loose brown-seedy black and
limp white chokers.” Here is the full description of the “Life-in-Death”
canter.

But what of Him, our Minister of Doom,
Whom spite and envy steep in livid gloom?
He is not Death, as Patron’s motto saith,
“The end of these things [yea, of all] is Death;”
And yet he is a sort of Death-in-Life
Or living death, essentially at strife
With all the good that Nature has unfurled,
With all the joyance of the vital World:
He the embodied Puritanic Cant is;
The patron Demon of all dismal Anti’s,
Of all those murky soulless souls of DANTE’S
Adust, with verjuice for their only juice;
Scrofulous, atrabilious, lank, uncouth,
Dry-rotted doubtless in their greenest youth;
Blatant and latrant, every-streperous croakers
In loose brown-seedy black and limp white chokers;
Blotched with bad blood, unwholesome to the core,
Wolf-gaunt and grim and hunger-bitten, or
Pallid ›at-›abby as a skin of lard,
With rancid unctuous speech, furtive regard,
And prurient pawing benedictive hands
Toad-pleasant in their touch: these are the bands
Of holy ones who would reform the earth
From all its damning sins of harmless mirth
And innocent joy and healthy human love,
And make a lively set of saints above! (Fraser Collection 1516 (8–9),
9–10) 

Apostles of the Anti, we learn, are “canters and ranters.”
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The drama is most damnable, but hear
The ›uent claptrap gross and insincere,
The grosser mutual ›atteries and greetings,
The grossest pious ‹ctions, at their meetings;
Dancing’s lascivious and to be abhorred,
But catch them with dear sisters in the Lord.—
Pah! let us leave this howling congregation,
Apostles of the Gospel of Damnation,
Canters and ranters symboled in this feller
Whose only sword’s a bloated umbereller;
This Minister of Dooms as false as dire,
This Sulphurous Prophet of the Nether Fire,
This croaking frog of Stygian waters dark,
This ominous raven of the holy ark:
What can our Diva of the glorious mien,
What can the fervent followers of our Queen,
Care for such rancous carrion fowl obscene?

Behold our DIVA beautiful and bright! 
(Fraser Collection 1516 (8–9), 10–11)

What is the connection between cant—a term meaning the secret
language of thieves and religious fraud10—and the coalition of evan-
gelicals and political economists late in the nineteenth century? Near
the end of the classical period of economics Mill’s follower, J. E.
Cairnes, wrote a pamphlet with the unlikely sounding title “Who Are
the Canters?” Cairnes begins the pamphlet:

“England hates slavery much, but she hates cant more”—so say the
friends of the South—she prefers, that is to say, the reality of evil to the
affectation of good. (1863, 3)

Three years later, another friend of Mill spoke about the “abuse”
directed at the antislavery philanthropists in his “Cant and Counter-
Cant.” 

Only the other week we had a brilliant ‹eld-day about the Jamaica busi-
ness. We exhausted all our vocabulary of abuse against the philan-
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10. Oxford English Dictionary (CD): “The peculiar language or jargon of a class: a. The
secret language or jargon used by gipsies, thieves, professional beggars, etc.; transf. any jargon
used for the purpose of secrecy.” 



thropists who were foolish enough to wish to do good to Quashee. With
an air of lofty superiority, we told the negrophilists that they had better
look to the London Arabs, to the labouring poor of Dorsetshire, before
they troubled themselves about a lot of black rascals, with whom they
had no concern or connexion. We ridiculed the notion that any good
had ever come of treating negroes with justice and kindness; we gloried
in the assertion that the men who went out to labour in foreign lands for
the absurd idea of saving black souls were in reality the chief instigators
of blood thirsty massacres; we held up Exeter Hall to derision. (Morley
1866, 78)

Cope’s Tobacco Plant, whose images we featured earlier, shortly there-
after declared the Victorian age an “Age of Cant.”11

Why is the word cant used to stigmatize the coalition of evangelicals
and political economists? The basic dictionary de‹nition of a canter is
a hypocrite. In the stigmatized “cant language,” Evangelicals are found
among the canters.12 The cant that so offended those who argued for
hierarchy was the doctrine shared by Evangelicals and political econo-
mists that all people’s behavior fell short of the moral law, the Golden
Rule. As a consequence, there was no one capable of leading by exam-
ple. There were no mortal heroes whom one could follow in worship-
ful obedience. Nor were there groups of people systematically better
than other groups. The egalitarianism of the “canters” explains why we
‹nd Carlyle in the center of the anti-cant camp (Froude 1885, 2:10).13
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11. Smoke Room Booklets 2 (1889, iv): “The Elizabethans represent an Age of Tobacco, Queen
Anne’s men an Age of Coffee, George III.’s men an Age of Revolutions, and the Victorians an Age
of Cant.” The Smoke Room Booklets were published in Liverpool by Cope’s Tobacco Plant.

12. The New Canting Dictionary (1725) contains these de‹nitions: “CANT, an Hypocrite, a
Dissembler, a double-tongu’d, whining Person; usually apply’d to Presbyterians and other Dis-
senters, from one Cant, a Cameronian Preacher in Scotland, who was wont to harangue his Audi-
ence, in a whining and hypocritical Tone, and through the Nose.

CANTING-CREW. Beggars, Gypsies; also Dissenters in Conventicles, who affect a disguised
Speech, and disguised Modes of speaking, and distinguish themselves from others by a peculiar
Snuf›e and Tone, as the Shibboleth of their Party; as Gypsies and Beggars have their peculiar Jar-
gon; so they are known no less by their several Tones in praying, than Beggars are by their whin-
ing Note in Begging.”

And from Humphry Potter’s dictionary ([1800?], 21): “CANT, an hypocrite, a dissembler, a dou-
ble dealer, a cheat, a clergyman. CANTER GLOCK, a parson, a liar. CANTICLE, a parish clerk. CANT-
ING, the mischievous language of thieves, rogues, gipsies, beggers, &c.—Crew, dissenters, clergy-
men, conventiclers, gipsies and other impostores, under the pretence of religion.”

13. “His objection was to the cant of Radicalism; the philosophy of it, ‘bred of philanthropy
and the Dismal Science,’ the purport of which was to cast the atoms of human society adrift, 



THE EVANGELICAL–POLITICAL ECONOMY COALITION

There are four pieces of the coalition between Evangelicals and politi-
cal economists. We discuss the ‹rst and second brie›y, because we
have written on them at length elsewhere.

Connection 1: Utilitarianism and the Golden Rule

The ‹rst connection was the agreement by Evangelicals and utilitari-
ans that the Golden Rule of Christianity is formally equivalent to the
Greatest Happiness Principle of utilitarianism (Levy 2001). In chapter
7, we showed that T. B. Macaulay identi‹ed the utilitarian Greatest
Happiness Principle with the Golden Rule of Christianity (in Lively
and Rees 1978, 175). John Stuart Mill also identi‹ed the true spirit of
this philosophy with the Golden Rule (Mill, Utilitarianism, 218).14

The agreed-upon equivalence of the Greatest Happiness Principle
and the Golden Rule of Christianity explains how the great Christian
utilitarian Edward W. Blyden could defend free trade for Liberia early
in the twentieth century with a direct application of the Golden Rule.
Free trade is a principle of reciprocity: it is doing as we would be done
by.15 Thus, for Blyden and other Christian utilitarians, the laws of polit-
ical economy are the laws of God, which ought to be applied in an
unprejudiced manner. Nowhere was this clearer than in the port-
of-entry law, an act that Blyden blamed for a decline in Liberia’s com-
mercial prosperity.16
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mocked with the name of liberty, to sink or swim as they could. Negro emancipation had been
the special boast and glory of the new theory of universal happiness” (Froude 1885, 2:14–15).

14. In chapter 10 we provide additional support for this claim and consider the policy impli-
cations that follow from it.

15. Blyden is famous in the world of ideas (Lynch 1965), but few have appreciated his Christ-
ian utilitarian defense of free trade: “With our sad experience in the house of bondage, and all we
could hear and read of the treatment accorded to descendants of Africa by the white race, the ‹rst
thing that naturally claimed our attention was the necessity for self-defense and self-preservation.
We rightly assumed that the safety of the people was the supreme law, and to secure this we
erected walls to fence ourselves off from the rest of mankind—laws which we supposed were
adapted to our peculiar condition, but which were a violation of the principles of political econ-
omy and of natural growth. We were confronted with a serious dilemma. In shutting out what we
considered the evils of unrestricted intercourse with foreigners we also shut out the advantages of
such intercourse. We did not understand the solidarity of humanity” (Blyden 1976, 42).

16. We thank Gary Becker for pressing us to develop the equivalence in this direction.



Whereas before the passage of the act we had a large ›eet of Liberian
craft, every settlement having its sloops and schooners and two settle-
ments having vessels large enough to trade with Europe and America,
after the law came into effect our Liberian craft disappeared one after
another, until now the Liberian ›ag on a trading vessel is scarcely ever
seen along the coast. We violated the golden rule and we are reaping the
penalty. We did unto others what we should not like others do unto us,
and we behold the result.

We shall never be again ‹nancially independent of the foreigner
until we unshackle the wings of commerce and cease to violate the laws
of political economy, which are the laws of God. (Blyden 1976, 43)

Connection 2: Black Emancipation

The coalition nature of the antislavery movement was ‹rst pointed out
by Carlyle (1849) when he juxtaposed the “dismal science” of political
economy with philanthropic Evangelicals of Exeter Hall in alliance for
the cause of black emancipation (Levy 2001). When the Anti-Slavery
Reporter reprinted Carlyle’s unsigned “Negro Question” in January
1850, they had no doubt who wrote it.17

Here are Carlyle’s words. We italicize the portion quoted in the
Oxford English Dictionary, which contains nothing to suggest that
“dismal science” equals “antislavery,” to highlight the cost economists
have paid for giving up research in the history of economics.18

Truly, my philanthropic friends, Exeter Hall Philanthropy is wonderful;
and the Social Science—not a “gay science,” but a rueful—which ‹nds
the secret of this universe in “supply-and-demand,” and reduces the duty
of human governors to that of letting men alone, is also wonderful. Not
a “gay science,” I should say, like some we have heard of; no, a dreary,
desolate, and indeed quite abject and distressing one; what we might
call, by way of eminence, the dismal science. These two, Exeter Hall
Philanthropy and the Dismal Science, led by any sacred cause of Black
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17. But they failed to perceive that the January 1850 Fraser’s response to Carlyle they reprinted
in February 1850 was by John Stuart Mill. The Anti-Slavery Reporter was published in London
under the full title of The Anti-Slavery Reporter under the Sanction of the British and Foreign
Anti-Slavery Society.

18. We make the case that knowledge of the past is a public good in the conclusion (chap. 12,
this vol.) and, in more detail, in Peart and Levy 2005. In chapter 10 (note 33) we note that Lord
Robbins, who knew these texts, declined to discuss them on the basis that they were beneath con-
tempt. This was doubtless the best decision on private grounds, since the texts are loathsome. But
we question whether it was a socially optimal decision.



Emancipation, or the like, to fall in love and make a wedding of it,—will
give birth to progenies and prodigies; dark extensive moon-calves,
unnameable abortions, wide-coiled monstrosities, such as the world has
not seen hitherto! (Carlyle 1849, 672–73) 

Fifteen years later, the Evangelicals of the Jamaica Committee—
formed to protest the murder and mutilation of the freed Jamaican
slaves under the governorship of Edward Eyre—elected Mill to speak
for them. This public political undertaking made the coalition trans-
parent to both its friends and its foes. As this visibility helps explain the
words and images of violence directed at economists following Eyre’s
tenure as governor of Jamaica (1864–66), it is appropriate to conclude
this chapter with evidence of this transparency.

Connection 3: Adam Smith and William Wilberforce

Connection 3 was made when the antislavery spokesperson, William
Wilberforce, translated Adam Smith into Christian terms. When
Cope’s Tobacco Plant published Carlyle’s “Table Talk” late in the
nineteenth century, they reported Carlyle’s characterization of Wilber-
force as the “famous nigger philanthropist.”19 In the next section we
explore how Smith and Wilberforce shared common views of human
potential, as suggested by our images of human status (chap. 2, this
vol.).

Wilberforce’s motives were denigrated in an attempt to prevent the
sort of extension of sympathy to people in foreign lands that his (and
Smith’s) view of human status implied. A virulent example is con-
tained in James Gilray’s 1796 etching “Philanthropic Consolations
after the Loss of the Slave Bill” (‹g. 8.4). 

Connection 4: Africans and Christianity

The economics-evangelical view of human potential was challenged
during the American Civil War by the newly developed “science” of
anthropology. Later, in the section “Anthropological ‘Science’ versus
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19. Smoke Room Booklets 5 (1890, 30): “Wilberforce, the famous nigger-philanthropist, draw-
ing-room Christian and busy man and politician.” 



Evangelical Economics,” we juxtapose Mill’s view of human develop-
ment with the anthropological view expressed in Hunt’s paper “The
Negro’s Place in Nature.” The anthropologists quickly came to domi-
nate one side of the debate over the capacity of Africans for Christian-
ity in which the African was said to lack a capacity for sophisticated reli-
gion.

ECONOMIC THEORY AND EVANGELICAL RELIGION

Calvinism, the theological system most closely identi‹ed in the Protes-
tant community with the doctrine of original sin, held that humankind
was equally unable to act in accord with the Word of God. Two promi-
nent antislavery spokespersons, Hannah More and William Wilber-
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Fig. 8.4. James Gilray, “Philanthropic Consolations” (1796)



force, relied on this argument. Their position was criticized by Richard
Fellowes.20

The different views of Christianity are apparent in the confrontation
with the imperative to love one’s neighbor as one’s self. For the Evan-
gelicals, the fact that people are motivated by self-love instead of uni-
versal love implied that we live in a fallen world. For Fellowes, our
motivation by self-love implied that Christ’s imperative ought not be
followed. Fellowes disagreed ‹rst with Wilberforce and then with
Christ. Wilberforce answered criticisms of the doctrine of original sin
and human equality, and in so doing, he relied heavily upon the non-
theological writings of Adam Smith. 

To draw out the connection between Wilberforce and Smith—and
hence between the Evangelicals and political economists—we begin
with Fellowes’s 1801 Religion without Cant, where he targets the theo-
logical re›ections of More and Wilberforce (64–72). “Mr. Wilber-
force,” he writes there (1801, 64), “seems to suppose, that the moral part
of human nature is a mass of putrefaction.” He continues on More: “I
am surprised, and not more surprised than concerned, that Miss Han-
nah More, in her very sensible, lively, and highly polished work on
education, should have allotted a chapter to the defence of the innate
corruption of human nature” (1801, 72). Fellowes’s attack on Calvinism
and the doctrine of original sin centers on the Evangelical claim that
no person is capable of living up to God’s commands and so meriting
his own redemption. As a consequence, no person is a perfect guide for
any other person.

For the Evangelicals, original sin means self-love. Thus, the econo-
mists who explained the operation of the earthly world by considera-
tions of self-love were making an evangelical case. To use the terms of
an older Christian community, for Wilberforce Adam Smith is an
inspired guide to a world without God, a Doctor of the Fallen World.21
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20. Fellowes is discussed in Brown 1961, 156, 176–79.
21. Smith is cited as authority on moral issues at Wilberforce 1797, 81, 197–98. “ ‘There is

indeed no surer mark of a false and hollow heart, than a disposition thus to quibble away the clear
injunctions of duty and consciences.’ [Vide Smith’s theory of moral sentiments.] It is the
wretched resource of a disingenuous mind, endeavouring to escape from convictions before
which it cannot stand, and to evade obligations which it dares to disavow. The arguments which 



Smith has himself fallen,22 but this would not distinguish him from the
evangelicals in their own telling (More 1840, 416–17). For Smith, there
is no essential difference between the philosopher and the porter, the
philosopher’s belief to the contrary being evidence only of his “vanity.”
The philosopher can at best summarize and condense ordinary experi-
ence. He has no warrant to guide the porter in his life. Evangelicals
express this thought by demanding unmediated confrontation with the
Word of God.

Here are More’s words testifying to the role of self-love.

We are apt of speak of self-love as if it were only a symptom, whereas it
is the distemper itself, a malignant distemper which has possession of
the moral constitution, of which malady every part of the system partic-
ipates. . . .

Self-love is the center of the unrenewed heart. (1840, 461)

Wilberforce used Smith’s argument to explain why religion is local in
the fallen world. There are lower-class and upper-class religions that
follow social and personal interests.

Indeed, several of the above-mentioned vices [“idolatry, to general irre-
ligion, to swearing, drinking, fornication, lasciviousness, sensuality,
excessive dissipation; and, in particular circumstances, to pride, wrath,
malice, and revenge!”] are held to be grossly criminal in the lower
ranks, because manifestly ruinous to their temporal interests: but in the
higher, they are represented as “losing half their evils by losing all their
grossness,” as ›owing naturally from great prosperity, from the excess of
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have been adduced would surely be suf‹cient to disprove the extravagant pretensions of the qual-
ities under consideration, though those qualities were perfect in their nature. But they are not per-
fect. On the contrary, they are radically defective and corrupt; they are body without a soul; they
want the vital actuating principle, or rather they are animated and actuated by a false one. Chris-
tianity, let me avail myself of the words of a friend [The writer hopes that the work to which he is
referring is so well known, that he needs scarcely name Mrs H. More.] in maintaining her argu-
ment, is ‘a religion of motives’” (Wilberforce 1797, 197).

22. “Can it then occasion surprise, that, under all these circumstances, one of the most acute
and forward of the professed unbelievers [Mr. Hume] should appear to anticipate, as at no great
distance the complete triumph of his sceptical principles; and that another author of distin-
guished name [Vide Dr. A. Smith’s Letter to W. Straham, Esq.] not so openly professing those
in‹del opinions, should declare of the writer above alluded to, whose great abilities had been sys-
tematically prostituted to the open attack of every principle of religion, both natural and revealed,
‘that he had always considered him, both in his life-time and since his death, as approaching as
nearly to the idea of a perfectly wise and virtuous man, as perhaps the nature of human frailty will
permit’?” (Wilberforce 1797, 288–89).



gaiety and good humour; and they are accordingly “regarded with but a
small degree of disapprobation, and censured very slightly, or not at all.”
[Vide Smith on the Wealth of Nations, vol. iii] (1797, 214–15)23

The moral issue is whether “ought” implies “can.” If belief is pri-
mary, there is no reason to expect that we can do what we ought to do.
Then as a matter of course articulated belief will deviate from observed
behavior. Thus, the believer leaves himself open to the charge of being
a hypocrite, his professions of belief, fraudulent. Because there is no
mortal to whom an Evangelical can point as exemplar, there are no
examples of moral law to follow. We are all, all of us, miserable sin-
ners.24

The great imperative of Christianity—to which we have seen the
utilitarians assented—was the greatest happiness of all people. And
what does the opponent of the Evangelicals, Richard Fellowes, say? In
his commentary on the Sermon on the Mount, in which Christ says
“Love your enemies,” Fellowes responds:

Our Lord does not mean that we should love our enemies as well as our
friends; for this is impossible. (1804, 214)

Thus, if there is no one who can follow an imperative, it is an impera-
tive we need not follow. To make the law binding, we need to point to
an exemplar.

Fellowes’s Body of Theology (1807) reveals the social and political
consequences of this argument. Here he considers whether Christian-
ity is accessible to all or must wait until the nature of man improved.
To this, Fellowes gives a clear and distinct answer: wait.
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23. One notes how useful Smith is to Wilberforce. Smith’s argument cannot be dismissed as
that of a religious fanatic. Perhaps Wilberforce’s coreligionists were not slow to appreciate this
point.

24. On this point, Fellowes made these remarks in his Religion without Cant: “Thus they are
predisposed to lend a willing ear to the instructions of any religious juggler who endeavours to
persuade them, that faith without holiness, grace without exertion, or righteousness by imputa-
tion will supersede the necessity of personal goodness, and exempt the favoured convert from the
painful toils of practical morality. Such admonitions, coloured over with a great deal of cant, in
order to disguise the rottenness of the ingredients and the unwholesomeness of the mixture, have
been called ‘Evangelical Preaching;’ and, at the other times, emphatically ‘Preaching the Gospel;’
and the great and everlasting principles of moral duty have been shamelessly libelled, and most
industriously lowered in the public estimation, by men professing to teach the holy doctrine of
the holy Jesus” (1801, xii–xiii).



Christianity was not promulgated, till mankind had made a consider-
able progress in civilization, and it was ‹rst preached, in those countries
which formed the centre of civilized life; whence its rays were diffused
over the other regions of the globe. For though christianity is ‹tted to
soften the ferocity of barbarians, if they could be brought to listen to its
precepts, yet it seems better adapted and received and more likely to be
practiced by those who have made some advances in civilization and in
the arts of social intercourse. And indeed, it will I believe generally be
found of little avail to inculcate a religion of pure benevolence among
savages, who derive a scanty and precarious subsistence from ‹shing
and the chace, and in whom of course the suffering of their fellow crea-
tures must be overlooked, and the precepts of bene‹cence forgotten
amid the more pressing solicitudes of self-preservation. (1807, 1:126–27) 

God’s omnipotence would allow him to bring Grace as he wished.
However, Fellowes claims that God operates by the law of progressive
human development.

For God has decreed, that all nations shall pass from a rude to a more
polished state of being; and that this gradual improvement in their con-
dition should be proportioned to the vigour and constancy of their nat-
ural exertions. God does not infuse the habit, but he communicates the
power of industry.—Barbarians could not be converted into christians
without a total alteration being made, not only to their inward senti-
ments, but in their external circumstances, not only in the principles of
their conduct, but in their habits of industry. (1:126–27)

Fellowes has adopted a developmental view of human nature of the
sort outlined in chapter 2 (this vol.). By contrast, the Christian doctrine
of original sin implies that human nature is not developmental: no
man or woman has changed in deep structure since Adam or Eve. Fel-
lowes is particularly interesting because his developmentalism and the
consequent antimissionary position are not driven by racism. Instead,
they are inspired by theology. He edited the Critical Review over the
period 1804 through 1808. The Dictionary of National Biography
reports that the Critical Review opposed racial slavery and any idea of
fundamental racial difference.25
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25. Consider these remarks from his Critical Review (1806, 520): “We trust that no further
remarks on analogies are necessary to show that the different colour of the human animal in dif-
ferent climates, is an accidental and not an essential difference, and that our readers are fully con-



ANTHROPOLOGICAL “SCIENCE” VERSUS 

EVANGELICAL ECONOMICS

The fourth and ‹nal connection between Evangelicals and political
economists concerned human development. John Stuart Mill con-
tended that human beings could develop, reaching greater and greater
levels of sophistication and material comfort. Anthropologists such as
James Hunt and Winwood Reade argued that humans of some
races—among them the Negro—could not. In the course of making
statements on that point, Hunt and Reade disavowed the capacity of
Africans to understand and respond to Christianity. Mill, by implica-
tion, would argue the opposite and would thereby become linked with
the Evangelicals.

One of Mill’s major contributions to economic theory was integrat-
ing the notion of human development for competent agents in the
context of institutional change (Peart and Levy 2003; chaps. 7, 9, this
vol.). Material desires may be helpful for educational purposes in the
transition to freedom.

To civilize a savage, he must be inspired with new wants and desires,
even if not of a very elevated kind, provided that their grati‹cation can
be a motive to steady and regular bodily and mental exertion. If the
negroes of Jamaica and Demerara, after their emancipation, had con-
tented themselves, as it was predicted they would do, with the neces-
saries of life, and abandoned all labour beyond the little which in a trop-
ical climate, with a thin population and abundance of the richest land,
is suf‹cient to support existence, they would have sunk into a condition
more barbarous, though less unhappy, than their previous state of slav-
ery. (Principles, I.7§7) 

If the freed slaves, being competent agents, were to choose leisure over
material income the outside observer would have no basis for inter-
vention.26 In Mill’s account, development is measured by concern for
others (chap. 7, this vol.). 

“ W h o  A r e  t h e  C a n t e r s ? ” 171

vinced of this scriptural truth, that God made of one body and produced from one pair all the
individuals of every nation under heaven.” Cf. Critical Review 1808, 130. Fellowes asks Why Cey-
lon is such a mess even though “their minds [are] not de‹cient in sagacity”? His answer is “the
institution of castes” (1817, 231). 

26. Mill’s statement against Carlyle (Mill 1850) is clear on this.



In an improving state of the human mind, the in›uences are constantly
on the increase, which tend to generate in each individual a feeling of
unity with all the rest; which feeling, if perfect, would make him never
think of, or desire, any bene‹cial condition for himself, in the bene‹ts
of which they are not included. (Utilitarianism, 232)

The high point of human development is found in the “loud roughs”
of America who were willing to die so that another race might choose
happiness as they saw it.27

I confess I am not charmed with the ideal of life held out by those who
think that the normal state of human beings is that of struggling to get
on; that the trampling, crushing, elbowing, and treading on each other’s
heels, which form the existing type of social life, are the most desirable
lot of human kind, or anything but the disagreeable symptoms of one of
the phases of industrial progress. It may be a necessary stage in the
progress of civilization, and those European nations which have hith-
erto been so fortunate as to be preserved from it, may have it yet to
undergo. It is an incident of growth, not a mark of decline, for it is not
necessarily destructive of the higher aspirations and the heroic virtues;
as America, in her great civil war, has proved to the world, both by her
conduct as a people and by numerous splendid individual examples,
and as England, it is to be hoped, would also prove, on an equally trying
and exciting occasion. (Principles, IV.6§5)

If crude, materialistic Americans are capable of human development,
then so are we all.

But the egalitarian theory of human potential received a “scienti‹c”
jolt in Hunt’s in›uential anthropological classic, “The Negro’s Place in
Nature” (see chap. 4, this vol.). Hunt’s views of human potential were
critical in the debate over whether Africans were capable of Christianity,
a variation on Fellowes’s challenge to Wilberforce sixty years before.28
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27. The phrase “loud roughs” is common to Walt Whitman’s democratic poem Leaves of
Grass and Carlyle’s antidemocratic tract Shooting Niagara. Whitman’s marked copy of Shooting
Niagara in the Rare Book Room of the Library of Congress suggests a connection.

28. From the poem that was originally meant to accompany the Diva Nicotina image, we ‹nd
that consequently Quakers who fail to recognize this message are (barely) tolerated at home, but
“harmful” out of place.

(So Quakers ›ourish in a martial State;
But what would be a Quaker-people’s fate?



The African explorer Winwoode Reade emphasized the “scienti‹c”
authority of Hunt.29

Thus it has been proved by measurements, by microscopes, by analyses,
that the typical negro is something between a child, a dotard, and a
beast. I can not struggle against these sacred facts of science. (1864, 399)

Here is Reade’s account of the difference between antislavery and
paternalism.

Such are the “men and brothers” for whom their friends claim, not pro-
tection, but equality!

They do not merit to be called our brothers, but let us call them our
children. Let us educate them carefully, and in time we may elevate
them, not to our own level—that, I fear, can never be. (1864, 430)

Following Hunt, Reade asserted that Africans are incapable of grasping
Christianity.

The negroes are not yet able to grasp the doctrine of the Trinity, of the
Immaculate Conception, and of Everlasting Punishment; but they have
a taste for music, an aptness for language, and perfect talent for mechan-
ics. I think that their bodies ought to be trained before their minds. . . .

Much has been said of the early arrestation of brain-growth in the
negro. . . . Now, as a rule, as soon as a negro boy has ‹nished his educa-
tion with the missionary, he returns to his savage relations and becomes
a savage. His brain no longer makes progress. (1864, 444–45, 445)
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Affronted, harried, put to ‹re and sword
Or slavery by the nearest ‹ghting horde:)
Say this, they are most harmless in their place,
Most harmful out of it, when evil case
Sets them in posts of peril or great trust,
Demanding royal minds and wills robust
And hearts full-charged with the imperious ›ood
Of Nature’s passionate dauntless hot red blood:
Say this, they are unto themselves a law,
But not to others; let them learn with awe
That goodness weak is evil very strong
When called to sway in realms where Right and Wrong 
Wage their Titanic warfare. (Fraser Collection 1516 (8–9), 5) 

29. Hunt’s in›uence on the explorers Winwood Reade and Richard Burton is emphasized in
Prasch 1989.



This undeveloped race is suited only to Islam and slavery.

Slavery, or rather servitude, is a necessity in Africa. . . .
Finally, we say that the Mohammedan religion is one of the ‹re and

the sword; that converts to it are made by butchery; that their mosques
are raised on the ashes of cities and of men.

But the ‹re and sword are those two methods of reasoning by which
alone the savage mind is in›uenced. (1864, 449, 450)

Edward Blyden, the Christian utilitarian mentioned earlier, offered
an extraordinary response to the anthropological claim concerning the
incapacity of Africans for Christianity. He noted that the Islamic mis-
sionaries treated Africans in a less condescending manner than the
Christian missionaries. To explain this difference, he pointed to Car-
lyle’s malevolent in›uence and the fact that those who defended
human equality—and hence were more likely to treat Africans with
respect—were not Christians (Blyden 1876, 567; 1888, 50). Mill was
one of the powers behind the Westminster Review, which spoke for the
radical utilitarianism associated with Jeremy Bentham. To Blyden, as
he told Gladstone, Mill’s unbelief was patently obvious.30

CONCLUSION: THE COALITION VISIBLE 

AND THE GOVERNOR EYRE CONTROVERSY

Ultimately, the coalition became obvious and was blamed for racial
unrest by those who opposed them, during what historians call the
Governor Eyre controversy (see chap. 3). In November 1865, news of
the revolt in Jamaica hit Britain. Governor Eyre blamed the Exeter
Hall philanthropists for the massacre. The members of the Anti-Slavery
Society felt that Governor Eyre and his supporters had stigmatized
them for supporting the Jamaican former slaves and the rule of law.31
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30. Blyden referred to Mill’s unbelief in the course of commenting on the reaction to Glad-
stone’s valedictory address at the University of Edinburgh: “But why all this fear and anxiety? Will
it do a question any harm to ‘sift it,’ as Lord Macaulay in one of his essays suggests? But from the
gloomy forebodings of some periodicals one would suppose that you had adopted the religious
creed—if creed he has—of J. Stuart Mill” (1978, 71). Carlyle (“Negro Question”) ridiculed the
capacity of people of African descent for self-government; hence his “malevolent in›uence.”

31. The Anti-Slavery Reporter 13 (1 December 1865), 306. Later, Carlyle (1867, 14) likened
Eyre’s opponents to rabid dogs: “Truly one knows not whether less to venerate the Majesty’s Mini-



And the Anti-Slavery Society’s secretary, L. A. Chamerovzow, was par-
odied in this poem, which appeared in Punch on 13 January 1866. 

CHAMEROBZOW
(A Negro Melody)

De niggers, when dey kick up row,
No hang, no shoot, say, CHAMEROBZOW.
CHAMEROBZOW de friend ob nigger,

In all de world dar arn’t a bigger.
Gollywolly, gorraworra, bow-wow-wow!
De nigger lub him CHAMEROBZOW.

De buckra try, de buckra swing;
Yoh! CHAMEROBZOW, dat ar’s de ting.
De nigger am your man and brudder:
You tell de debble take de udder.

Gollywolly, gorrawarra, bow-wow-wow!
De nigger’s friend Ole CHAMEROBZOW.32

The treasurer of the Anti-Slavery Society, G. W. Alexander, reacted
against Eyre’s stigmatization of the coalition of political economists
and evangelicals.

I am sorry to perceive the terms which the Governor of Jamaica has
thought ‹t to use with regard to certain religious bodies in the country,
and those whom he calls pseudo-philanthropists. I think it is exceed-
ingly unbecoming in the Governor of a Colony thus to stigmatize per-
sons who had been, it was true, instrumental in procuring the abolition
of slavery in the British West-India colonies; and, I hope, in leading to
the abolition of slavery throughout the world.33

On 12 December, the antislavery forces held their ‹rst public meeting
at Exeter Hall. We read from the 15 January 1866 Anti-Slavery Reporter.
The ‹rst statement is by Samuel Gurney, M.P.

Ladies and gentlemen, I was not at all aware until I came into this room,
that I should be called upon to take the chair; but I have great pleasure
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sters, who, instead of rewarding their Governor Eyre, throw him out the window to a small loud
group, small as now appears, and nothing but a group or knot of rabid Nigger-Philanthropists,
barking furiously in the gutter.”

32. Punch 51 (13 January 1866), 16.
33. Anti-Slavery Reporter 13 (1 December 1865), 306. 



in responding to the call, as affording me an opportunity to entering my
practical protest against the character of the proceedings in Jamaica,
and as an indication of my desire that justice should be done. I have
seen in the Pall-Mall Gazette, an article referring to the deputation
which waited upon Mr. Cardwell34 on Saturday last, and stating that it
was noisy and ill-behaved. I desire to say, having introduced that depu-
tation to Mr. Cardwell, that that statement is not correct. I wish also to
contradict the assertion, that on that occasion it was said that Governor
Eyre should be hanged by the neck. That expression, so far as I know,
was not used. (1)

The pro-Eyre forces apparently suggested that Eyre’s opponents—
utilitarian economists and Evangelicals—wished to hang him without
bene‹t of a trial. The fact that such was the fate of G. W. Gordon at the
hands of Eyre himself might have prompted such an interpretation.

We continue reading. 

The Secretary then came forward, and read the following letter.

S. Véron, Avignon, Dec. 8, 1865 
Dear Sir,—I highly applaud the course which your Society has

taken on the horrors committed in Jamaica, and if I were in Eng-
land I should attend the meeting on Tuesday.

There is little danger that a Government, containing such men
as some of the present ministers, will defend or uphold the savage
deeds which have been perpetrated, or absolutely screen the per-
petrators. But there is always danger from human weakness, there
is danger lest the sympathies of a Government, with its agents,
should enable the guilty to get off with mere disavowal and
rebuke, or some almost nominal punishment. I earnestly hope
that the nation will not allow justice to be thus tri›ed with, but
will insist on a solemn judicial trial of the Governor of Jamaica,
and of all under his orders who have been guilty of hanging or
›ogging alleged rebels without trial. . . .

To those who object that men ought not to be judged without
a hearing, I answer, that we do not judge them; we demand that
they should be judged.

I am, Dear Sir,
Yours very sincerely,
(Signed) J. S. Mill (1)
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34. Viscount Edward Cardwell (1813–86). In 1864 he was made secretary of the colonies. For
this reason it was Cardwell who dealt with the Governor Eyre controversy. He sent a commission
of inquiry and appointed Sir Peter Grant as governor to arbitrate between the con›icting races.



In spite of his grumbling about evangelicalism in On Liberty, the
spirit of J. S. Mill was at Exeter Hall speaking on behalf of impartial jus-
tice.35 He would later head the Jamaica Committee. 

In the same issue of the Anti-Slavery Reporter, to ensure the Evan-
gelicals recognized the usefulness of political economists, a column
headed “A Suggestion Concerning Jamaica” begins:

A letter has been addressed to us, throwing out a suggestion which
strikes us as quite worthy of serious attention. We do not hold ourselves
responsible for the whole of the writer’s program . . . (19)

The letter from J. A. Franklin of the London Institution begins with a
call for explicit coalition:

Sir—Unless philanthropists take counsel with economists for immedi-
ate action—not waiting until the Commission of Inquiry shall have
enabled one of the con›icting parties to convict the other—then a
golden opportunity may be lost for engaging both parties in co-operating
with advantage to both, although each be prompted only by the instincts
of self-preservation. (2)

Thereafter, blame for the violence would be shared by the Evangeli-
cals’ coalition partners, the political economists.

The pro-Eyre forces mobilized quickly too. In January 1866, Hunt
launched the Popular Journal of Anthropology to capitalize on the Eyre
controversy. A few months later, he explained the political facts of life
to the readers of the established Anthropological Review. He begins by
quoting Mill’s “vulgarity” doctrine36 and then explicates the antiracial
coalition and its opposition to anthropological “science.”

[T]wo great schools are, on principle, decidedly opposed to our preten-
sions. These two in›uential parties, while differing widely from each
other on many other points, at least cordially agree in discarding and
even denouncing the truths of Anthropology. They do so because these
truths are directly opposed to their cardinal principle of absolute and
original equality among mankind. The parties to which we refer are the
orthodox, and more especially the evangelical body, in religion, and the
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35. Mill is also making a case here for impartial sympathy—for sympathy extended to those
far away as well as those at home. We will explore this aspect of the controversy in chapter 9.

36. See the passage from Mill’s Principles of Political Economy, cited in chapter 3 as epigraph.



ultra-liberal and democratic party in politics. The former proceed on
the traditions of Eden and the Flood . . . the latter base their notions on
certain metaphysical assumptions and abstract ideas of political right
and social justice, as innocent of scienti‹c data, that is, of the fact as it is
in nature, as the wildest of the theological ‹gments which set Exeter
Hall in periodic commotion. (1866b, 114)

He explains that he has been late in worrying about the economists
(1866, 115). 

Hunt’s message was widely appreciated and applied. An image of
John Bright appeared soon after in the London magazine Punch. The
Quaker member of Parliament John Bright, who was known for his
free-market, antiracist views, attempts to hawk “Radical reform” to the
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Fig. 8.5. John Tenniel, “The Fenian-Pest” (1865)



Irish, who are caricatured as lacking the capacity for self-rule (chap. 9,
‹g. 9.2, this vol.).37 Punch identi‹ed “murderous” former slaves in
Jamaica with Irish Fenians (‹g. 8.5). 

The Fenian violence of 1867 (chap. 3, this vol.) was also blamed on
those such as Mill, who had defended the actions of the former
Jamaican slaves and who criticized Eyre’s response to the violence.
Mill and the Unitarian radical P. A. Taylor were given special attention
in the Punch poem “A Fenian and his Friends.”

A Fenian and His  Friends

To bring a loyal subject to
The gallows was their aim,
And oh may they exert themselves
To save us from the same!
Success to P. A. TAYLOR,
JOHN STUART MILL, and those
That seek the life of England’s friends,
And side with England’s foes.
The House of Commons won’t expel
The friends that all ‹nd who rebel. (7 March 1868, 107)
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37. This marks the high period of con›ation of “Irish” and “Negro”; the president of the
Anthropological Society of London, John Beddoe, developed an “Index of Nigrescence” to apply
to Celtic “types,” and a racial category, “Africanoid Celts” (1870, 212–13).



IX

A DISCIPLINE 
WITHOUT SYMPATHY

The Happiness of  the Major i ty 

and I ts Demise 

Bentham’s followers . . . may have been led by Bentham’s incautious
use of the phrase [“Greatest Happiness of the Greatest Number”] 
into exaggerating the democratic or isocratic tendencies implicit 

in Utilitarianism . . .
—F. Y. Edgeworth, Mathematical Psychics

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter examines some neglected implications of the deeply egal-
itarian nature of classical political economy. It is well-known that clas-
sical economics was part of a utilitarian tradition characterized by the
imperative to ‹nd “the greatest happiness for the greatest number.”1 It
is less well-known, however, that key utilitarian economists at the time
interpreted the formula to mean the greatest happiness of the majority.
From this identi‹cation of the general interest with the interest of the
majority, the next step was the identi‹cation of democracy with the
public interest (James Mill [1820] 1978). We highlight a classical
insight: sympathetic agents may be willing to effect political and eco-
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1. As a guiding principle for classical economic policy, utilitarianism has been much studied.
See Hollander 1985, 602f, for a review of the literature and Robbins 1952 for an overview on clas-
sical economic policy. See also Stephen 1900, 1:235f. In his History of Economic Analysis, Schum-
peter claimed that utilitarianism is “boisterous and vulgar” (1954, 66). Like late-nineteenth-cen-
tury critics of utilitarianism, Schumpeter objected to the egalitarian nature—the “equal
weighting”—associated with the classical economists’ system (131). Schumpeter’s distaste for clas-
sical economics is well known. Less well known is his distaste for the egalitarian nature of classi-
cal analysis. As noted earlier, Schumpeter much admired advocates of human hierarchy and
eugenics.



nomic reforms that are not self-‹nancing, that is, in which the bene‹ts
from the action accrue to someone who is not part of the “exchange.”

In a tradition that identi‹es public interest with majority well-being,
the problem of the tyranny of the majority emerges.2 Since utilitarianism
was a system designed to provide the basis for moral motivation, the ques-
tion utilitarians faced was how to ensure that majority-rule politics and
the policies that ensued would pass the test of morality. We have argued
that classical economists used the device of sympathy as a source of moral
obligation (chap. 7, this vol.). For classical economists, the
majority—like all others—are bound by sympathy so that policies that
bene‹t the majority are also “just” actions, rather than a form of taking.3

We call this tradition of classical economics “utilitarianism by counting,”
and we trace the implications of such a policy norm in appendix 9.1.

As a norm for self-directed agents, classical utilitarianism requires a
motivation principle that leads individuals to take other persons’ inter-
ests into account.4 Sympathy does just that, placing individuals to
whom sympathy extends on the same moral and analytical plane.
Beyond that, classical economists also foresaw the extension of sympa-
thy to persons distant from the family. We consider an important con-
sequence of this extension: using the device of sympathy, classical
economists conceptualized political and economic reform in a demo-
cratic context as exchange, and not simply taking.

We begin by demonstrating that classical economists analyzed the
effect of growth or reform on the basis of its wide (majoritarian) impact
on well-being. The outcome was to be assessed in terms of the number
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2. “It has been seen, that the dangers incident to a representative democracy are of two kinds:
danger of a low grade of intelligence in the representative body, and in the popular opinion which
controls it; and danger of class legislation on the part of the numerical majority, these being all
composed of the same class” (Mill [1861] 1977, 448). Bentham’s concern with a majority enslav-
ing a minority is noted in Levy 1995. 

3. “The injustice and violation of principle are not less ›agrant because those who suffer by
them are a minority; for there is not equal suffrage where every single individual does not count
for as much as any other single individual in the community” (Mill [1861] 1977, 449).

4. “[Bentham and James Mill] believed themselves to have found a common-sense philoso-
phy, by which ordinary sel‹sh men could be convinced that the interest of each invariably coin-
cided with the interests, if not of all, at any rate, of the majority. . . . Every man, therefore, if he
were reasonably well educated in his youth, would throughout the rest of his life aim at ‘the great-
est happiness of the greatest number’” (Wallas 1898, 89–90).



of people whose lot in life was improved as a consequence of the
reform. Recognizing that bene‹ts to reform might accrue to agents in
the dimension of sympathy, classical political economists advocated a
broad set of reforms to improve the well-being of the majority of sub-
jects. In particular, a reform that cost agents in terms of taxes might be
overcompensated by bene‹ts that accrue from improved moral stand-
ing. Agents might willingly vote to tax themselves in order to effect
such a reform. In contemporary parlance, we might say that people
agree a policy is the “right thing to do” even though it “costs” the tax-
payer higher taxes. If a majority of people agree on the “right thing to
do,” this can motivate a majority vote in favor of the policy. In classical
utilitarianism, the device of sympathy creates the moral obligation that
ensures such policies are forthcoming.

The classical political economist foresaw a ›attening of the sympa-
thetic gradient over time, re›ecting a widened perception of those
deserving sympathy. As a result of the extension of sympathy to those
farther from the family, taxpayers would be more likely to enact eco-
nomic and political reforms yielding bene‹ts to those in distant lands
(“savages”) or at home (women).

This analysis was strenuously resisted and partly overcome by critics
of classical political economy who attempted to direct sympathy in
order to preserve hierarchy. In particular, critics countered the exten-
sion of sympathy to those “far” from home. We show that visual repre-
sentations of “savages” opposed the classical economists’ egalitarianism
by rendering those far from home subhuman, unworthy of sympathy.

As the transition to postclassical economics occurred and the
dimension of sympathy disappeared from economic analysis, econo-
mists focused on only those reforms that served to improve total (and
thus average) well-being measured in a single dimension. As a conse-
quence, we see a shift of concern from the majority to the average. In
the transition, two features of the classical analysis almost disappeared,
never again to be an important part of mainstream economic analysis.5
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5. The quali‹cation is necessary because Edgeworth (1881, 54–56) considered how sympathy
might shrink the contract curve. Fontaine (1997, 276–77) examines this episode in context. We
return to sympathy and Mathematical Psychics when we examine how Edgeworth modeled
eugenic operations (chap. 10, this vol.).



First, the underlying conceptual framework entailing a dimension of
sympathy was overthrown. In the context of reform, sympathy enabled
the classical economist to hold that political or economic reform that
placed other human beings on a footing more closely approximating
equality yielded bene‹ts to both parties in the transaction. Those in the
majority bene‹ted from having their view of the world, and of their
standing within the world, improved, and for this they were willing to
contribute something. When sympathy vanished from economics, this
source of ‹nancing reforms vanished with it. Thereafter, only reforms
that entailed a net increase in total output were considered. Similarly,
in the postclassical period compensation no longer ensured that utili-
tarian transfers would also be just acts.

THE HAPPINESS OF THE MAJORITY

The policy analysis of classical economists is, perhaps, most clearly
illustrated by Adam Smith’s statement about why economic growth
and the attendant high wages are to be desired. Growth bene‹ts “the
circumstances of the greater part.”

Is this improvement in the circumstances of the lower ranks of the peo-
ple to be regarded as an advantage or as an inconveniency to the society?
The answer seems at ‹rst sight abundantly plain. Servants, labourers,
and workmen of different kinds, make up the far greater part of every
great political society. But what improves the circumstances of the greater
part can never be regarded as an inconveniency to the whole. No society
can surely be ›ourishing and happy, of which the far greater part of the
members are poor and miserable. ([1776] 1976, I.8§35; emphasis added)

Growth is good because it increases the well-being of the majority,
in their own judgment of well-being. The qualifying phrase is impor-
tant: observing former slaves freely choosing leisure over market activ-
ity, critics of classical political economy retorted that such a choice and
the corresponding judgment on well-being were simply mistaken (Car-
lyle 1849, “Negro Question”).

Here is T. R. Malthus’s reading of Smith, which clari‹es that his
contemporaries regarded Smith as a majoritarian.
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The professed object of Dr Adam Smith’s inquiry is the nature and
causes of the wealth of nations. There is another inquiry, however, per-
haps still more interesting, which he occasionally mixes with it, I mean
an inquiry into the causes which affect the happiness of nations, or the
happiness and comfort of the lower orders of society, which is the most
numerous class in every nation.6

We ‹nd this emphasis on the well-being of the majority in Harriet
Martineau’s writings as well. Martineau, the most gifted popularizer of
the Smith and Malthus tradition, contrasted the well-being associated
with nineteenth-century markets with that of a feudal past.

It is interesting to observe by what regulations all are temperately fed
with wholesome food, instead of some being pampered above-stairs
while others are starving below; how all are clad as becomes their several
stations, instead of some being brilliant in jewels and purple and ‹ne
linen, while others are shivering in nakedness; how all have something,
be it much or little, in their purses. . . . Such extremes as these are sel-
dom or never to be met with under the same roof in the present day,
when domestic economy is so much better understood than in the times
when such sights were actually seen in rich men’s castles: but in the
larger family,—the nation,—every one of these abuses still exists, and
many more. (1834, 1:v–vi)

J. S. Mill was also much preoccupied with the well-being of the
majority.7 In a footnote added to the last edition of his Logic, he pro-
vided this explanation for the familiar term mean.
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6. Malthus (1798, 16§1). Smith’s median-based utilitarianism is considered in Levy 1995.
Malthus’s own concern for the well-being of the majority is discussed by Samuel Hollander (1997,
830–31).

7. Mill, Principles, IV.6§7: “On the other hand, we may suppose this better distribution of
property attained, by the joint effect of the prudence and frugality of individuals, and of a system
of legislation favouring equality of fortunes, so far as is consistent with the just claim of the indi-
vidual to the fruits, whether great or small, of his or her own industry. We may suppose, for
instance (according to the suggestion thrown out in a former chapter), a limitation of the sum
which any one person may acquire by gift or inheritance to the amount suf‹cient to constitute a
moderate independence. Under this twofold in›uence society would exhibit these leading fea-
tures: a well-paid and af›uent body of labourers; no enormous fortunes, except what were earned
and accumulated during a single lifetime; but a much larger body of persons than at present, not
only exempt from the coarser toils, but with suf‹cient leisure, both physical and mental, from
mechanical details, to cultivate freely the graces of life, and afford examples of them to the classes
less favourably circumstanced for their growth. This condition of society, so greatly preferable to
the present . . .”



In the preceding discussion, the mean is spoken of as if it were exactly
the same thing with the average. But the mean for purposes of inductive
inquiry, is not the average, or arithmetical mean, though in a familiar
illustration of the theory the difference may be disregarded. If the devi-
ations on one side of an average are much more numerous than those
on the other (these last being fewer but greater), the effect due to the
invariable cause, as distinct from the variable ones, will not coincide
with the average, but will be either below or above the average, the devi-
ation being towards the side on which the greatest number of the
instances are found. (emphasis added)8

Thus, for scienti‹c purposes Mill proposed to use something akin to
what we would call the sample median.

We emphasize Mill’s intuition that there is something attractive
about counting occurrences, although he had no name to give the pro-
cedure, to further emphasize that the classical economists used the
condition of the majority as the norm for well-being.9

HIERARCHY, RECIPROCITY, AND 

“HABITUAL SYMPATHY”

Adam Smith was troubled by hierarchical systems for moral equals
because they fail the test of reciprocity.10 He insisted that everyone
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8. Mill (Logic, 531). Two unfortunate events then occurred that are related to Jevons’s
methodological disagreements with Mill (Peart 1995a). Mill continued in the passage to claim
that the use of what Francis Galton would call the median was justi‹ed by the principle of least
squares and Quetelet’s work on probability. When Jevons took issue with Mill’s statement (Jevons
1879) he truncated Mill’s quotation so that his readers could not recover Mill’s intuition behind
the faulty statement of principle that the sample mean is the one-dimensional least squares esti-
mator.

9. Carlyle’s Shooting Niagara (1867) is perhaps the most emphatic contemporary identi‹-
cation of utilitarian economics with majority-rule democracy. In chapter 4 we considered how
this text in›uenced Francis Galton and others. The linkage between the properties of majoritar-
ian democracy and those of the sample median was considered in a pair of papers by Galton in
1907 in which he came to question his Carlylean presuppositions. Until very recently, workers in
statistical politics have focused on the identi‹cation of democracy with the population median
(Black 1958; Downs 1957). Our 2002 Public Choice reprint of these papers is contained in the
appendix at the back of this book. Galton’s machinery is extended in chapter 11 from location esti-
mation to regression.

10. Mill, who was convinced that much progress had already occurred, judged that bad insti-
tutional arrangements resulted in a failure of reciprocity for some “nineteen-twentieths” of the
population (Utilitarianism, 217).



ought to own something be it as humble as his time, as long as he sub-
jects himself to the constraint of reciprocity.

The property which every man has in his own labour, as it is the origi-
nal foundation of all other property, so it is the most sacred and invio-
lable. The patrimony of a poor man lies in the strength and dexterity of
his hands; and to hinder him from employing this strength and dexter-
ity in what manner he thinks proper without injury to his neighbour, is a
plain violation of this most sacred property. It is a manifest encroach-
ment upon the just liberty both of the workman, and of those who might
be disposed to employ him. As it hinders the one from working at what
he thinks proper, so it hinders the others from employing whom they
think proper. To judge whether he is ‹t to be employed, may surely be
trusted to the discretion of the employers whose interest it so much con-
cerns. The affected anxiety of the law-giver lest they should employ an
improper person, is evidently as impertinent as it is oppressive. (Wealth
of Nations, I.10§67; emphasis added)11

The “habitual sympathy” phrase is taken from an extended discus-
sion in Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) in which he lays out
the idea that our affection for other persons varies inversely with their
social distance from us. Here, we consider the allocative implications
of Smith’s argument. Suppose that affection and the allocation of
resources that results follow a sympathetic gradient described by the
positive half of a t-distribution with ν degrees of freedom (Evans, Hast-
ings, and Peacock 1993). A t-distribution has the familiar normal distri-
bution at one extreme and a distribution without moments, the
Cauchy, at the other. Simple integration (Macsyma 1998) produces
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11. Mill found that a failure of reciprocity was in large measure responsible for the lack of pru-
dence among the labouring classes, agreeing in the main that “there can be no healthful state of
society, and no social or even physical welfare for the poor, where there is no relation between
them and the rich except the payment of wages, and (we may add) the receipt of charity; no sense
of co-operation and common interest between them and those natural associates who are now
called the employers and the employed. . . . the need of greater fellow-feeling and community of
interest between the mass of the people and those who are by courtesy considered to guide and
govern them, does not require the aid of exaggeration.” While he agreed also that “ ‘cash payment’
should be no longer the ‘universal nexus between man and man;’” a return to feudalism was
unfeasible as well as undesirable ([1845] 1967, 379).



table 9.1, showing the allocations that result for various shapes of the
t-distribution.12

The sympathetic approach suggests that household allocation
occurs in terms of shares.13 It should be noted immediately that house-
hold allocation by means of integration over intervals does not tell us
what interval corresponds to what person.14 We suppose that in fact this
is something that develops over one’s life. Young and without family, a
person may perceive his [0, τ] differently than when older with a fam-
ily to care about.15 We also avoid consideration of differences in sym-
pathy—and allocative differences that result—within families. These
are substantive issues that would doubtless arise if one were to employ
such devices to estimate household allocations.

Our main concern here, however, preoccupied economists and
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TABLE 9.1. Percent Allocation by Interval

Gradient [0,1] [1,2] [2,∞) 

Normal .68 .27 .05 
t with 5df .64 .26 .10 
t with 2df .58 .24 .18 
Cauchy .50 .20 .30 

12. The traditional imperative of 10 percent to extrafamily charity corresponds quite neatly to
the [2,∞] area of a t with 5 df. We defend the proverbial wisdom from which this follows in chap-
ter 11.

13. This is consistent with the thirty-year-old insight of Becker and Lewis, that a child of a rich
family is more expensive than a child of a poor family: “This price effect, however, does offer a
correction to the argument advanced by Becker (1960), and followed by many others, that the
price of children is the same for rich as for the poor (aside from the cost-of-time argument), even
though the rich choose more expensive children. The relevant price of children with respect to
their number is higher for the rich precisely because they choose more expensive children”
(Becker and Lewis 1973, s281).

14. Arrow closes his paper on sympathy with a kindred thought: “In a way that I cannot artic-
ulate well and am none too sure about defending, the autonomy of individuals, an element of
mutual incommensurability among people seems denied by the possibility of interpersonal com-
parisons. No doubt it is some such feeling as this that has made me so reluctant to shift from pure
ordinalism, despite my desire to seek a basis for a theory of justice” (1977, 225). This is related to
Reid’s earlier worries about intrapersonal allocations within the family: “Failure to differentiate
explicitly nonmarket activities of personal utility or enjoyment from those that provide products
for another person, or for oneself that might be provided by someone else, is, in my opinion, a
source of confusion in a general model of household production functions” (1973, S165).

15. The parallel with intertemporal theorizing is clear. Irving Fisher insisted that one’s view
of the future changed over the life cycle ([1910] 1913, 387–88; Peart 2000).



social commentators alike in the mid–nineteenth century, the contro-
versy over the weight of one’s obligation to strangers relative to those of
family. Charles Dickens’s Bleak House, and the choice made by his
character, Mrs. Jellyby, to spend time helping African slaves rather
than her husband and daughters, played a critical role in the debate
(chap. 7, this vol.)

The selection of gradient suggests different weighting of the well-
being of strangers and kin, and the numbers in our table suggest that
there is a good deal at stake in the matter of gradient selected. The gra-
dient will be ›attened as strangers are believed to be more like family.
Belief is important here because Smith’s European has actually never
seen a person from China (1759, III.1§46); he has read about them, and
he may have seen them in pictures. These stories and pictures contain
representations that tell him whether they are like his family or more
akin to beasts.

Our formulation of the sympathetic gradient re›ects one aspect of
nineteenth-century utilitarianism: the ideal distribution is uniform,
with no distinction between stranger, family, and self. J. S. Mill put this
clearly.

I must again repeat, what the assailants of utilitarianism seldom have the
justice to acknowledge, that the happiness which forms the utilitarian
standard of what is right in conduct, is not the agent’s own happiness,
but that of all concerned. As between his own happiness and that of oth-
ers, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinter-
ested and benevolent spectator. In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth,
we read the complete spirit of the ethics of utility. To do as you would
be done by, and to love your neighbour as oneself, constitute the ideal
perfection of utilitarian morality. (Utilitarianism, 218)

We shall see in chapter 10 that F. Y. Edgeworth objected to Mill’s argu-
ment on the grounds that people were inherently unequal in their
capacity for happiness.

Economists have had little to say about why the most effective aspect
of many political campaigns is visual. By all accounts, the British anti-
slavery movement was greatly assisted by the image of the bound slave
who asked, “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” (‹g. 9.1) The slave is
clearly someone with whom we sympathize, someone like us. We sug-
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gest that if political controversy has a sympathetic dimension, the ques-
tion of whether we are taxing ourselves for the bene‹t of someone like
us or for someone different from (and, in these debates, inferior to) us
becomes important. And representations of “like” and “unlike” are car-
ried visually.16

Just as images assert likeness, they also assert difference or (in all the
cases we consider) inferiority, distance from the self that removes the
subject from deserving sympathy. Caricatures of the apish Irish Fenian
in Punch have been presented (chap. 3, this vol.; Curtis 1968, 1997).
Two additional examples speak to our purpose here. In ‹gure 9.2, the
great economist-democrat John Bright attempts to introduce democ-
racy into Ireland. He is portrayed as a medicine man hawking wares to
fundamentally subhuman dupes.17 In ‹gure 9.3, also from Punch, we
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Fig. 9.1. Josiah Wedgewood, “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” (1787)

16. We shall return to why J. S. Mill considered the Act of Emancipation as paradigm for gov-
ernment policies of reform later in this chapter, in the section entitled “The Classical Paradigm
of Reform as Exchange.”



see a visualization of how the British worker, clearly human, is bur-
dened to bene‹t the simianized Irishman.

THE CLASSICAL PARADIGM OF REFORM AS EXCHANGE

Classical economists favored economic and political reforms that
improved the well-being of the majority, the laboring classes.18 The
question that remains is how reform was to be ‹nanced.

J. S. Mill made it clear that compensation was a condition of eco-
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Fig. 9.2. John Tenniel, “Dr. Dulcamara in Dublin” (1866)

17. Dr. Dulcamara is the quack doctor in Donizetti’s L’Elisir d’Amore. We thank David Laid-
ler for the reference.

18. We ‹nd the explicit recognition that government is part of the process of exchange only
when Richard Whately adds a footnote to the second edition of his Introductory Lectures clarify-
ing his proposal to rename “political economy” as the “Science of Exchange,” “Catallactics”
(1832, Lecture II, footnote 5). Whately’s 1833 Money Matters devotes a chapter to the theme of tax-
ation as an exchange for protection. See Peart and Levy 2003.



nomic or political reform.19 This raises the question of how the winners
were supposed to compensate the losers if there are no monetary gains
in the total. Here we must consider one aspect of classical economics
that did not survive the transition to neoclassicism: the sympathetic
principle. If agents are motivated by sympathy in addition to monetary
gain, then taxpayers may be willing to pay for reform because they are
willing to give something up to make a perceived evil go away. In this
case, the bene‹ts of reform need not be restricted to a resulting mater-
ial gain.20 Instead, bene‹ts might occur in terms of sympathy, as indi-
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Fig. 9.3. John Tenniel, “The English Labourer’s Burden” (1849)

19. By contrast, a generation later W. S. Jevons’s examination of questions of reform neglects
entirely the issue of compensation (see Methods of Social Reform, 1883). The only mention of
compensation occurs in Investigations in Currency and Finance (Jevons [1884] 1964); see Peart
1995a.



viduals recognize that there are mutual bene‹ts associated with
improved reciprocal standing. In contemporary parlance, we might say
that people agree a policy is the “right thing to do” even though it
“costs” the taxpayer higher taxes. If a majority of people agree on the
“right thing to do,” this can motivate a majority vote in favor of the pol-
icy. In classical utilitarianism, the device of sympathy creates the moral
obligation that ensures such policies are forthcoming.

Unlike the twentieth-century version of “possible” compensation
(discussed later in this chapter), classical utilitarians employed a com-
pensation principle in which compensation was actually paid. When
Mill listed the important functions of government in his Principles of
Political Economy, he used the Act of Emancipation as a paradigm for
political reform. We quote an extensive paragraph:

But while much of the revenue is wasted under the mere pretence of
public service, so much of the most important business of government is
left undone, that whatever can be rescued from useless expenditure is
urgently required for useful. Whether the object be education; a more
ef‹cient and accessible administration of justice; reforms of any kind
which, like the Slave Emancipation, require compensation to individual
interests; or what is as important as any of these, the entertainment of a
suf‹cient staff of able and educated public servants, to conduct in a bet-
ter than the present awkward manner the business of legislation and
administration; every one of these things implies considerable expense,
and many of them have again and again been prevented by the reluc-
tance which existed to apply to Parliament for an increased grant of pub-
lic money, though (besides that the existing means would probably be
suf‹cient if applied to the proper purposes) the cost would be repaid,
often a hundredfold, in mere pecuniary advantage to the community
generally. If so great an addition were made to the public dislike of taxa-
tion as might be the consequence of con‹ning it to the direct form, the
classes who pro‹t by the misapplication of public money might probably
succeed in saving that by which they pro‹t, at the expense of that which
would only be useful to the public. (Principles, V.6§2; emphasis added)21

The Act of Emancipation was a complicated political trade (Drescher

192 T H E  “ V A N I T Y  O F  T H E  P H I L O S O P H E R ”

20. Jevons objected to Mill’s attempts to allow pleasures to vary qualitatively (Peart 1995b); he
maintained that all pleasure was reducible to utility and concluded that Mill was “intellectually
un‹tted to decide what was utilitarian and what was not” (Jevons 1879, 523).

21. Mill considered the possibility that emancipation would not be self-‹nancing in monetary
terms because the newly freed slaves might choose happiness in leisure (Principles, I.7§7). We 



2002). The ‹nal bargain is well-known: the West Indian planters
received a grant of £20 million and a protective tariff on sugar. The
slaves were freed after a seven-year transition (called an “apprentice-
ship”).

It is apparent that Mill employs the same self-‹nancing argument
for some government activities that neoclassical economists follow (see
“From Classical to Neoclassical Compensation,” this chapter)—“the
cost would be repaid, often a hundredfold, in mere pecuniary advan-
tage to the community generally.” But he does not restrict reform to
self-‹nancing situations. In some cases, he advocates reform knowing
that material output declines. Here, it is the rewards to taxpayers in the
form of sympathy that make up the monetary shortfalls. Three major
questions of institutional reform made the basis for discussion at the
time: emancipation; Irish self-government and land reform; and
women’s rights.22 The question was whether such reforms were
self-‹nancing in monetary terms or whether they were to be “‹nanced”
in other terms.

If sympathy can be extended to persons farther away from us, the
policy analyst has reason to believe that majority-rule politics will
entail more than simple monetary transfers. Instead, reform might
result in something more akin to an exchange in which the voter gains
from the process of reform. The important question is therefore
whether Mill held that the sympathetic gradient is ›attened in the
course of a democratic competition. He did. In Utilitarianism Mill
claimed that education and “a complete web of corroborative associa-
tion” serve to extend sympathy.23

Mill explicates how competition in the political process extends the
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have argued elsewhere (Peart and Levy 2003) that the passage on emancipation is important for
one of Mill’s developmental themes—how a person learns to optimize.

22. Mill considered the inability of women to control their bodies against the wishes of their
husbands and to own physical property independent of their husbands as “the primitive state of
slavery lasting on” ([1869] 1970, 7). Since the losers in such a reform would be so numerous—the
entire male population—and held so much power over women, Mill predicted that current
arrangements were “certain to outlast all other forms of unjust authority.” “In struggles for politi-
cal emancipation, everybody knows how often its champions are bought off by bribes, or daunted
by terrors. In the case of women, each individual of the subject-class is in a chronic state of bribery
and intimidation combined” (Mill [1869] 1970, 13, 12).

23. “Not only does all strengthening of social ties, and all healthy growth of society, give to
each individual a stronger personal interest in practically consulting the welfare of others; it also



sympathetic principle in his essay on the second volume of Alexis de
Tocqueville’s Democracy in America. The development of one’s ability
to foresee the personal consequences of one’s own actions is said to
resemble foreseeing the effects of one’s action on others. (Mill [1840]
1961, xxi)24

Political discussions engage the interests of citizens in the well-
being of others and so they provide a sympathetic education. While
politicians wish to deceive the voters, a competition among politicians
even educates voters in the ways of deceit.25 Mill suggests that the result
of this education is the belief—by rich and poor—that income differ-
ences are fair. A competitive economy and a competitive political
process are Mill’s explanation for why there is unlikely to be a tyranny
of the majority in America.

It is not easy to surmise any inducements of interest, by which, in a
country like America, the greater number could be led to oppress the
smaller. When the majority and the minority are spoken of as con›ict-
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leads him to identify his feelings more and more with their good, or at least with an even greater
degree of practical consideration for it. He comes, as though instinctively, to be conscious of him-
self as a being who of course pays regard to others. The good of others becomes to him a thing nat-
urally and necessarily to be attended to, like any of the physical conditions of our existence. Now,
whatever amount of this feeling a person has, he is urged by the strongest motives both of interest
and of sympathy to demonstrate it, and to the utmost of his power encourage it in others; and even
if he has none of it himself, he is as greatly interested as any one else that others should have it.
Consequently, the smallest germs of the feeling are laid hold of and nourished by the contagion
of sympathy and the in›uences of education; and a complete web of corroborative association is
woven round it, by the powerful agency of the external sanctions” (Mill, Utilitarianism, 231–32).

24. “In all human affairs, con›icting in›uences are required, to keep one another alive and
ef‹cient even for their own proper uses; and the exclusive pursuit of one good object, apart from
some other which should accompany it, ends not in excess of one and defect of the other, but in
the decay and loss even of that which has been exclusively cared for. Government by trained
of‹cials cannot do, for a country, the things which can be done by a free government; but it might
be supposed capable of doing some things which free government, of itself, cannot do. We ‹nd,
however, than an outside element of freedom is necessary to enable it to do effectually or perma-
nently even its own business” (Mill [1861] 1977, 439–40).

25. “It is incontestable that the people frequently conduct public business very ill; but it is
impossible that the people should take part in public business without extending the circle of
their ideas, and without quitting the ordinary routine of their mental acquirements. The hum-
blest individual who is called upon to co-operate in the government of society acquires a certain
degree of self-respect; and, as he possesses power, minds more enlightened than his own offer him
their services. He is canvassed by a multitude of claimants who need his support; and who, seek-
ing to deceive him in a thousand different ways, instruct him in their deceit. He takes a part in
political undertakings which did not originate in his own conception, but which give him a taste
for other undertakings” (de Tocqueville, quoted in Mill [1840] 1961, xxii).



ing interests, the rich and the poor are generally meant; but where the
rich are content with being rich, and do not claim as such any political
privileges, their interest and that of the poor are the same;—complete
protection to property, and freedom in the disposal of it, are alike impor-
tant to both. (1840, xxvii–xxviii)26

Twenty years later, Mill returned to these themes in Representative
Government. Mutual sympathy plays a critical role in the argument,
being a necessary condition for representative self-government.27 As a
source of moral obligation, sympathy constrains people and forms a
barrier to injustice.28 Mutual sympathy creates the boundaries of suc-
cessful association.29 Government must take people “as they are,” but
some sympathy with others is requisite for representative govern-
ment.30 Competition and a suf‹cient number of disinterested sympa-
thetic individuals to in›uence the election will prevent factional injus-
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26. But Mill worried about the possibility of a “false democracy” in America: “The natural
tendency of representative government, as of modern civilization, is towards collective medioc-
rity: and this tendency is increased by all reductions and extensions of the franchise, their effect
being to place the principal power in the hands of classes more and more below the highest level
of instruction in the community. But though the superior intellects and characters will necessar-
ily be outnumbered, it makes a great difference whether or not they are heard. In a false democ-
racy which, instead of giving representation to all, gives it only to the local majorities, the voice of
the instructed minority may have no organs at all in the representative body. It is an admitted fact
that . . . the American democracy . . . is constructed on this faulty model” (Mill [1861] 1977, 457).
The context is Mill’s support for the principle of proportional representation in a discussion that
continues to this day.

27. “Among a people without fellow-feeling, especially if they read and speak different lan-
guages, the united public opinion, necessary to the working of representative government, cannot
exist” (Mill [1861] 1977, 547).

28. “Above all, the grand and only effectual security in the last resort against the despotism of
the government, is in that case wanting: the sympathy of the army with the people. The military
are the part of every community in whom, from the nature of the case, the distinction between
their fellow-countrymen and foreigners is the deepest and strongest. To the rest of the people, for-
eigners are merely strangers; to the soldier, they are men against whom he may be called, at a
week’s notice, to ‹ght for life or death. The difference to him is that between friends and foes—we
may almost say between fellow-men and another kind of animals: for as respects the enemy, the
only law is that of force, and the only mitigation the same as in the case of other animals—that of
simple humanity” (Mill [1861] 1977, 547–48).

29. “To render a federation advisable, several conditions are necessary. The ‹rst is, that there
should be a suf‹cient amount of mutual sympathy among the populations. The federation binds
them always to ‹ght on the same side” (Mill [1861] 1977, 547–48).

30. “Governments must be made for human beings as they are, or as they are capable of
speedily becoming: and in any state of cultivation which mankind, or any class among them, have
yet attained, or are likely soon to attain, the interests by which they will be led, when they are
thinking only of self-interest, will be almost exclusively those which are obvious at ‹rst sight, and 



tice.31

Suppose, with Mill, that representative government does hinge
upon suf‹cient sympathy. Suppose further that Smith and Mill are cor-
rect that institutionally maintained hierarchy among moral and intel-
lectual equals is a matter of common disapprobation; that is to say, the
majority is willing to contribute some amount to make it go away.32

Then a majority might well vote to tax themselves for a reform that is
not necessarily pro‹table in monetary terms.33
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which operate on their present condition. It is only a disinterested regard for others, and especially
for what comes after them, for the idea of posterity, of their country, or of mankind, whether
grounded on sympathy or on a conscientious feeling, which ever directs the minds and purposes
of classes or bodies of men towards distant or unobvious interests. And it cannot be maintained
that any form of government would be rational, which required as a condition that these exalted
principles of action should be the guiding and master motives in the conduct of average human
beings. A certain amount of conscience, and of disinterested public spirit, may fairly be calculated
on in the citizens of any community ripe for representative government. But it would be ridicu-
lous to expect such a degree of it, combined with such intellectual discernment, as would be
proof against any plausible fallacy tending to make that which was for their class interest appear
the dictate of justice and of the general good” (Mill [1861] 1977, 445).

31. “The reason why, in any tolerably constituted society, justice and the general interest
mostly in the end carry their point, is that the separate and sel‹sh interests of mankind are almost
always divided; some are interested in what is wrong, but some, also, have their private interest on
the side of what is right: and those who are governed by higher considerations, though too few and
weak to prevail against the whole of the others, usually after suf‹cient discussion and agitation
become strong enough to turn the balance in favour of the body of private interests which is on
the same side with them. The representative system ought to be so constituted as to maintain this
state of things: it ought not to allow any of the various sectional interests to be so powerful as to be
capable of prevailing against truth and justice and the other sectional interests combined. There
ought always to be such a balance preserved among personal interests as may render any one of
them dependent for its successes, on carrying with it at least a large proportion of those who act
on higher motives, and more comprehensive and distant views” (Mill [1861] 1977, 447).

32. So long as there was some quid pro quo (Mill [1845] 1967): “The higher and middle
classes might and ought to be willing to submit to a very considerable sacri‹ce of their own
means, for improving the condition of the existing generation of labourers, if by this they could
hope to provide similar advantages for the generation to come. But why should they be called
upon to make these sacri‹ces, merely that the country may contain a greater number of people,
in as great poverty and as great liability to destitution as now?” (375). To the acquisition of the
capacity for sympathy, “of apprehending a community of interest between himself and the
human society of which he forms a part” (Utilitarianism, 248), Mill attributes all reform: “The
entire history of social improvement has been a series of transitions, by which one custom or insti-
tution after another, from being a supposed primary necessity of social existence, has passed into
the rank of a universally stigmatized injustice and tyranny. So it has been with the distinctions of
slaves and freemen, nobles and serfs, patricians and plebeians; and so it will be, and in part
already is, with the aristocracies of colour, race, and sex” (Utilitarianism, 259). 

33. “In the comparatively early state of human advancement in which we now live, a person
cannot indeed feel that entireness of sympathy with all others, which would make any real dis-



In an improving state of the human mind, the in›uences are constantly
on the increase, which tend to generate in each individual a feeling of
unity with all the rest; which feeling, if perfect, would make him never
think of, or desire, any bene‹cial condition for himself, in the bene‹ts
of which they are not included. (Mill, Utilitarianism, 232)

The compensation for British emancipation, the cost to the British
taxpayer, was relatively small. The cost of the American emancipation
was truly staggering. Here is Mill’s judgment of what the willingness to
pay this amount revealed about American civilization. Just as savages
become civilized though immersion in materiality (Peart and Levy
2003), so civilization can be judged by the willingness to pay for one’s
sympathy.

I confess I am not charmed with the ideal of life held out by those who
think that the normal state of human beings is that of struggling to get
on; that the trampling, crushing, elbowing, and treading on each other’s
heels, which form the existing type of social life, are the most desirable
lot of human kind, or anything but the disagreeable symptoms of one of
the phases of industrial progress. It may be a necessary stage in the
progress of civilization, and those European nations which have hith-
erto been so fortunate as to be preserved from it, may have it yet to
undergo. It is an incident of growth, not a mark of decline, for it is not
necessarily destructive of the higher aspirations and the heroic virtues;
as America, in her great civil war, has proved to the world, both by her
conduct as a people and by numerous splendid individual examples,
and as England, it is to be hoped, would also prove, on an equally trying
and exciting occasion. (Principles, IV.6§5)

Since, for Mill, “improvement” is to be measured not only in a mater-
ial dimension but also in a dimension of sympathy, the stationary state
was one in which much improvement might still occur.
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cordance in the general direction of their conduct in life impossible; but already a person in
whom the social feeling is at all developed, cannot bring himself to think of the rest of his fellow
creatures as struggling rivals with him for the means of happiness, whom he must desire to see
defeated in their object in order that he may succeed in his” (Utilitarianism, 233). In the case of
individual liberty—as it pertained especially to women—Mill maintained that individuals
presently undervalued the freedom of others (women): “He who would rightly appreciate the
worth of personal independence as an element of happiness, should consider the value he him-
self puts upon it as an ingredient of his own. There is no subject on which there is a greater habit-
ual difference of judgment between a man judging for himself, and the same man judging for
other people” ([1869] 1970, 96).



It is scarcely necessary to remark that a stationary condition of capital
and population implies no stationary state of human improvement.
There would be as much scope as ever for all kinds of mental culture,
and moral and social progress; as much room for improving the Art of
Living, and much more likelihood of its being improved, when minds
ceased to be engrossed by the art of getting on. (Mill, Principles,
IV.6§9)34

FROM CLASSICAL TO NEOCLASSICAL COMPENSATION

We have sketched two features of the classical analysis of well-being:
the concern for the majority; and reform as exchange entailing com-
pensation in terms of sympathy or money. Both of these would be over-
thrown in what became known as the “new welfare economics,”
founded on a supposition that welfare-enhancing reform must involve
possible compensation in monetary (or physical product) terms.35

Nicholas Kaldor explained in 1939 that for the economist considering
how to aggregate well-being across different individuals, questions
involving physical gains are uniquely tractable.36

In all cases, therefore, where a certain policy leads to an increase in
physical productivity, and thus of aggregate real income, the econo-
mist’s case for the policy is quite unaffected by the question of the com-
parability of individual satisfactions; since in all such cases it is possible
to make everyone better off than before, or at any rate to make some peo-
ple better off without making anybody worse off. (1939, 550; emphasis in
original)
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34. See Mill’s earlier evaluation: “At present I expect very little from any plans which aim at
improving even the economical state of the people by purely economical or political means. We
have come, I think, to a period, when progress, even of a political kind, is coming to a halt, by rea-
son of the low intellectual & moral state of all classes: of the rich as much as of the poorer classes”
(Letter to Edward Herford dated 22 January 1850; Mill 1972, 45).

35. For the argument that such pioneering efforts failed adequately to resolve the issue of
what constitutes the “social good,” see Sen 1991.

36. Arrow (1963, 39–40): “But a deeper objection is that, in a world of more than one com-
modity, there is no unequivocal meaning to comparing total production in any two social states
save in terms of some standard of value which makes the different commodities commensurable;
and usually such a standard of value must depend on the distribution of income. In other words,
there is no meaning to total output independent of distribution.” Robbins (1981) points out that
Kaldor independently rediscovered the Pareto principle, but Hicks knew Pareto via Viner. We
consider the Pareto principle and cardinal utilitarianism at the end of chapter 10.



This position was immediately seconded by J. R. Hicks (1939) and
attained textbook form with Scitovsky.

It will be convenient to express this by saying that we make sure whether
the people who would bene‹t by the change could pro‹tably bribe
those harmed into accepting it. (1942, 91)

In the new welfare economics, policy formulation was thus
self-‹nancing in the hypothetical sense made clear by Kaldor and
Hicks. A policy that maximized mean income guaranteed this
self-‹nancing possibility. For a reform to be justi‹ed scienti‹cally,
there must be enough physical bene‹ts to redistribute.

Today, economists use the mean for welfare evaluation as a proxy
for ef‹ciency. We do so without much re›ection. For empirical work,
per capita income is the standard for international comparisons; “eco-
nomic growth” is de‹ned using average income. This chapter suggests
the approach that uses the mean is relatively new. We examine the
transition, which we link to the in›uence of F. Y. Edgeworth, in chap-
ter 10. We argue there that when F. Y. Edgeworth articulated postclas-
sical utilitarianism, he set out the maximization of average happiness
as the utilitarian goal, and he disavowed consideration of sympathy as
part of the utilitarian problem. The classical vision of the majority
bound by sympathy was replaced in postclassical discussions by a vision
that entailed a knowledgeable expert who prescribed policy for the sub-
jects.

Majority-rule utilitarianism has the problem, obvious in retrospect,
of the tyranny of the majority. If, as James Mill claims, the social norm
is identi‹ed with the happiness of the majority then why isn’t this hap-
piness enhanced by plundering the minority? Earlier we considered
how sympathy, habituated by competitive democratic politics, can pre-
vent such plundering. It is appropriate to emphasize here how impor-
tant the problem of “tyranny of the majority” is to a utilitarian who
counts and seeks the majority. A policy that is consistent with such a
utilitarian norm that is unconstrained by sympathy leads to repugnant
conclusions, to a violation of our intuitive sense of justice. Perhaps for
this reason, as sympathy disappeared from economic analysis (chap. 7,
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this vol.), it was inevitable that policy analysis based on the majority
would fall by the wayside in economics.

APPENDIX 9.1:  UTILITARIANISM BY COUNTING 

The “greatest Happiness for the greatest Numbers” slogan was ‹rst
coined by Adam Smith’s teacher, Francis Hutcheson. Thereafter
began the utilitarian quest for expressing moral claims in terms of max-
imizing something. From the beginning, controversy has surrounded
the question of just what that something was.37 We quote the two para-
graphs where Hutcheson ‹rst presented the formula. The challenge is
to recover his precise meaning. The passage contains a mixture of clar-
ity and obscurity. The clear part involves counting people who are
helped and harmed. What is less clear is how to make adjustments
when counting helps and harms does not suf‹ce.

In comparing the moral Qualitys of Actions, in order to regulate our
Election among various Actions propos’d, or to ‹nd which of them has
the greatest moral Excellency, we have led by our moral Sense of Virtue
thus to judge, that in equal Degrees of Happiness, expected to proceed
from the Action, the Virtue is in proportion to the Number of Persons to
whom the Happiness shall extend: And here the Dignity, or moral
Importance of Persons, may compensate Numbers; and in equal Num-
bers, the Virtue is as the Quantity of the Happiness, or natural Good; or
that the Virtue is in a compound Ratio of the Quantity of Good, and
Number of Enjoyers: And in the same manner, the moral Evil, or Vice,
is as the Degree of Misery, and Number of Sufferers; so that, that Action
is best, which accomplishes the greatest Happiness for the greatest Num-
bers; and that, worst, which in like manner, occasions Misery.

Again, when the Consequences of Actions are of a mix’d Nature,
partly Advantageous, partly Pernicious, that Action is good, whose good
Effects preponderate the evil, by being useful to many, and pernicious
to few; and that, evil which is otherwise. Here also the moral Importance
of Characters, or Dignity of Persons may compensate Numbers; as may
also the Degree of Happiness or Misery: for to procure an inconsiderable
Good to many, but an immense Evil to few, may be Evil; and an immense
Good to few, may preponderate a small Evil to many. (1725, 163–64)
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37. On the dif‹culties associated with de‹ning the maximand, see Hollander 1985, 603f.



We are told in the ‹rst paragraph that the “moral Importance of Per-
sons” can compensate numbers and in the second paragraph that the
“Degree of Happiness or Misery” may preponderate. But Hutcheson
provides no advice about how to adjust for such niceties.

A precise normative claim about the well-being of the majority was
put forward in 1768 by another utilitarian, Joseph Priestley.

It must necessarily be understood, therefore, whether it be expressed or
not, that all people live in society for their mutual advantage; or that the
good and happiness of the members, that is the majority of the members
of any state, is the great standard by which every thing relating to that
state must ‹nally be determined. (13) 

When Jeremy Bentham was young, he encountered the Priestley text.
This is how Bentham remembered the episode much later.

Between the years 1762 and 1769 came out a pamphlet of Dr. Priestley’s
written as usual with him currente calamo and without any precise
method predetermined, but containing at the close of it, it is believed in
the very last page, in so many words the phrases the greatest happiness of
the greatest number, and this was stated in the character of a principle
constituting not only a rational foundation of all enactments of legisla-
tion and all rules and precepts destined for the direction of human con-
duct in private life.

. . . it was from that pamphlet and that page of it that he drew that
phrase the words and import of which have by his writings been so
widely diffused over the civilised world. At the sight of it he cried out as
it were in an inward ecstasy like Archimedes on the discovery of the
fundamental principle of hydrostatics, eÚrhka. (Quoted in Shackleton
[1972] 1993, 354–55)

The problem with Bentham’s account is that Hutcheson’s phrase—
either with Hutcheson’s “for” or Bentham’s “of ”—does not appear in
Priestley’s text. The passage quoted here is as close as one ‹nds (Shack-
leton 1972). This suggests that the encounter with Priestley gave Ben-
tham an interpretation of Hutcheson’s phrase which had by then per-
haps entered the language of the learned.

Table 9.2. presents important examples of policy judgments on the
basis of the counting helps and harms in the texts of Adam Smith,
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William Paley,38 David Ricardo, and James Mill. Ricardo is perhaps
the greatest economist who worked with the utilitarian norm of happi-
ness. To ‹nd whether a policy is justi‹ed, one considers how it affects
the most numerous class of society, workers. If free trade bene‹ts the
majority but harms the minority, we have the answer. James Mill
moved from the “greatest happiness of the greatest number” to demo-
cratic conclusions precisely because he identi‹ed the happiness of the
majority with the public interest. Thus, the common identi‹cation of
nineteenth-century utilitarianism with majority-rule democracy by
those who were close to J. S. Mill himself—Spencer (1851, 22), Mau-
rice (1866, 201–2), and Carlyle (1867, 321)—is justi‹ed.39

In Mill’s Principles the word happiness is rarely used in a simple
material context; more frequently, it involves a mixture of material
concerns with sympathy for others or for one’s future self.40 The excep-
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38. The great English theologian William Paley (1743–1805) published The Moral and Polit-
ical Philosophy in 1785.

39. The next generation of political economists were less comfortable working with a norm of
happiness. Nassau Senior emphasized that the science of political economy ought to be wealth,
services, and commodities subject to exchange ([1836] 1938, 1). The question of welfare or happi-
ness is then outside the scope of political economy as science: “The subject of legislation is not
Wealth, but human Welfare” ([1836] 1938, 2). And with typical acid wit he turned the criticism of
political economy on its head: “[I]t has often been made a matter of grave complaint against Polit-
ical Economists, that they con‹ne their attention to Wealth, and disregard all consideration of
Happiness or Virtue. It is to be wished that this complaint were better founded; . . . It must be
admitted that an author who, having stated that a given conduct is productive of Wealth, should,
on that account alone, recommend it, or assume that, on that account alone, it ought to be pur-
sued, would be guilty of the absurdity of implying that Happiness and the possession of Wealth
are identical. But his error would consist not in con‹ning his attention to Wealth, but in con-
founding Wealth with Happiness” (Senior [1836] 1938, 3–4). Mill, too, attempted to distinguish
“happiness” from “good” (Peart 1990, 1995b). 

40. “The opinion expressed in a former part of this treatise respecting small landed properties
and peasant proprietors, may have made the reader anticipate that a wide diffusion of property in
land is the resource on which I rely for exempting at least the agricultural labourers from exclu-
sive dependence on labour for hire. Such, however, is not my opinion. I indeed deem that form
of agricultural economy to be most groundlessly cried down, and to be greatly preferable, in its
aggregate effects on human happiness, to hired labour in any form in which it exists at present;
because the prudential check to population acts more directly, and is shown by experience to be
more ef‹cacious; and because, in point of security, of independence, of exercise of any other than
the animal faculties, the state of a peasant proprietor is far superior to that of an agricultural
labourer in this or any other old country. Where the former system already exists, and works on
the whole satisfactorily, I should regret, in the present state of human intelligence, to see it abol-
ished in order to make way for the other, under a pedantic notion of agricultural improvement as
a thing necessarily the same in every diversity of circumstances. In a backward state of industrial
improvement, as in Ireland, I should urge its introduction, in preference to an exclusive system of
hired labour; as a more powerful instrument for raising a population from semi-savage listlessness
and recklessness, to persevering industry and prudent calculation” (Mill, Principles, IV.7§13).



tion is the case of whether one ought to leave one’s resources to a few
or to many. Mill seems to settle this by counting. It is important to
notice that he makes the case partly on the basis of how ordinary peo-
ple in fact decide to share their wealth—and so the requisite interper-
sonal comparisons of happiness are made by those about whom Mill
writes—a practice consistent with Lionel Robbins’s strictures on the
role of economists in such matters.41 Mill points with approbation to
the practice of the United States in which bequests often take the form
of public works.42

We have noted how Edgeworth vigorously opposed egalitarian
ideals in many contexts. He blamed the slogan of utilitarianism for the
idealization of democracy and equality before the law.

Bentham’s followers . . . may have been led by Bentham’s incautious use
of the phrase [“Greatest Happiness of the Greatest Number”] into exag-
gerating the democratic or isocratic tendencies implicit in Utilitarian-
ism . . . (1881, 117)
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41. Robbins (1981, 5): “Of course I do not deny that, in every day life, we do make comparisons
between the satisfactions of different people. When the head of a family carves up a turkey, he
may take account of his estimate of the satisfaction afforded to different members by different por-
tions.” Nicholson made a similar point in the context of objecting to the measurement of utility
in terms of money (1894, 343). 

42. It is appropriate to note that the text search for the word happiness in Mill’s Principles was
conducted on the public website of Liberty Fund, the foundation established by the estate of
Pierre Goodrich. 
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X

DARWIN AND THE
DIFFERENTIAL CAPACITY 

FOR HAPPINESS
From Cardinal  to Ordinal  Ut i l i ty  Theory

Sympathies can become more and more acute, only as fast as the
amount of human misery to be sympathized with becomes less and less;

and while this diminution of human misery to be sympathized with,
itself must be due in part to the increase of sympathy which prompts

actions to mitigate it, it must be due in the main to the decrease of the
pressure of population upon the means of subsistence. While the strug-
gle for existence among men has to be carried on with an intensity like

that which now exists, the quantity of suffering to be borne by the
majority must remain great. This struggle for existence must continue to
be thus intense so long as the rate of multiplication continues greatly in
excess of the rate of mortality. Only in proportion as the production of

new individuals ceases to go on so greatly in excess of the disappearance
of individuals by death, can there be a diminution of the pressure upon

the means of subsistence, and a diminution of the strain and the 
accompanying pains that arise more or less to all, 

and in a greater degree to the inferior.
—Herbert Spencer, Principles of Ethics

LIONEL ROBBINS REMEMBERS

Just six years after his Essay on the Nature and Signi‹cance of Eco-
nomic Science created a stir in economics, with its query about the sci-
enti‹c status of interpersonal utility comparisons (1932, 136–40), Lionel
Robbins remembered how he came to be a “provisional” utilitarian. 

My own attitude to problems of political action has always been one of
what I might call provisional utilitarianism. . . . I have always felt that, as
a ‹rst approximation in handling questions relating to the lives and
actions of large masses of people, the approach which counts each man
as one, and, on that assumption, asks which way lies the greatest happi-
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ness, is less likely to lead one astray than any of the absolute systems. I do
not believe, and I never have believed, that in fact men are necessarily
equal or should always be judged as such. But I do believe that, in most
cases, political calculations which do not treat them as if they were
equal are morally revolting. (1938, 635)

A. C. Pigou’s utilitarian analysis, involving “the delicate balancing of
gain and loss,” was attractive.1

It follows, therefore, that when I came to the study of economics, I had
the strongest bias in favour of a utilitarian analysis. The delicate balanc-
ing of gain and loss through intricate repercussions of policy which I
found in such works as the Economics of Welfare, fascinated me; and I
was powerfully attracted by the proposition, urged so forcefully by
Edwin Cannan and others, that recent developments of the theory of
value could be invoked to demonstrate the desirability of the mitigation
of inequality. When I look back on that frame of mind, I ‹nd it easy to
understand the belief of Bentham and his followers that they had found
the open sesame to problems of social policy. (1938, 635–36)

Then, doubts set in about the feasibility of such a utilitarian calculus.

But I began to feel that there were profound dif‹culties in a complete
fusion between what Edgeworth called the economic and the hedonis-
tic calculus. I am not clear how these doubts ‹rst suggested themselves;
but I well remember how they were brought to a head by my reading
somewhere—I think in the works of Sir Henry Maine—the story of how
an Indian of‹cial had attempted to explain to a high-caste Brahmin the
sanctions of the Benthamite system. “But that,” said the Brahmin, “can-
not possibly be right. I am ten times as capable of happiness as that
untouchable over there.” I had no sympathy with the Brahmin. But I
could not escape the conviction that, if I chose to regard men as equally
capable of satisfaction and he to regard them as differing according to a
hierarchical schedule, the difference between us was not one which
could be resolved by the same methods of demonstration as were avail-
able in other ‹elds of social judgment. (1938, 636)2
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1. A. C. Pigou was Alfred Marshall’s successor at Cambridge. Pigou’s views were selected by
J. M. Keynes in the General Theory to speak for the classical school itself. Robbins (1971, 135) tells
us that of all the London school economists only F. A. Hayek was close to Pigou, and that was
because of their shared mountain climbing skills! Pigou was perhaps the only economist of great
stature of his time without an interest in the history of economics.

2. Robbins appreciated Smith’s egalitarianism: “Adam Smith, that discredited laissez-faire
economist, with his insistence on the original similarity of porters and philosophers . . .” (1928,
401). Robbins returns to this theme on occasion, e.g., Robbins 1963, 74–75.



This chapter provides the context for Robbins’s memory of the
debate over the transition from cardinal to ordinal utility. It links the
debate to the transition from egalitarianism to hierarchy that has been
the overarching theme of this book, and to post-Darwinian accounts of
variations in the capacity for happiness. We begin by considering the
egalitarian utilitarianism of J. S. Mill and Herbert Spencer in which
everyone was supposed to count as one. That is their phrase. Second,
we compare Spencer’s utilitarian goal with Darwin’s goal of the “gen-
eral good.” Here, we suggest that Spencer’s goal was egalitarian, while
that of Darwin entailed biological perfection or hierarchy. We then fol-
low Robbins’s suggestion and consider Edgeworth’s hedonic calculus
in which the notion of hierarchy enters economics. For Edgeworth,
agents have differential capacities for happiness. That is his phrase, and
he tells us that it came to him through Darwin. Throughout, we con-
sider normative aspects of Darwin’s work, in particular Darwin’s open
and sustained challenge to the early utilitarianism of Mill and
Spencer.3

Darwin’s alternative to the greatest happiness, the “general good,”
distinguished the happiness of individuals from their perfection.
Post-Darwin, individuals might plausibly be able to judge their happi-
ness, but they are presumed to be less able to judge (still less to effect)
their perfection.4 Supposing the scientist, by contrast, is able to evalu-
ate such perfection as well as how to achieve it, the “general good” pro-
vides the means to judge social states. Such a notion of “general good”
makes it clear that Darwin’s conception of natural selection was nor-
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3. “Again and again the statement has been made that ‘Darwin was no philosopher.’ . . . In
fact, Darwin was keenly interested in philosophy and, as we have seen, attempted to follow in his
own writings the best advice of the philosophers of science of his day. Admittedly, he never pub-
lished an essay or volume explicitly devoted to an exposition of his philosophical ideas, but in his
scienti‹c works he systematically demolished one after the other of the basic philosophical con-
cepts of his time and replaced them with revolutionary new concepts” (Mayr 1991, 50). 

4. “Much in man’s conceptual framework is based on the thinking of pre-science or pre-bio-
logical science. Terms like ‘progress,’ ‘perfection,’ ‘equality,’ ‘rights of the individual,’ etc. were
coined and conceptually shaped when everybody still believed in the scala naturae, in the con-
cept of a tabula rasa, and in a biological (= genetic) identity of all individuals. It is sometimes a
traumatic experience to try to reconcile ethical and political principles that have become dear to
our hearts with the realities of scienti‹c advances. In our Western world we judge medical and
technological advances strictly on the basis of whether or not they are good for the individual. We
do not ask whether they are good for the gene pool or for the species” (Mayr 1969, 201).



mative:5 a social state with more perfect people would be judged supe-
rior to one with less.6

The contrast between the early utilitarianism of Mill and Spencer
and the post-Darwinian pursuit of the “general good” comes into play
especially when we consider what to do with imperfect people. Should
the less-than-perfect be replaced by more perfect people, or do
they—as in Spencer’s account—count equally with all others? This
question was central to F. Y. Edgeworth’s fusion of utilitarianism with
biology. Edgeworth held that biological ‹tness mapped to the capacity
for pleasure: as people were biologically superior, they possessed a
greater capacity for pleasure. He considered the extreme case of agents
with such low capacity for pleasure that they have zero or negative total
happiness. Their pleasure from consuming goods is offset totally, per-
haps more than offset, by their pain at producing goods. This case is
central to Edgeworth’s eugenic proposals for racial betterment. If such
low-pleasure-capacity people were replaced by people with a greater
capacity for pleasure, social utility will increase. While no one at the
time suggested that actual people be replaced, there was considerable
public discussion of proposals to give people greater or less discretion
over the decision to reproduce.7

Our argument has four parts. First, we suggest that Robbins’s criti-
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5. Richards (1987, 234–41) discusses the foundational aspects of Darwin’s and Mill’s views
without linking these differences to attacks on the classical economists’ egalitarian supposition of
equal capacity.

6. Debate over whether Darwin’s concept of evolution progresses toward some goal has
focused on the Origin of Species. Ospovat (1981, 228) writes: “If Darwin’s nineteenth-century read-
ers generally assumed that he, like Spencer (or Chambers), was a progressionist, it is easy to
understand why. He was. . . . Without ceasing to be a theory of adaptation, natural selection
became also a theory of development.” Richards (1992, 176–77) debates Stephen Gould and Ernst
Mayr’s random walk reading of Darwin. The goal-directed aspect of evolution is clearer in Dar-
win’s later writings than the earlier ones. Ruse says (1999, 332): “Of course, we have long known
that ‘Social Darwinism’ played this ideological role, and I discuss it as such in my book. But his-
torians have had a tendency—a tendency which I exemplify—to treat the socio-political system as
something aside from the true evolutionary science, something a bit disreputable and down mar-
ket. What we now realize is that the science itself and the ideology were never that far apart, even
in the minds of the most respectable and in›uential of post-Origin evolutionists.” Ruse conjec-
tures that popular evolution was goal-directed to explain the increasingly “progressive” Origin
over the editions: “Descent of Man, published some twelve years later, is a far more popular-ori-
ented book than the Origin of Species” (Ruse 1999, 333).

7. We have considered eugenic debates over immigration—the mix of existing people—in
chapters 4 and 5. See also the Postscript to this volume.



cism of interpersonal utility comparisons was part and parcel of the ear-
lier debate over the capacity for happiness. Second, we contrast the
utilitarianism of Spencer with the “general good” of Darwin. We show,
third, that Edgeworth reconciled utilitarianism with Darwinian nat-
ural selection by arguing that biological superiority mapped to greater
capacity for happiness. Finally, we demonstrate that Pareto optimality
blocks Edgeworth’s eugenic proposals.

EARLY UTILITARIANISM AND CAPACITY FOR HAPPINESS

We begin with Spencer’s 1851 description, in dialogue form, of the util-
itarian theorist (the “plebian”) in operation. Since everyone possesses
an equal capacity for pleasure, Spencer concluded with the utilitarian
commonplace “everyone to count for one,” and social utility is then
measured in terms of the majority.8 The calculus of social welfare
requires only that the utilitarian theorist count the number of people
affected by the policy in question.

“And so you think,” says the patrician, “that the object of our rule should
be ‘the greatest happiness to the greatest number.’”

“Such is our opinion,” answers the petitioning plebeian.
“Well now, let us see what your principle involves. Suppose men to

be, as they very commonly are, at variance in their desires on some
given point; and suppose that those forming the larger party will receive
a certain amount of happiness each, from the adoption of one course,
whilst those forming the smaller party will receive the same amount of
happiness each, from the adoption of the opposite course: then if ‘great-
est happiness’ is to be our guide, it must follow, must it not, that the
larger party ought to have their way?”

“Certainly.”
“That is to say, if you—the people, are a hundred, whilst we are
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8. Robbins’s older colleague Graham Wallas made this point in his Life of Francis Place:
“They [Bentham and James Mill] believed themselves to have found a common-sense philoso-
phy, by which ordinary sel‹sh men could be convinced that the interests of each invariably coin-
cided with the interests, if not of all, at any rate, of the majority. . . . Every man, therefore, if he
were reasonably well educated in his youth, would throughout the rest of his life aim at ‘the great-
est happiness of the greatest number’” (Wallas 1898, 89–90). “The other great inspiration of those
days came from Graham Wallas” (Robbins 1971, 86). We provided the context for Wallas’s majori-
tarian reading of James Mill in chapter 9.



ninety-nine, your happiness must be preferred, should our wishes clash,
and should the individual amounts of grati‹cation at stake on the two
sides be equal.”

“Exactly; our axiom involves that.”
“So then it seems to us, that as, in such a case, you decide between

the two parties by numerical majority, you assume that the happiness of
a member of the one party, is equally important with that of a member
of the other.”

“Of course.”
“Wherefore, if reduced to its simplest form, your doctrine turns out

to be the assertion, that all men have equal claims to happiness; or,
applying it personally—that you should have as good a right to happi-
ness as I have.”

“No doubt I have.” (Spencer 1851, 22)

Spencer’s conclusion that utilitarianism involved a simple counting
of affected persons drew the later criticism of Edgeworth, who com-
pared the rough-and-ready policy calculations in the Data of Ethics
with the delicate calculations required by the utilitarian scientist. The
scientist must do more than simply count to determine who was in the
majority; policy evaluation required the integration of utility func-
tions.9

Mr. Spencer has “tried” the Utilitarianism of Mr. Sidgwick (“Data of
Ethics”), and condemned it; but had the procedure been according to
the forms of quantitative science the verdict might have been different.
“Everyone to count for one” is objected to Utilitarianism, but this equa-
tion as interpreted by Mr. Spencer does not enter into Mr. Sidgwick’s
de‹nition of the Utilitarian End, greatest possible product of number x
average happiness, the de‹nition symbolised above. Equality of distinc-
tion is no proprium of this de‹nition; au contraire. Not “everybody to
count for one,” but “every just perceivable increment of pleasure to
count for one,” or some such de‹nition of the pleasure unit, is the util-
itarian principle of distribution. (Edgeworth 1881, 122)
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9. The classical economic utilitarians counted people helped and harmed; they did not
weight helps and harms (chap. 9, this vol.). This suggests that the norm employed is akin to the
median well-being in which one simply counts persons equally affected by policy. Economists
today use the mean for utilitarian welfare evaluation as a proxy for ef‹ciency. How did we go from
one to the other, apparently without a discussion? Edgeworth’s Mathematical Psychics played a
decisive role in the transition. For Edgeworth and the economists who followed him, all norma-
tive questions were reduced to average happiness.



Spencer held that all count equally in the calculus of welfare. More
than this, in their own calculus individuals were able to recognize (and
count equally) others affected by their actions. Following Adam Smith,
Spencer argued that individuals see themselves as connected by sym-
pathy, and that sympathy is the source of moral obligation. Indeed, the
fullest evolutionary discussion of sympathy begins with the work of
Spencer. Relying explicitly on Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments,
Spencer argued that sympathy is the foundation for our perception that
others possess rights, and it consequently forms the basis for moral
action.

Seeing, however, that this instinct of personal rights is a purely sel‹sh
instinct, leading each man to assert and defend his own liberty of action,
there remains the question—Whence comes our perception of the
rights of others?

The way to a solution of this dif‹culty has been opened by Adam
Smith in his “Theory of Moral Sentiments.” It is the aim of that work to
show that the proper regulation of our conduct to one another, is
secured by means of a faculty whose function it is to excite in each being
the emotions displayed by surrounding ones . . . a faculty, in short,
which we commonly call Sympathy. (1851, 96)

For Spencer (as for Smith), justice and bene‹cence are rooted in sym-
pathy (1851, 98).10

Although Spencer and Mill disagreed on the content of utilitarian-
ism as an intellectual enterprise,11 they fully agreed that everyone
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10. Edgeworth (1881) discusses sympathy in connection with Spencer’s later Data of Ethics
and focuses on the impact of sympathy on the range of contract (see Fontaine 1997), but he drops
the consideration of sympathy from his analysis of social utility.

11. Upon reading Utilitarianism, Spencer explained his views in a letter to Mill: “The note in
question greatly startled me by implicitly classing me with the Anti-utilitarians. I have never
regarded myself as an Anti-utilitarian. My dissent from the doctrine of Utility as commonly under-
stood, concerns not the object to be reached by men, but the method of reaching it. While I admit
that happiness is the ultimate end to be contemplated, I do not admit that it should be the proximate
end. The Expediency-Philosophy having concluded that happiness is the thing to be achieved,
assumes that morality has no other business than empirically to generalize the results of conduct,
and to supply for the guidance of conduct nothing more than its empirical generalizations.

“But the view for which I contend is . . . good and bad results cannot be accidental, but must
be necessary consequences of the constitution of things; and I conceive it to be the business of
moral science to deduce, from the laws of life and the conditions of existence, what kinds of
action necessarily tend to produce happiness, and what kinds to produce unhappiness” (1904,
2:88).



counts as one, and both insisted that rights are established through the
device of sympathy. Mill fully agreed with Spencer on the importance
of sympathy as the mechanism by which people are connected and
thus individual rights are established. To explain justice, Mill appealed
to an extended sense of sympathy (Mill, Utilitarianism, 248).12 As noted
in chapter 7, sympathy forms the basis of the early utilitarian
identi‹cation of the Greatest Happiness Principle with the Golden
Rule of Christianity.13

In the 1863 printing of Utilitarianism, Mill carefully summarized
Spencer’s objections to having been classi‹ed as an antiutilitarian.
Mill changed the wording to clarify that the argument was about ante-
rior principles instead of whether Spencer was a utilitarian or not.

This implication, in the ‹rst principle of the utilitarian scheme, of per-
fect impartiality between persons, is regarded by Mr. Herbert Spencer
(in his Social Statics . . .) as a disproof of the pretensions of utility to be
a suf‹cient guide to right; since (he says) the principle of utility presup-
poses the anterior principle, that everybody has an equal right to happi-
ness. It may be more correctly described as supposing that equal
amounts of happiness are equally desirable, whether felt by the same or
by different persons. This, however, is not a presupposition; not a
premise needful to support the principle of utility, but the very principle
itself. (Utilitaranism, 257–58)14
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This letter is quoted by Darwin (Descent, 101–2): “Our great philosopher, Herbert Spencer, has
recently explained his views on the moral sense. He says, ‘I believe that the experiences of utility
organised and consolidated through all past generations of the human race, have been producing
corresponding modi‹cations . . .’ ” Darwin seems not to have noticed Mill’s response although he
quotes the 1864 printing Utilitarianism (Darwin, Descent, 71, note 5).

12. As noted earlier, Mill envisaged a process by which individuals come to sympathize with
a widened set of people. See Mill, Utilitarianism, 233 (quoted in chap. 9, this vol.). 

13. This identi‹cation is noted in Spencer 1893, 1:254. The commonality between Christian-
ity and Utilitarianism was discussed in chapter 8. In Darwin’s Descent (131), the Golden Rule is
quoted as part I, chapter IV ends, and then Darwin considers Wallace’s argument that sympathy
and concern for others stops natural selection in man and the responses by Greg and Galton
(chap. 4, this vol.).

14. The textual details are provided in the Toronto edition of Utilitarianism (Mill, Utilitari-
anism, 257–58). Spencer seems not to have noticed Mill’s response: “[Spencer] regards happiness
as the ultimate end of morality; but deems that end only partially attainable by empirical gener-
alizations from the observed results of conduct, and completely attainable only by deducing, from
the laws of life and the conditions of existence, what kinds of action necessarily tend to produce
happiness, . . . With the exception of the word ‘necessarily,’ I have no dissent to express from this
doctrine; and (omitting that word) I am not aware that any modern advocate of utilitarianism is of
a different opinion” (258).



Soon after this, early eugenicists systematically attacked the classical
economists’ idea of sympathy as they sought to establish that sympathy,
unchecked, interfered with the “salutary effects” of the law of natural
selection (chap. 4, this vol.).

SPENCER VERSUS DARWIN

If our case concerning sympathy in Spencer is correct, it would seem
that he has been miscast as the founder of social Darwinism at least to
the extent that Spencer is regarded as endorsing a plan for directed evo-
lution to achieve the perfection of the species. We turn to a compari-
son of Spencer and Darwin to shed additional light on this reading.
Edgeworth ‹nds Mill and Spencer in common opposition to Darwin
because they presuppose a homogeneous human capacity for pleasure.
Here is Edgeworth’s judgment of the difference between Mill and Dar-
win on human homogeneity and what would soon be called eugenic
considerations.

Should we be affected by the authority of Mill, conveying an impression
of what other Benthamites have taught openly, that all men, if not
equal, are at least equipotential, in virtue of equal educatability? Or not
connect this impression with the more transitory parts of Mill’s system:
a theory of Real Kinds, more Noachian than Darwinian, a theory of
knowledge which, by giving all to experience gives nothing to heredity,
and, to come nearer the mark, a theory of population, which, as pointed
out by Mr. Galton (insisting only on quantity of population) and, taking
no account of difference of quality, would probably result in the ruin of
the race? Shall we resign ourselves to the authority of pre-Darwinian
prejudice? Or not draw for ourselves very different consequences from
the Darwinian law? Or, rather, adopt the “laws and consequences” of
Mr. Galton? (1881, 132)

Contrary to contemporary discussions that give Spencer “credit” for
eugenic ideas,15 Edgeworth traces the line of descent from Darwin
through Galton. 
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15. Black (2003, 12): “In the 1850s, agnostic English philosopher Herbert Spencer published
Social Statics, asserting that man and society, in truth, followed the laws of cold science, not the
will of a caring, almighty God. Spencer popularized a powerful new term: ‘survival of the ‹ttest.’ 



On what basis does Edgeworth link Galton and Darwin? Darwin
cites both Francis Galton and W. R. Greg (chap. 4, this vol.), and he
quotes Greg at some length in Descent of Man. As we noted earlier,
Darwin proposes to replace the greatest happiness criterion with a
focus on the perfection of the race.

The critical issue of importance was how such perfection would
occur. Evolution directed by science and scienti‹c authority is central
to social Darwinism, as we can see by noting how the word ‹tness
changed from a description to a normative usage.16 The key question to
resolve is where Spencer and Darwin fall on this issue of directed evo-
lution.

Spencer

Since there is no account that compares Spencer and Darwin directly,
we examine Spencer’s 1852 “Population” in juxtaposition to Darwin.
The question we wish to answer is how evolution was supposed to
occur. Was there, for Spencer, a need for direction of the evolutionary
process, or was evolution envisaged as a process by which progress,
however conceived, is achieved by sympathetic, self-regulating indi-
viduals?

For Spencer, life is costly: giving life imposes a cost on those who
presently enjoy life. And when life-giving agents understand this, the
course of evolution changes. Spencer’s evolution is, then, directed by
evolving and sympathetic agents. Since Spencer sees himself as one of
these agents, he looks at evolution from inside the process.
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He declared that man and society were evolving according to their inherited nature. Through
evolution, the ‘‹ttest’ would naturally continue to perfect society. And the ‘un‹t’ would naturally
become more impoverished, less educated, and ultimately die off as well they should. Indeed,
Spencer saw the misery and starvation of the pauper classes as an inevitable decree of a ‘far-seeing
benevolence,’ that is, the laws of nature. He unambiguously insisted, ‘The whole effort of nature
is to get rid of such, and to make room for better. . . . If they are not suf‹ciently complete to live,
they die, and it is best they should die.’ Spencer left no room for doubt, declaring, ‘all imperfec-
tion must disappear.’ As such, he completely denounced charity and instead extolled the purify-
ing elimination of the ‘un‹t.’ The un‹t, he argued, were predestined by their nature to an exis-
tence of downwardly spiraling degradation.”

16. Leonard Darwin explained that for positive purposes “‹ttest” means that which survives,
but “when we come to discuss eugenic reforms, we are apt to attach a somewhat different mean-
ing to the word ‘‹ttest.’ The aim of eugenists is to alter human surroundings in such a way as to
increase the chance of ‘survival’ of those types which are held to be most desirable” (1926, 114).



Spencer introduces the “law of maintenance of all races” (1852,
476), which has the property that the preservation of life varies
inversely with propagation.

Now the forces preservative of race are two—ability in each member of
the race to preserve itself, and ability to produce other
members—power to maintain individual life, and power to propagate
the species. These must vary inversely. When, from lowness of organi-
zation, the ability to contend with external dangers is small, there must
be great fertility to compensate for the consequent mortality; otherwise
the race must die out. When, on the contrary, high endowments give
much capacity of self-preservation, there needs [be] a correspondently
low degree of fertility. (476) 

Spencer regards this as axiomatic, and he offers illustrative examples
that include yeast fungus, algae, termites, sharks, rodents, elephants,
and man (1852, 476–78). He uses this relationship to conceptualize
what today’s economists would refer to as the “opportunity cost” of giv-
ing life.

Hence the maintenance of the individual and the propagation of the
race, being respectively aggregative and separative, necessarily vary
inversely. Every generative product is a deduction from the parental life;
and, as already pointed out, to diminish life is to diminish the ability to
preserve life. The portion thrown off is organised matter; vital force has
been expended in the organisation of it, and in the assimilation of its
component elements; which vital force, had no such portion been made
and thrown off, would have been available for the preservation of the par-
ent. (1852, 478–79) 

Thus, individual maintenance and development take place at the cost
of reproduction (1852, 479).

Next, Spencer proposes an inverse relationship between the degree
of fertility and the development of the nervous system (1852, 493). He
observes that the “human race is in a state of transition” (1852, 496)
toward a state of lower fertility and higher development, and he casts
about for an explanation. After ruling out additional strength and
agility, Spencer speculates that much might come from additional
intelligence (1852, 496, 497). He settles ‹nally on the explanation of
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improved “morality,” including “greater power of self-regulation”
related to the acquisition of increased sympathetic tendencies.

Will it be in morality, that is, in greater power of self-regulation? Largely
also; perhaps most largely. Normal conduct, or in other words, conduct
conducive to the maintenance of perfect and long-continued life, is
usually come short of more from defect of will than of knowledge. . . . A
further endowment of those feelings which civilization is developing in
us—sentiments responding to the requirements of the social
state—emotive faculties that ‹nd their grati‹cations in the duties
devolving on us—must be acquired before the crimes, excesses, dis-
eases, improvidences, dishonesties, and cruelties, that now so greatly
diminish the duration of life, can cease. (1852, 497)

Then he claims that excessive population growth will be suf‹cient
to reduce fertility rates (and improve the development of the nervous
system).

. . . it may be shown why a greater development of the nervous system
must take place, and why, consequently, there must be a diminution of
the present excess of fertility; and further, it may be shown that the sole
agency needed to work out this change is—the excess of fertility itself.
(1852, 498) 

This is because excessive population growth induces improved intelli-
gence, including improved “foresight” and prudential restraint.

Every improvement is at once the product of a higher form of human-
ity, and demands that higher form of humanity to carry it into practice.
The application of science to the arts is simply the bringing to bear
greater intelligence for satisfying our wants; and implies continued
increase of that intelligence. To get more produce from the acre, the
farmer must study chemistry. . . . Dif‹culty in getting a living is alike the
incentive to a higher education of children, and to a more intense and
long-continued application in adults. In the mother it induces foresight,
economy, and skilful house-keeping; in the father, laborious days and
constant self-denial. Nothing but necessity could make men submit to
this discipline, and nothing but this discipline could produce a contin-
ued progression. (1852, 498–99)

Then Spencer sketches the survival principle applied to humans
and quotes events in Ireland as an instance. It is to be noted that
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Spencer’s social Darwinism is a description of events, and not an
endorsement or a policy prescription; although Spencer would later
renounce teleology, here description and prescription blur.

All mankind in turn subject themselves more or less to the discipline
described; they either may or may not advance under it; but, in the
nature of things, only those who do advance under it eventually survive.
For, necessarily, families and races whom this increasing dif‹culty of
getting a living which excess of fertility entails, does not stimulate to
improvements in production—that is, to greater mental activity—are on
the high road to extinction; and must ultimately be supplanted by those
whom the pressure does so stimulate. This truth we have recently seen
exempli‹ed in Ireland. And here, indeed, without further illustration, it
will be seen that premature death, under all its forms, and from all its
causes, cannot fail to work in the same direction. For as those prema-
turely carried off must, in the average of cases, be those in whom the
power of self-preservation is the least, it unavoidably follows, that those
left behind to continue the race are those in whom the power of
self-preservation is the greatest—are the select of their generation. So
that, whether the dangers to existence be of the kind produced by excess
of fertility, or of any other kind, it is clear, that by the ceaseless exercise
of the faculties needed to contend with them, and by the death of all
men who fail to contend with them successfully, there is ensured a con-
stant progress towards a higher degree of skill, intelligence, and self-reg-
ulation—a better co-ordination of actions—a more complete life. (1852,
499–500)

Importantly for our reading, Spencer holds that “self-regulation” of
numbers will bring about progress. When Spencer came to combine
his ethical volumes into the 1893 Principles of Ethics, he reported a
missing chapter (1:317).17 Here he continues the theme of human
development through expanded sympathy, but he worries about
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17. Spencer discusses how this came to be in his Autobiography. He changed his composi-
tional practices so that he adopted the “practice of devoting a ‘copy-book’ to each chapter, and
putting it aside with the intention of using it as a basis for the ‹nal dictation. I name this fact
because of a certain accidental sequence worth mentioning. One of the ‘copy-books’ was mislaid;
and when I came to the chapter sketched out in it, I had to re-dictate this without reference to
what I had before said. Some time after the book was published, I found this missing rough draft.
A perusal showed that, besides a different presentation of the argument, it contained some illus-
trations which the chapter in its ‹nished form did not contain. . . . When preparing the second
edition, I therefore decided to append this rough-draft chapter just as it stood” (1904, 2:316).



impediments to the continued expansion of sympathy, in particular,
observed “misery.” 

Doubtless the moral modi‹cation of human nature which has thus to
take place hereafter, analogous to that which has taken place heretofore,
will be retarded by other causes than this primary cause. Not only is the
growth of sympathy held in check by the performance of unsympathetic
actions, such as are necessitated by militant activities, but it is held in
check by the constant presence of pains and unhappiness, and by the
consciousness that these exist even when they are not visible. Those in
whom the sympathies have become keen, are of necessity proportion-
ately pained on witnessing sufferings borne by others, not [only] in those
cases where they are the causes of sufferings, but where the sufferings
are caused in any other way. To those whose fellow feelings were too
keenly alive to the miseries of the great mass of their kind—alive not
only to such miseries as they saw but to such miseries as they heard of or
read of, and to such miseries as they knew must be existing all around,
far and near, life would be made intolerable: the sympathetic pains
would submerge not only the sympathetic pleasures but the egoistic
pleasures. (1893, 1:328–29)

The human response to such overwhelming misery is to deaden sym-
pathy.

And therefore life is made tolerable, even to the higher among us at the
present time, by a certain perpetual searing of the sympathies, which
keeps them down at such level of sensitiveness as that there remains a
balance of pleasure in life. (1893, 1:329)

The policy consequence is that a reduction of the birthrate will stop
the “human misery” that accompanies the “struggle for existence.”

Whence it follows that the sympathies can become more and more
acute, only as fast as the amount of human misery to be sympathized
with becomes less and less; and while this diminution of human misery
to be sympathized with, itself must be due in part to the increase of sym-
pathy which prompts actions to mitigate it, it must be due in the main
to the decrease of the pressure of population upon the means of subsis-
tence. While the struggle for existence among men has to be carried on
with an intensity like that which now exists, the quantity of suffering to
be borne by the majority must remain great. This struggle for existence
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must continue to be thus intense so long as the rate of multiplication
continues greatly in excess of the rate of mortality. Only in proportion as
the production of new individuals ceases to go on so greatly in excess of
the disappearance of individuals by death, can there be a diminution of
the pressure upon the means of subsistence, and a diminution of the
strain and the accompanying pains that arise more or less to all, and in
a greater degree to the inferior. (1893, 1:329)

In this statement Spencer explicitly rejects social Darwinism entailing
racial development through misery induced by competition for
resources and argues to the contrary that individuals who have devel-
oped sympathetic tendencies toward one another will come to reduce
misery by reducing births.

Darwin

After this lengthy discussion of an unfamiliar text, we remind the
reader of the words from the 1859 Origin of Species in which Darwin
deduces the struggle for existence from the perpetual excess of popula-
tion. Note ‹rst that Darwin explicitly denied that human fore-
sight—Malthus’s prudential restraint or Spencer’s self-regulation—can
successfully counteract the struggle for existence.

A Struggle for Existence inevitably follows from the high rate at which
all organic beings tend to increase. Every being, which during its nat-
ural lifetime produces several eggs or seeds, must suffer destruction dur-
ing some period of its life, and during some season or occasional year,
otherwise, on the principle of geometrical increase, its numbers would
quickly become so inordinately great that no country could support the
product. Hence, as more individuals are produced than can possibly
survive, there must in every case be a Struggle for Existence, either one
individual with another of the same species, or with the individuals of
distinct species, or with the physical conditions of life. It is the doctrine
of Malthus applied with manifold force to the whole animal and veg-
etable kingdoms; for in this case there can be no arti‹cial increase of
food, and no prudential restraint from marriage. (1859, 63) 

Darwin’s conception of racial perfection becomes evident in the
section of Descent of Man entitled “Natural Selection as Affecting
Civilised Nations” ([1871] 1989, 138–46). He now employs his proposal,
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made earlier in the text, to replace “happiness” with “general good” in
the conception of social progress and to look at humans as breeding to
achieve that general good (125).18 As the chapter continues, Darwin
cites the arguments of Greg and Galton, against the Malthusian rec-
ommendation to increase human happiness by delaying marriage,
because the “poor and reckless” would be unable to refrain from 
marriage (see chap. 7, “Sympathy in Nineteenth-Century Biology,”
this vol.).

Darwin returns to this contention when the book concludes. He
insists, in addition, that there is a trade-off in the struggle for survival
that results from overpopulation.

The advancement of the welfare of mankind is a most intricate prob-
lem: all ought to refrain from marriage who cannot avoid abject poverty
for their children; for poverty is not only a great evil, but tends to its own
increase by leading to recklessness in marriage. On the other hand, as
Mr Galton has remarked, if the prudent avoid marriage, whilst the reck-
less marry, the inferior members tend to supplant the better members of
society. Man, like every other animal, has no doubt advanced to his 
present high condition through a Struggle for Existence consequent on
his rapid multiplication; and if he is to advance still higher, it is to be
feared that he must remain subject to a severe struggle. Otherwise he
would sink into indolence, and the more gifted men would not be more
successful in the battle of life than the less gifted. Hence our natural rate
of increase, though leading to many and obvious evils, must not be
greatly diminished by any means. (Descent, 643)

This paragraph featured prominently in the Bradlaugh-Besant trial
of 1877, in which the contending parties were seen by the Times as Dar-
win and Mill. The passage to which Darwin directed Charles Brad-
laugh’s attention summarizes his disagreement with the greatest hap-
piness principle of utilitarianism.19 For Darwin, the scienti‹c goal of
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18. This passage is linked by Gayon (1998, 78) to the “welfare of the community” in Origin.
Gayon, however, omits Darwin’s sentences that make it clear that Darwin proposes something
that would be applicable to animals but which might encounter ethical constraints when applied
to people. 

19. Charles Bradlaugh is one of the most colorful ‹gures in British history. It is hard to do jus-
tice to this imposing man, who described himself as an atheist, a republican, and a Malthusian.
In one pamphlet, he proposed that Malthus replace Christ in the Trinity. Scholars understand-



making better humans may mean there is a need to sacri‹ce the
well-being of existing humans. Certainly self-direction and selection
are not to be trusted. For Spencer, individuals who realize that popu-
lation growth was excessive would come to acquire foresight and
reduce family size. We turn to the Bradlaugh-Besant case next.

BRADLAUGH-BESANT AND RACIAL BETTERMENT

Bradlaugh-Besant was the turning point in the British neo-Malthusian
(birth control) movement in which the public dissemination of con-
traceptive information was consequently decriminalized. At the trial,
Annie Besant discussed a letter from Darwin to Bradlaugh. Although
he was aware of the hardships associated with a large family, Darwin
wrote disapprovingly of voluntary restrictions on childbearing because
they attentuated the working of “natural” selection in the development
of the race.

Mr. Darwin thinks rightly, with reference to the lower animals, that the
application of “natural” checks upon the natural rate of increase is really
for the welfare and progress of the various classes of brutes; and Mr Dar-
win thinks this “natural” check good for the human species, and in this
he is supported to a certain extent by Mr. Herbert Spencer. I will ven-
ture to lay before you what I consider to be his strongest statement of
that argument, and therefore of any possible objection. Mr. Darwin,
writing to us a few days since, pointed our attention to the following
extract from his “Descent of Man,” p. 618:—“The enhancement [sic] of
the welfare of mankind is a most intricate problem; . . .” That is Mr. Dar-
win’s position, and putting aside for a moment the awful amount of
human misery which it accepts as the necessary condition of progress,
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ably tend to focus on those aspects of his career: his unwillingness to take an oath to enter Parlia-
ment, the dif‹culty that Parliament had in physically expelling him (Arnstein 1965), the Brad-
laugh case and trial (Manvell 1976). His regular debates with bishops and his involvement with
the neo-Malthusian movement have been relatively neglected (Holden and Levy 1993).

Annie Besant’s life was also remarkable, from an association with Bradlaugh’s Secular Society
to become the great advocate of theosophism. She lost custody of her child because of her
neo-Malthusian views. Her presentation of the preventative check of Malthus and the positive
check of Darwin as alternatives to consider in social issues has perhaps received insuf‹cient atten-
tion. This juxtaposition is noted only in passing in Levy 1978.



let us see if the position be defensible. (Queen v. Charles Bradlaugh and
Annie Besant 1877, 96)20

The report of the case of “The Queen v Bradlaugh and Another,” as
the Times so delicately hid the woman’s name, recounted the story as a
con›ict between J. S. Mill and Charles Darwin.21 In his Autobiogra-
phy, Mill attributed his election defeat to his support of Bradlaugh’s
election campaign. But there is more than this. The Times focused on
the question of what is more important: undirected sympathetic con-
nections among individuals versus assisting the law of natural selection
to “develop” the race.

The Times quoted Annie Besant describing Malthusian prescrip-
tions.

They suggested the substitution of prudential and scienti‹c checks for
these “natural” or positive checks. In other words, they desired to substi-
tute the birth-restraining check for the death-producing check. The
only argument against it worthy of a moment’s consideration had been
suggested by Mr. Darwin. (20 June 1877, 11)22

Two paragraphs later, Besant is said to have appealed to Mill, whose
idea of the relation of human development and animal existence dif-
fers from Darwin’s.

The idea that the preventive check should be applied after marriage and
not before might appear new to most men; but the principle was to be
found in Mill’s Political Economy, in which young men were examined
at the Universities. For he wrote,

“Poverty, like most social evils, exists because men follow their own
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20. The words omitted from this quotation are from the Descent of Man, quoted earlier in our
section entitled “Darwin.” 

21. Punch (23 June 1877, 286) under the heading “More Pernicious Literature” remarks: “A
SACERDOTAL manual of auricular confession, privately printed and circulating among an associa-
tion of Anglican Clergyman . . . entitled The Priest in Absolution. An obvious analogy to another
treatise, at present under prosecution, suggests a better title for it—Fruits of Theology.” The
Anglo-Catholic menace rates a cartoon on 30 June 1877, whereas Bradlaugh and Besant on 7 July
1877 get this note (206): “FIRST ‘FRUITS OF PHILOSOPHY.’—Two hundred pounds’ ‹ne and six
months’ imprisonment.”

22. She continues, quoting from Darwin’s Descent.



brute instincts without consideration. But society is possible because
man is not necessarily a brute. Civilization in every one of its aspects is
a struggle against animal existence. If it has not brought population
under some restraint it is because it has never been tried.” . . .

Mr. Mill having strongly urged the necessity for “continence,” went
on to observe that from the way in which people commonly talked of off-
spring as a sort of necessity it might almost be supposed that they allowed
themselves to suppose their own volition had nothing to do with it. (11)

The public discussion of the Bradlaugh case recognized Mill as the
great voice against an imposed hierarchy, either the old hierarchy fol-
lowing from the “natural” link between marriage and children or the
coming hierarchy of racial remaking. This recognition may have been
responsible for one of the most remarkable caricatures that we have
encountered in the Cope’s images (‹g. 10.1). In the background of the
John Wallace Diva is a ‹gure that we bring to the thematic foreground.
Although it is not so described by Thomson, the ‹gure bears a striking
resemblance to John Stuart Mill, seen as Anti-Everything, personi‹ed.

EDGEWORTH RECONCILES DARWIN 

AND UTILITARIANISM

Evolutionary theory played into debates about social utility in two
major ways. First, as we have seen, birth control became tangled up in
discussions of racial betterment. Second, the conception of biological
“progress” greatly in›uenced utilitarian thought concerning the
speci‹cation of social welfare. At issue here was the early utilitarian
claim that all should count as one. Edgeworth disagreed with Mill as to
whether the claim was, as Mill put it, involved “in the very meaning of
utilitarianism” or a conclusion derived from the presupposition of
equality (Edgeworth 1877, 55). Impartiality, for Edgeworth, was the log-
ical result of an equality assumption; and in that case, since evolution-
ary theory showed the assumption to be incorrect, the early utilitarian
conclusion must be mistaken.23
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23. “Where, however, there exists a society within a society, who, by an exclusive intercourse
inter se, are capable (in virtue of a higher nature) of deriving a more exquisite pleasure, than by
association with an inferior class, there begins to arise a genuine case of privilege; as in the rela-



More than this, Edgeworth supposed that evolutionary ‹tness
mapped directly to the capacity for pleasure.

(γ) The third postulate simplifying the third inquiry is that capacity for
pleasure and capacity for work generally speaking go together; that they
both rise with evolution. The quality of population should be the highest
possible evolution—provided . . . For it is probable that the highest in the
order of evolution are most capable of education and improvement. In
the general advance the most advanced should advance most. (1881, 68)
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Fig. 10.1. John Wallace, “J S Mill as Anti-Everything,” detail from Diva Nicotina (1879)

tion of men to apes, and perhaps of the civilized to the savage.” “With regard to the theory of distrib-
ution, there is no indication that, at any rate between classes so nearly in the same order of evolution
as the modern Aryan races, a law of distribution other than equality is to be wished. The more highly
evolved class is to be privileged when there is a great interval, as there is between man and ape, as
there may have been between the ranks and races of the ancient world” (Edgeworth 1877, 65, 78).



The attainment of Darwin’s “general good” runs into the problem of
people of lesser capacity.

The ‹fth postulate appropriate to this case is that to substitute in one
generation for any number of parents an equal number each superior in
capacity (evolution) is bene‹cial for the next generation. This being
granted, either analytically with the aid of Mr. Todhunter’s ‘Researches’
[Note to text: See Appendix 1, p. 93] or by unaided reason, it is deduced
that the average issue shall be as large as possible for all sections above a
determinate degree of capacity, but zero for all sections below that
degree. (1881, 70)

For that possibility, Galton had offered solutions: celibacy or emigra-
tion.

What approach is useful in such cases is to be determined by Mr. Tod-
hunter’s principle. [Note to text: Researches; below p. 93] Again, mitiga-
tions might be provided for the classes not selected. [Note to text: Cf.
Galton, “The weak could ‹nd a welcome and a refuge in celibate
monasteries, &c.” also Sully, Pessimism, p. 392] . . . Again, emigration
might supplement total selection; emigration from Utopia to some
unprogressive country where the prospect of happiness might be com-
paratively zero. (1881, 71–72)24

Edgeworth then asks: “What is the fortune of the least favoured class
in the Utilitarian community?” (1881, 72). He starts with an admittedly
unrealistic case where the fruits of nature are free, and immediately
concludes from the assumption that consumption goods produce hap-
piness that “the condition of the least favoured class is positive happi-
ness” (73).

He then considers realistic cases where means are not free gifts of
nature and so the utility of goods must be balanced by the disutility of
effort. Then, he concludes, “the condition of the least favoured class is
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24. “Accordingly in the ‘koomposh’ of an unlimited pauper population, the most favourable
disposition might seem to be (abstracted from practical considerations, and if the delineation of
Wundt be veri‹ed within and beyond the region of sensation), might seem perhaps to be, that
adhering ex hypothesi to the letter of the ‹rst problem, we should be guided by the spirit of the
second problem, should wish to cut off the redundant numbers with an illusory portion, so as to
transfer substantial (equal) portions to a few. There might be, as it were, a mulcting of many
brothers to make a few eldest sons” (Edgeworth 1877, 61).



positive, zero, or negative happiness.”25 The case becomes important
when “we consider the case of selection for the bene‹t of the next gen-
eration” (1881, 73–74).

Then Edgeworth drops ‹nite limits of integration, noting (1881, 74):
“where ∞ is a convenient designation for the utmost extent of varia-
tion—variation in the Darwinian sense.” The conclusion is that “it is
no means clear that the condition of the least favoured in the second
generation is above zero.” This leads him to suggest:

In fact, the happiness of some of the lower classes may be sacri‹ced to
that of the higher classes. And, again, the happiness of part of the second
generation may be sacri‹ced to that of the succeeding generations.
(1881, 74) 

Edgeworth considers the happiness of the least favoured from three
vantage points: politics, political economy, and hedonics. Even if it
were “abstractly desirable” from a hedonic point of view to have nega-
tive happiness, there may be political constraints.

It may be admitted, however, that a limit below the zero of happiness,
even if abstractly desirable, would not be humanly attainable; whether
because discomfort in the lower classes produces political instability
(Aristotle, &c.), or because only through the comfort of the lower classes
can population be checked from sinking to the starving-point (Mill,
&c.). Let politics and political economy ‹x some limit above zero. If
now Hedonics indicate a limit still superior (in point of comfort)—well.
But if abstract Hedonics point to a limit below that hard and fast line
which the consideration of human in‹rmity impose, what occurs? Sim-
ply that population shall press up against that line without pressing it
back. (1881, 75)

The difference in capacity for happiness is critical.

Yet in the minds of many good men among the moderns and the wisest
of the ancients, there appears a deeper sentiment in favour of aristocrat-
ical privilege—the privilege of man above brute, of civilised above sav-
age, of birth, of talent, and of the male sex. This sentiment of right has a
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25. “. . . the zero-point of happiness (a concept facilitated by, though not quite identical with,
the economical, ‘natural minimum of wages’)” (Edgeworth 1881, 64).



ground of utilitarianism in supposed differences of capacity. Capacity
for pleasure is a property of evolution, an essential attribute of civilisa-
tion (α). (1881, 77)

Edgeworth concludes that Mill’s doctrine of moral equality must be
deeply questioned (chap. 7, this vol.).

Pending a scienti‹c hedonimetry, the principle “Every man, and every
woman, to count for one,” should be very cautiously applied. (1881, 81)26

And when Edgeworth confronts Spencer’s Data of Ethics (the missing
chapter was quoted earlier in “Early Utilitaranism and Capacity for
Happiness,” this chap.), he links Spencer to Mill on the equal capacity
doctrine.27

The possibility of differences of capacity in the ‹nal state of equilibrium
does not seem to be entertained by the author. But can we receive this?
Can we suppose that the Examination-list of the Future will consist of
an all-comprehensive bracket? If capacities for work differ, possibly also
capacities for pleasure. If either or both species continue to differ, Utili-
tarianism, it is submitted, will continue to have a function not contem-
plated by the Data, unequal distribution. (1881, 123)

FROM EDGEWORTH TO PARETO 

The Pareto principle holds that social state A is superior to B when no
individual in society prefers B to A and at least one prefers A to B.
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26. Mill “take[s] for granted that there is no material difference (no difference of kind, as Mill
says in his “Logic”) between human creatures. If, however, utilitarians were really convinced that
there existed either now, or (what is more conceivable) in a past stage of the world’s evolution, a
broad distinction . . . , presumably the establishment of a privileged class would commend itself
to utilitarian sense” (Edgeworth 1877, 55).

27. He was correct in doing so. When Spencer put together his Principles of Ethics, he was
explicit about the speci‹cation of equal capacity: “But chie›y the imperfection of ethical systems
appropriate to societies characterized by organized inequality, is that sympathy and all those emo-
tions into which sympathy enters, and all that happiness of which sympathy is the root, remain
incomplete. Alien natures cannot sympathize in full measure—can sympathize only in respect of
those feelings which they have in common. Hence the unlikenesses presupposed between per-
manently ruling classes and permanently subject classes, negative that highest happiness which a
rational ethics takes for its end. Throughout this work, therefore, the tacit assumption will be that
the beings spoken of have that substantial unity of nature which characterizes the same variety of
man; and the work will not, save incidentally or by contrast, take account of mixed societies, such
as that we have established in India, and still less of slave societies” (1893, 1:27–28). 



Economists once believed that the Pareto principle, as value-free,
escaped Robbins’s strictures against Edgeworth’s cardinalism.28 The
Pareto principle requires only ranking, and so it seems we can dispense
with Edgeworth’s cardinal values altogether. A variation of this theme
is that the Pareto principle is weak, and as long as we abstract from
complicating issues such as envy (unlike Robbins 1981), it is “as-if”
value-free. Either contention provided a strong rationale for the devel-
opment of ordinal utility theory. We show ‹nally that Paretian analysis
blocks Edgeworth’s cardinality conclusions, so that it is a stronger and
more egalitarian norm than is generally presumed.

A compelling justi‹cation for the use of the Pareto principle as a
policy norm is the claim that it is consistent with many other norms.
More than that, the case is made that if one social state is Pareto pre-
ferred to another social state, any other plausible social norm will also
rank the former above the latter. The norm of interest here is cardinal
utilitarianism.

Consider a society with two possible states of affairs: State N, in
which there are N people, and State N – 1, in which one of the people
has been relocated to some other society. We have seen that, for Edge-
worth, “some other society” might entail banishment to some unpro-
gressive country; a darker interpretation is one of nonexistence.

Edgeworth’s cardinal utilitarianism sums over the utility of people
in N and N – 1 to determine which entails greater happiness. Consider
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28. Thus, we have Bator’s account of the move to value-free analysis in the body of his text.
Here is “classical economics”: “The foundations of modern welfare theory are well embedded in
the soil of classical economics, and the structure, too, bears the imprint of the line of thought rep-
resented by Smith, Ricardo, Mill, and Marshall. But in classical writing prescription and analysis
are inseparably intertwined, the underlying philosophy is unabashedly utilitarian, and the central
normative concern is with the ef‹cacy of market institutions. In contrast, the development of
modern welfare economics can best be understood as an attempt to sort out ethics from science,
and allocative ef‹ciency from particular modes of social organization” (Bator 1957, 57). “In the
late 1930’s, Nicholas Kaldor and J. R. Hicks took up Lionel Robbins’s challenge to economists not
to mix ethics and science and suggested a series of tests for choosing some input-output con‹gura-
tions over others independently of value. Tibor Scitovsky pointed out an important asymmetry in
the Kaldor-Hicks test and Samuelson in the end demonstrated that a ‘welfare function’ denoting
an ethic was needed after all. I. M. D. Little tried, but I think failed, to shake this conclusion. The
Pareto conditions are necessary, but never suf‹cient” (Bator 1957, 57–58). In footnote 11 Bator
points out, however: “Pareto-ef‹ciency is not even a necessary condition for a maximum of just
any conceivable W-function. The form of our type function re›ects a number of ethically loaded
restrictions, e.g., that individuals’ preference functions are to ‘count,’ and count positively” (1957,
29). These “ethically loaded restrictions” are, in fact, the Pareto principle.



‹rst Edgeworth’s situation in which there exists a person whose net
happiness is zero. By hypothesis, Edgeworth holds that happiness
depends on an individual’s activity so people are not sympathetic with
each other. So a society that has 100 people who obtain positive happi-
ness and 1 such person with zero happiness will be characterized by the
same aggregate amount of happiness as a society with the 100 people
who obtain positive happiness. Edgeworth’s cardinal utilitarianism
thus gives state N and N – 1 equal marks.

Now, consider the Pareto principle. Here, we need to ask how the
zero-utility individual views the matter. Again, by assumption the other
people are indifferent to his fate, so we only need to consider that per-
son. If he prefers living in the society to not living there—something
about which Edgeworth does not inquire—then N is Pareto preferred
to N – 1.

Using the Edgeworth example, it is clear that the Pareto and the car-
dinal rankings are not identical: the fact that N is Pareto preferred to 
N – 1 does not guarantee that N is cardinally valued as higher than N –
1. We have seen that in fact the cardinal ranking of N – 1 is the same 
as N.29

Thus, cardinal utilitarianism does not simply ratify what the Pareto
principle reveals. In particular, the Pareto principle can block eugenic
proposals resulting from the claim that there are people without the
capacity for happiness. This simple example suggests that there is a
signi‹cant difference between allowing people to decide whether to
invite someone to become a member of the society and having that
decision made by a policymaker or a scientist.30 Ordinary people make
such decisions on the basis of family happiness.31 We have seen previ-
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29. Perhaps the reader thinks that we can solve the problem by replacing the strong inequal-
ity of cardinal utilitarianism with a weak inequality. To see that this is not so, consider another of
Edgeworth’s examples, in which person N has negative happiness in Society A but still prefers A
to B. Here we have N Pareto preferred to N – 1, while the cardinal measure assigns a lower weight
to N than N – 1. 

30. Our postscript af‹rms this. Robbins’s words on immigration (1929, 78) might be read
against those of the eugenic theorists for whom immigration control was the sina qua non of
eugenic policy (chaps. 4, 5, this vol.).

31. Robbins: “Of course I do not deny that, in every day life, we do make comparisons
between the satisfactions of different people. When the head of a family carves up a turkey, he
may take account of his estimate of the satisfaction afforded to different members by different por-
tions” (1981, 5).



ously that early utilitarian economists participated in the policy debate
over birth control. Robbins’s views on this matter were also clear (1972,
21–22). When Robbins discussed the genesis of the birth-control move-
ment from the utilitarian Jeremy Bentham to James Mill and Francis
Place, he came down on the side of Spencer as opposed to Darwin.

It is said, though complete con‹rmation is lacking, that the young John
Stuart Mill spent a night in a police station, having been caught distrib-
uting information of this nature. The movement for deliberate control
of population pressure, in our day the best hope of saving humanity
from the worst effects of the population explosion, thus takes its rise in
the heart of the classical system.32

We have considered earlier the historical details of the con›ict
between eugenics, in the days before it had that name, and private fam-
ily planning. It is not clear that Robbins knew all these details, but we
suspect that none of them would have surprised him.33
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32. Robbins (1968, 33). D. H. Robertson, Robbins’s debating partner on theoretical issues of
interpersonal comparisons and ordinality, had similar neo-Malthusian views: “I ‹nd that I wrote
eleven years ago: ‘There can be no permanent limitation of armaments till there is an interna-
tional agreement for the limitation of the birth-rate.’” About the later silence of economists on
this issue, Robertson wrote: “It would have been more impressive if we had spoken out, from the
World of the Unborn, before the decisive turning-point of the birth-rate in the ’seventies. (Perhaps
we did our best; perhaps it was we who whispered into the ear of Mill those too long neglected
passages in his Principles.)” (Robertson 1923, 207). Robertson’s views from 1912 read like those of
C. K. Ogden (Holden and Levy 2001).

33. We doubt, for instance, that much of the work in this book would have surprised Robbins:
“Why study what the ignorant and the pompous have thought the most dismal of sciences?” (1930,
24). “But we are really not obliged to take seriously the social and economic thought of one who
could denounce Adam Smith as ‘the half-bred and half-witted Scotchman who taught the ‘delib-
erate blasphemy’—‘thou shalt hate the Lord thy God, damn His laws and covet thy neighour’s
goods.’ This is the voice, not of candid reason and persuasion, but of self-induced hysteria. Nor
need we pay any more attention to the eulogist of Frederick the Great, the author of the Nigger
Question, who stood opposite the Rothschild house at Hyde Park Corner gloating on the tortur-
ing of the Jews in the Middle Ages. We know the type too well” (Robbins 1968, 172). We disagree
with Lord Robbins on the need to take such doctrines with all due seriousness, and outline our
reasons in Peart and Levy 2005.





Part IV

THE THEORIST IN
THE MODEL





XI

ANALYTICAL
EGALITARIANISM,

ANECDOTAL EVIDENCE, AND
INFORMATION AGGREGATION

VIA PROVERBIAL WISDOM

Can the multitude possibly tolerate or believe in the reality of the beau-
tiful in itself as opposed to the multiplicity of beautiful things, or 
can they believe in anything conceived in its essence as opposed 

to the many particulars?
—Plato, Republic

ANALYTICAL EGALITARIANISM

When Adam Smith attacked the doctrine of innate differences of peo-
ple, he singled out the “vanity of the philosopher” for his belief that he
was somehow superior to the common porter.1 We have linked the dis-
cussion of sameness versus difference to the attacks on the analytical
egalitarianism of classical economists. Those attacks focused on the
desirability of self-direction versus the need for direction by experts,
one’s betters. Consequently, the debate over equality versus hierarchy
centered on outcomes or policies that emerged from self- versus expert
direction. Examples of the sorts of policy concerns that were central in
the debate over hierarchy versus egalitarianism include work effort,
savings rates, participation in the democratic process, immigration,
and sterilization.2 Each of these concerns requires that we take the facts
of the matter, the phenomena under discussion, seriously.
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1. Recall the passage quoted in full as an epigraph to chapter 1 (Smith, Wealth of Nations,
I.2§4).

2. Chapters 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, this volume. The “scienti‹c” breeding of people is an example
of the debate over the direction of ordinary people by experts that has been taken up by followers
of Adam Smith versus Plato (chap. 6, this vol.).



Here, we set aside the speci‹cs of the policy recommendations to
consider instead the methodological underpinnings of the debate over
analytical egalitarianism versus hierarchy. At the origin of the method-
ological debate, in the passage from Plato’s Republic, we quote as epi-
graph, Socrates says that ordinary people cannot be philosophers
because they remain content with many surface phenomena, whereas
the philosopher inquires after the one true explanation.3 Since Plato’s
time, “surface phenomena” have acquired a new label, “anecdotal evi-
dence,” and Plato’s “one explanation” might be called a model. The
methodological debate has reemerged as a debate about coherent
model-based optimization versus heuristics. In this chapter, we com-
pare how individuals acquire and process information relative to their
scienti‹c counterparts. We suggest that individuals rely on a heuristic,
what we call proverbial wisdom, while experts rely on models. We then
examine the properties of proverbial wisdom relative to models. 

Today, we often think of a model as something precise. And we tend
to think of stories and proverbs as imprecise. Consequently, we may
believe that models and stories exist in separate and incommensurate
realms of discourse. As a preliminary step toward comparing models
and proverbs, we therefore propose commensurate idealizations of
models and proverbs.

We regard the Platonic principle, that the expert’s model is superior
to anecdotes of any sort, as a system of analytical hierarchy. In such a
view, the expert’s knowledge necessarily dominates that of ordinary
people.4 The valuable contribution of rational expectations in public
choice has been to show that in important contexts the expert only
weakly dominates ordinary people. But we propose to go beyond this
point of view. We demonstrate that aggregated anecdotal evidence can
improve upon the expert’s model-based estimation if the model is not
exactly correct. Thus, neither the expert nor ordinary people domi-
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3. Plato, Republic, 493e.
4. Gigerenzer, Todd, and the ABC Research Group (1999, 28): “The heuristics-and-biases

approach views heuristics and unreliable aids that the limited human mind too commonly relies
upon despite their inferior decison-making performance, and hence researchers in this tradition
seek out cases where heuristics can be blamed for poor reasoning.”



nates the other, and so we allow for the possibility of the relationship of
exchange.

Our point of view has much in common with the argument by
Gigerenzer, Todd, and the ABC Research Group regarding “fast and
frugal heuristics” that can in fact improve upon optimization proce-
dures.5 Unlike them, however, we examine a means by which informal
heuristics might work.6 So, we present a “model” of heuristics.
Although we note the irony of our approach, we believe there is merit
to considering the expert and ordinary people on the same analytical
grounds so that their use of information can be evaluated. 

There are ‹ve pieces to our argument. We begin with a series of
de‹nitions, in order to proceed with a common understanding of our
terminology. Next, to motivate the structure of our approach, we con-
sider Smith’s wage theory in which he supposes that ordinary people
interpret random events ex post as if they were deterministic. Then we
consider how people might randomly select an observation and give it
a deterministic interpretation. Since they are aware that such a ran-
domly selected observation is not the only one possible, people make
decisions on the basis of a process that centers such selected observa-
tions.

The technical burden of the argument is then a demonstration that
the expert’s model does not dominate the information aggregation pos-
sibility of ordinary people. Our technical construct—what we call the
median of anecdotal evidence—supports the possibility of analytical
egalitarianism by providing a theoretical counterexample to analytical
hierarchy. Our evidence consists of the sort of Monte Carlo study
employed to study estimation procedures in nonideal circumstances
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5. Gigerenzer, Todd, and the ABC Research Group (1999, 28): “We see heuristics as the way
the human mind can take advantage of the structure of information in the environment to arrive
at reasonable decisions, and so we focus on the ways and settings in which simple heuristics lead
to accurate and useful inferences.”

6. Gigerenzer, Todd, and the ABC Research Group (1999, 22): “This book adopts a different,
adaptive view of rational behavior. We do not compare human judgment with the laws of logic or
probability, but rather examine how it fares in real-world environments. The function of heuris-
tics is not to be coherent. Rather, their function is to make reasonable, adaptive inferences about
the real social and physical world given limited time and knowledge. Hence, we should evaluate
the performance of heuristics by criteria that re›ect this function.”



(Andrews et al. 1972). We summarize the argument, then present the
technical details in appendix 11.1.

If devices such as our median of anecdotal evidence are used to make
decisions, they are certainly neither so-called nor so-conceived in ordi-
nary language. We later return to Adam Smith and consider his discus-
sion of the role of “proverbs” as exemplars of experience.7 In our read-
ing of Smith, proverbs summarize experience. As such, they are
information-aggregating stories that become rules of morality.8 Thus,
we suggest that what we call median anecdotal evidence for technical
reasons goes by the name proverb or maxim or parable in the real
world.9 Consequently, we are not surprised that when Gigerenzer,
Todd, and the ABC Research Group point to real-world heuristics, their
instances are proverbs.10 We provide some statistical justi‹cation for
their conjecture about the role of proverbs in information aggregation.11

MODELS AND EVIDENCE DEFINED

We start with two concepts, models and evidence. By a model, we
understand a K-dimension causal speci‹cation that tells us how one or
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7. “The general maxims of morality are formed, like all other general maxims, from experi-
ence and induction. We observe in a great variety of particular cases what pleases or displeases our
moral faculties, what these approve or disapprove of, and, by induction from this experience, we
establish those general rules” (Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, VII.3§13).

8. The history of proverbial wisdom has been neglected. Smith’s contemporary Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing analyzed fables and is still discussed in the philosophy of science. “For Lessing,
the fable is a genre intended neither for entertainment nor for the communication and direction
of emotions but rather for elucidation. . . . The moral of the fable is a general claim, and hence is
symbolic. For us to understand it clearly (and also for it to motivate us to act), it must be made
visualizable; it must be given a concrete form” (Cartwright 1993, 268).

9. Discussions with Dan Houser have clari‹ed the possibility of employing experimental
procedures to recover what kind of a centering procedure, if any, is used in the formation of
proverbs.

10. Gigerenzer, Todd, and the ABC Research Group (1999, 31): “Social norms and social imi-
tation can also help us make decisions with limited time and knowledge. Following heuristics
such as ‘eat what older and experienced conspeci‹cs eat’ or ‘prefer mates picked by others’ can
speed up decision making by reducing the need for direct experience and information gathering.”

11. Gigerenzer, Todd, and the ABC Research Group (1999, 363): “Simple heuristics can be
advantageous for navigating the complexities of social domains, and can be learned in a social
manner, through imitation, word of mouth, or cultural heritage. We suspect that social norms,
cultural strictures, historical proverbs, and the like can enable fast and frugal social reasoning by
obviating cost-bene‹t calculations and extensive information search.”



more variable(s) effect(s) another (Hoover 2001). By evidence, we
understand N observations or elements of a K-dimension empirical dis-
tribution. Recent discussions in economic methodology have drawn
attention to the possibility that anecdotes, conceived of as stories based
on observations chosen in some unspeci‹ed way, and models
in›uence one another in complicated ways. The stories that econo-
mists use to explicate the models (McCloskey 1990) may be required to
make the models operational (Morgan 2001).12 We fully agree that sto-
ries are used in this way, and we would, in fact, expand upon the argu-
ment to suggest that images are also used to in›uence the model. How-
ever, we put aside these issues initially, in order to compare how an
expert and a well-informed ordinary person might come to understand
the world. For our purposes, then, it is not necessary to give priority
either to a model or to the evidence.13

We proceed from our de‹nition of model and evidence to de‹ne an
expert as someone who uses all the evidence in a transparent manner
to estimate a model. Transparency is central to statistical ethics (ASA
2000) because it allows the requisite movement between the private
information of the expert model builder and the common knowledge
of the model users.14 Thus, transparency allows discarding of outliers
asymmetrically as long as the reader is appropriately noti‹ed.

In some respects, the anecdotal evidence used by ordinary people
may be the polar extreme of modeling by the expert. Whereas the
expert employs all the evidence available, anecdotal evidence is the
minimum required to “connect the dots,” to tell a simple story.
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12. Cartwright (1993, 270–71): “Models make the abstract concepts of physics more concrete.
They also help to connect theory with the real world. How does this work? Typically, we design
our experiments to look as much as possible like the models we have available. Then we know
what speci‹c forms our general laws should take. Obviously, one single model will not serve; we
expand it by piecing in others. That usually doesn’t work with fables, and that is in part why Less-
ing keeps the characters in his fables so thin and featureless. If he were to ‹ll in extra details, the
characters would fall under new, different abstract concepts, which may suggest different behav-
ior from the ‹rst and perhaps even contradictory behavior.”

13. Thus, we leave aside the important question of whether we collect evidence because a
model tells us that these variables are important, or whether the evidence leads us to believe that
some variable affects another and should be included in the model.

14. The expert may prefer one outcome over another (Feigenbaum and Levy 1996), but as
long as the bias is transparent, the expert does not exploit information asymmetrically.



Whereas the modeler’s practice is transparent, the ordinary person may
select anecdotal evidence in an unknown fashion.

Supposing that we wish to compare the expert and the ordinary per-
son, it would seem that the case for the wisdom of ordinary people is
already lost. As a matter of de‹nition, we have just suggested that the
acquisition of information by ordinary people does not satisfy the trans-
parency requirement. Put differently, transparency is a scienti‹c
requirement, and ordinary people are not scientists.

However, it does not follow that the expert’s employment of a causal
model results in a superior processing of information relative to that of
ordinary people because there are many ordinary people who process
the information. A similar confusion is characteristic of a common crit-
icism of democracy. Ordinary people are said to bring nothing to the
political process other than their many anecdotes, each evidently infe-
rior to the expert’s model.15 The dif‹culty with this argument has been
pointed out by workers in rational expectations politics. While experts
have a deeper understanding of the process, ordinary people may use
heuristics to act as if they understood the model employed by the
expert. Although no individual understands the process as well as the
expert, if there are many people and their decisions are made through
a political process that centers their informed preferences, then their
collective decision will mirror that of the expert (Wittman 1995).

The problem we address here, that of information aggregation, is
similar to the preference aggregation problem raised by Buchanan and
Tullock in The Calculus of Consent (1962). Of all possible voting
mechanisms, why it is that majority rule is so widely employed? We
suggest that, just as the political process of ordinary people may be ide-
alized using a median voter idea, information may also be aggregated
by ordinary people using centralized anecdotal evidence. As a result of
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15. Similar arguments were made in the nineteenth century to immunize “science” from crit-
icism by ordinary people: for, if ordinary people cannot abstract from surface phenomena, they
have no basis (except anecdotes) upon which to criticize the scientist. See the remarks on Jevons
in the Economist: “[Jevons’s] best work is so original and abstract in character, as to go out of the
way, and in some respects out of the reach, of the ordinary student” (20 October 1883, 1220). The
argument was used to suggest that women were unable to participate in scienti‹c discussions, and
as we have noted (chap. 4) James Hunt left the Ethnological Society to protest the admission of
women.



this similarity to the voting context, we call our information aggrega-
tion idealization a regression by voting. We then argue that what Smith
and many since have understood as “proverbial wisdom” or “proverbs”
summarize experience. In this way, proverbs are observed examples of
aggregated information.

We should say a word about how such proverbial wisdom bears
upon the substantive debates we have studied previously. Smith cites
one of the books of Hebrew scriptures as a collection of proverbial wis-
dom. One piece of proverbial wisdom—the Bible-based question that
the British Evangelicals asked on behalf of enslaved Africans, “Am I
not a man and a brother?”—was critical to the antislavery coalition of
classical economists and Evangelicals. This proverb was questioned in
the mid–nineteenth century by the newly arisen “science” of anthro-
pology under the in›uence of James Hunt, for whom Negroes were a
species apart, outside the rule of law. We point to this episode16 and the
following argument to suggest that if proverbial wisdom and “scienti‹c
knowledge” give us opposing directions, then we ought to take seri-
ously the possibility that the “science” is at fault.

Just as we idealize the information aggregation possibilities available
to ordinary people, we idealize the expert as someone who connects
model and evidence transparently. Our idealized expert has no inter-
ests other than truth and so estimates a model with all the data in the
most ef‹cient manner. Real-world experts sometimes fall remarkably
short of this idealization. Perhaps the most grotesque example of this is
the expert who attempts to persuade people to disregard the evidence
of their senses and/or their information.17 By this we do not mean that
the expert explains to people that there are pieces of information that
they need to consider. Instead, the expert insists that what people per-
ceive does not “really” exist because it is not consistent with the expert’s
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16. We fully recognize that we have deliberately chosen a piece of anecdotal evidence here.
While this goes beyond our purview in this chapter, the images and texts throughout the book
suggest that in fact there was much “evidence” of this sort in the public domain during the latter
half of the century. We present an additional piece of anecdotal evidence as our Postscript.

17. The argument was sometimes gendered: women being supposed less competent to make
inferences than men. Henderson (1994) describes an episode in which the male theorist (Francis
Galton) attempted to remove the participation of female onlookers. See note 15 above.



model.18 One episode will stand for many. “Scienti‹c” anthropologists
assured their readers that the intelligent, dark-skinned people they
might observe could not be “real Negroes” because in their “science”
all Negroes were childlike simpletons (chap. 4, this vol.). 

For convenience, we collect our de‹nitions in table 11.1. The words
in quotation marks are supposed to apply to the real, or observed,
world.

OBSERVING LUCK, IMPUTING GENIUS

Smith’s account of gambles in his chapter on the distribution of wages
in the Wealth of Nations offers insight into how ordinary people inter-
pret random events. In contrast with standard neoclassical theory,
Smith argues that ordinary people interpret a winning gamble as one
that deserves an additional reward in terms of approbation. As a conse-
quence, it is important not to read neoclassical treatments back into
Smith.19 In a nutshell, Smith tells us that those who succeed are pre-

244 T H E  “ V A N I T Y  O F  T H E  P H I L O S O P H E R ”

TABLE 11.1. Definitions

Term Definition 

Model Equation specifying an unknown but supposed fixed 
K-dimension causal relationship subject to a random 
disturbance 

Evidence N elements of the K-dimension empirical distribution 
“Expert” Person who estimates a model employing all the evidence 

transparently 
Anecdotal evidence K elements of the K-dimension empirical distribution which 

exactly fit the model
“Ordinary person” Person who selects anecdotal evidence in an unknown fashion 
Regression by voting An idealized process that aggregates information by a 

procedure akin to majority rule 
Median of anecdotal evidence A competitive equilibrium in a regression by voting procedure
“Proverb” Observed median of anecdotal evidence 

18. It is therefore no coincidence that the great challenge to Platonic realism applied to soci-
ety comes from George Grote and J. S. Mill (chap. 6, this vol.).

19. Milton Friedman and L. J. Savage (1948) offered economists an alternative to Smith’s illu-
sions-based account in which (1) everyone knows the probability associated with gambles; and (2)
no one’s perception of the importance of an individual changes after the gamble. Levy (1999) sug-
gests that the second aspect of Smith’s approach requires more attention than it has received.



sumed to be deserving of success. To use modern terms, he sketches an
updating procedure by which random events ex ante become deter-
ministic events ex post. Since this updating by rendering events deter-
ministic is central to our model of information aggregation, we pay
careful attention to Smith’s discussion of gambling.

He begins with a simple statement of the problem of the risky choice
of occupation: 

The probability that any particular person shall ever be quali‹ed for the
employment to which he is educated, is very different in different occu-
pations. In the greater part of mechanic trades, success is almost certain;
but very uncertain in the liberal professions. Put your son apprentice to
a shoemaker, there is little doubt of his learning to make a pair of shoes:
But send him to study the law, it is at least twenty to one if ever he makes
such pro‹ciency as will enable him to live by the business. (Wealth of
Nations, I.10§25) 

Not only does the probability of success differ across occupations, but
people also overestimate the expected value of the gambles.

In a perfectly fair lottery, those who draw the prizes ought to gain all that
is lost by those who draw the blanks. In a profession where twenty fail for
one that succeeds, that one ought to gain all that should have been
gained by the unsuccessful twenty. The counsellor at law who, perhaps,
at near forty years of age, begins to make something by his profession,
ought to receive the retribution, not only of his own so tedious and
expensive education, but of that of more than twenty others who are
never likely to make any thing by it. How extravagant soever the fees of
counsellors at law may sometimes appear, their real retribution is never
equal to this. Compute in any particular place, what is likely to be annu-
ally gained, and what is likely to be annually spent, by all the different
workmen in any common trade, such as that of shoemakers or weavers,
and you will ‹nd that the former sum will generally exceed the latter.
But make the same computation with regard to all the counsellors and
students of law, in all the different inns of court, and you will ‹nd that
their annual gains bear but a very small proportion to their annual
expence, even though you rate the former as high, and the latter as low,
as can well be done. The lottery of the law, therefore, is very far from
being a perfectly fair lottery; and that, as well as many other liberal and
honourable professions, is, in point of pecuniary gain, evidently
under-recompenced. (Wealth of Nations, I.10§25)
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Two reasons are offered for this. The ‹rst is a bias in estimating one’s
chances.

Those professions keep their level, however, with other occupations,
and, notwithstanding these discouragements, all the most generous and
liberal spirits are eager to crowd into them. Two different causes con-
tribute to recommend them. First, the desire of the reputation which
attends upon superior excellence in any of them; and, secondly, the nat-
ural con‹dence which every man has more or less, not only in his own
abilities, but in his own good fortune. (Wealth of Nations, I.10§26)

The second reason is a possibly correct understanding of the approba-
tion from winning.

To excel in any profession, in which but few arrive at mediocrity, is the
most decisive mark of what is called genius or superior talents. The pub-
lic admiration which attends upon such distinguished abilities, makes
always a part of their reward; a greater or smaller in proportion as it is
higher or lower in degree. It makes a considerable part of that reward in
the profession of physic; a still greater perhaps in that of law; in poetry
and philosophy it makes almost the whole. (Wealth of Nations, I.10§27)

Behind the fact of approbation that classical economists supposed
for their wage theory (Peart and Levy 2003) there is a generating
process that moves from an actor’s good luck to the spectator’s imputa-
tion of superior ability: those who succeed are presumed to be deserv-
ing of success. Thus, Smith and the classical economists who followed
in his footsteps hold that ordinary people do not use models with
explicit random components to understand the world. If this is so, then
how might ordinary people aggregate information? We offer a simple
model of this next.

ANECDOTES AND EXPERTS 

Suppose we accept the common disparagement of model-free evi-
dence, as “anecdotal.” Anecdotal evidence is regarded as promiscuous
empiricism offered without recognition of randomness. The “welfare
queen” is not a representative guide to policy; she is a fragment of a
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story, not a model. “Anecdotes,” as the dictionary tells us, are narratives
of episodes.20 We suppose these narratives offer evidence without the
bene‹cent constraint of a model. If Smith is correct, ordinary people
interpret such realizations of a random process in deterministic terms.

Here we inquire into the informational properties of anecdotes. We
venture out of well-explored ground because we believe that models
and anecdotes, when organized coherently, are competing sources of
information, and so we propose to model the information aggregation
of anecdotal evidence. We suppose that ordinary people aggregate
information as if by voting, where the outcome is determined by the
median. Then we consider how such information aggregation com-
pares with expert decision making.

The idea we exploit, that voting itself can be viewed as robust esti-
mation (Bassett and Persky 1999), is a continuation of Galton’s pro-
posal in two long-forgotten papers published in Nature in 1907 (see
appendices at end of book) that called for decision making by majority
rule as an estimation procedure that recovered the sample median.
Galton considers one dimension. We will consider many.

To motivate our conceptualization of the difference between a
causal model and anecdotal evidence, we use a picture that relates vari-
ables X and Y. This picture also can help make intuitively clear why at
least one piece of anecdotal evidence can be thought of as faring as
well as a causal model (‹g. 11.1).

In ‹gure 11.1, the empirical distribution, the observations of the
model comprise points [xa,ya], [xb,yb],[xc,yc], which we have labeled a,
b, c. These three points are, then, three bits of anecdotal evidence,
three stories about the relationship between X and Y. The economists’
typical causal model relating X to Y is a regression equation that is
marked as OLS. The regression equation is an abstracting device, pass-
ing among the data and encountering none. 

Suppose there are three individuals in society, each of whom has
encountered in some unknown manner one and only one of the three
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20. “The narrative of a detached incident, or of a single event, told as being in itself interest-
ing or striking.” Oxford English Dictionary (1992) entry for anecdote.



pieces of anecdotal evidence. If we ask each of the three what is the
relationship between X and Y, we will obtain three different answers.
The slope of ab is negative and relatively large in absolute value. The
slope of bc is positive and relatively large in absolute value. The slope
of ac is positive and relatively small in absolute value.

Suppose a competitive political process occurs, in which the major-
ity is decisive. Then we can think about the median answer as akin to
an equilibrium in “regression by voting.” The median of the three
slopes here is ac.

The picture we have drawn suggests that the slope of ac is not all
that different from the slope of the expert’s regression line. The ques-
tion that concerns us is whether individuals’ anecdotes—aggregated
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Fig. 11.1. Fitting a regression



using the majority rule principle—can ever be a better representation
of the relationship between X and Y than the expert’s regression equa-
tion. It turns out that the expert’s regression equation will do better
under the assumption that the model is always and everywhere true
(appendix 11.1). In that case, the expert’s model is infallible. Under
these circumstances it is ef‹cient to process information subject to the
(true) model.

What if the expert’s model holds with a high probability, but it occa-
sionally fails? Here, imposing the model on the data might hurt the
performance of the expert relative to the aggregated information of reg-
ular people (appendix 11.1). Looking at data through a sometimes-bro-
ken glass can grossly distort the interpretation of the “evidence.”

These are strong, perhaps even counterintuitive, claims. What we
have just sketched is the reason why statistical researchers employ “ele-
mentary set methods” of regression. The power of model infallibility is
bought at a high cost. It is worthy of remark that statistical workers who
attempt to ‹nd a model that ‹ts the majority of the data might employ
such elementary set methods to locate a dependable starting point for
their more sensitive procedures.21

“UNIVERSAL EXPERIENCE”—PROVERBS IN ADAM SMITH

It is in this context of using elementary set methods as the starting point
for traditional estimation methods that we wish to re›ect upon what
specialists tell us about Adam Smith’s epistemology: he has none (Har-
man 1986). Smith does, however, explain how philosophy begins with
proverbial wisdom, and he offers his teaching on public ‹nance only
after giving the reader four maxims on taxation.22 To demonstrate the
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21. When Rousseeuw and Leroy (1987) revived elementary set methods with the least median of
squares, they also proposed a trimmed least squares that begins iteration from this robust solution.
Various M-class estimation procedures introduced in Andrews et al. 1972 are sensitive to starting
points, and so the sample median is often recommended (e.g., Mosteller and Tukey 1977).

22. Thus, Smith offers his thoughts on taxation as maxims: “Before I enter upon the exami-
nation of particular taxes, it is necessary to premise the four following maxims with regard to taxes
in general” (Wealth of Nations, V.2§25).



importance that Smith attaches to proverbs, we reproduce every occur-
rence of the word proverb in his two books.23

In his Theory of Moral Sentiments we ‹nd that proverbial wis-
dom—as founded on “universal experience”—is said to come as close
to the truth as possible. Here is Smith’s account of the nice properties
of proverbial wisdom:

The general rules of almost all the virtues, the general rules which deter-
mine what are the of‹ces of prudence, of charity, of generosity, of grati-
tude, of friendship, are in many respects loose and inaccurate, admit of
many exceptions, and require so many modi‹cations, that it is scarce
possible to regulate our conduct entirely by a regard to them. The com-
mon proverbial maxims of prudence, being founded in universal expe-
rience, are perhaps the best general rules which can be given about it.
To affect, however, a very strict and literal adherence to them would evi-
dently be the most absurd and ridiculous pedantry. (Theory of Moral
Sentiments, III.I§121)

Smith holds there is a robustness to proverbs, as they discard trouble-
some outliers.

Men in the inferior and middling stations of life, besides, can never be
great enough to be above the law, which must generally overawe them
into some sort of respect for, at least, the more important rules of justice.
The success of such people, too, almost always depends upon the favour
and good opinion of their neighbours and equals; and without a tolera-
bly regular conduct these can very seldom be obtained. The good old
proverb, therefore, That honesty is the best policy, holds, in such situa-
tions, almost always perfectly true. In such situations, therefore, we may
generally expect a considerable degree of virtue; and, fortunately for the
good morals of society, these are the situations of by far the greater part
of mankind. (Theory of Moral Sentiments, I.III§32)

Smith’s contemporaries would know that vulgar is Latin for popular,
which he uses to describe the illusions of the rich.

The homely and vulgar proverb, that the eye is larger than the belly, never
was more fully veri‹ed than with regard to him. The capacity of his stom-
ach bears no proportion to the immensity of his desires, and will receive
no more than that of the meanest peasant. The rest he is obliged to dis-
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23. “Proverbs” seem to be invariably positive; maxims in Smith’s account can be “vile.”



tribute among those, who prepare, in the nicest manner, that little which
he himself makes use of, among those who ‹t up the palace in which this
little is to be consumed, among those who provide and keep in order all
the different baubles and trinkets, which are employed in the oeconomy
of greatness; all of whom thus derive from his luxury and caprice, that
share of the necessaries of life, which they would in vain have expected
from his humanity or his justice. (Theory of Moral Sentiments, IV.I§10)

Second, Smith explicates the basis of proverbial wisdom in Wealth
of Nations. There, he explains how common understanding is formu-
lated as rules or maxims and then written as fables or wise sayings.
Then moral philosophy induces systematic treatment. (For the pas-
sages in full, see “Competing Views of the Scientist,” chap. 7.)

Modern economists who revel in the restatement of proverbial wis-
dom—“There is no such thing as a free lunch” or “Don’t put all your
eggs in the same basket”—will ‹nd that here too, Smith precedes us.

Money, says the proverb, makes money. When you have got a little, it is
often easy to get more. (Wealth of Nations I.9§11)

Our ancestors were idle for want of a suf‹cient encouragement to indus-
try. It is better, says the proverb, to play for nothing than to work for
nothing. (Wealth of Nations, II.3.§12)

Jack of all trades will never be rich, says the proverb. (Wealth of Nations,
IV.5.§55)

Light come, light go, says the proverb; and the ordinary tone of expence
seems every-where to be regulated, not so much according to the real
ability of spending, as to the supposed facility of getting money to spend.
(Wealth of Nations, IV.7§147)

If the rod be bent too much one way, says the proverb, in order to make
it straight you must bend it as much the other. The French philoso-
phers, who have proposed the system which represents agriculture as
the sole source of the revenue and wealth of every country, seem to have
adopted this proverbial maxim. (Wealth of Nations, IV.9§4)

CULTURE AS INFORMATION AGGREGATION 

Smith de‹nes “prudential” behavior in terms of proverbs—“The com-
mon proverbial maxims of prudence, being founded in universal expe-
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rience, are perhaps the best general rules which can be given about it.”
Standard neoclassical economics does not specify where people begin
optimization problems; rather, it concentrates on how individuals
adjust optimally from where they are. Suppose that what is called pru-
dential behavior is, in fact, how people begin to optimize. This suggests
that Smith’s insight into prudential behavior as based on proverbs
might be an important addition to neoclassical economics as a way into
the vexing problem of multiple equilibria. Since we know how to ‹nd
proverbs—they are still called proverbs in ordinary language—we have
some hope of coming to an understanding of the starting point prob-
lem in consumer choice.24

Some of Smith’s proverbs con‹rm the received wisdom of neoclas-
sical economics. “Better to play for nothing than work for nothing” is
one. But he also offers proverbs that con›ict with the results of neo-
classical economic theory. This offers a way of testing Smith’s insight
via experimental economics.25

The question of high-dimensional narration suggests that complex
narration may be especially important for the ef‹cient dissemination of
information. This thought suggests that stories might be considered to
exist in the same plane of information-aggregation existence that prices
and models do. When prices, models, and narratives give us the same
advice, then we know the answer and proceed to other concerns.
When the advice they provide points in different directions, then we
might need to ask which one is at fault. What Adam Smith knew, but
modern economists have often forgotten, is that proverbial wisdom is a
method by which one can test the model.

In keeping with our conviction that stories inform, we close the
book with two. One of these, Huck Finn’s, is an abstraction. The other,
Ali Khan’s, is quite concrete.
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24. A problem with “conventions” is that they are not so called by the ordinary people who
presumably use them.

25. These last paragraphs have grown out of discussions with Dan Houser.



APPENDIX 11.1:  MODELS AND ANECDOTES 

THEORY

We formulate the problem of comparing how ordinary people and
experts make decisions in terms of competing methods of estimating
regression equations. Both methods are idealizations. First, in the case
of experts, we thereby avoid the consideration of the expert’s private
interest. Second, we represent the procedure of “ordinary people” as
akin to the equilibrium condition of preference aggregation in a com-
petitive, majority-rule democracy in which candidates locate their
position in policy space so as to maximize their appeal (Downs 1957).26

In this account, democracy is said to enable voters to aggregate their
desires through voting. We examine the consequences of aggregating
information in a similar fashion, although we cannot point to a com-
petitive political process in which such an equilibrium is effected.

The most general question to ask in this comparative spirit is
whether the decision function of ordinary people is admissible in this
formulation. “Admissible” was ‹rst de‹ned for a decision function by
Wald (1950) in terms of a unknown distribution F, in the class Ω, and
a known risk function r(,). Here is Wald’s de‹nition.

A decision function δ will be said to be admissible if there exists no other
decision function δ* which is uniformly better than δ, i.e., if there exists
no decision function δ* satisfying the following two conditions:

r(F,δ*) ≤ r(F,δ) for all F in Ω, and
r(F,δ*) < r(F,δ) for at least one element of F of Ω. (Wald 1950, 15)

Admissibility allows us to take into account costs that are consequences
of the different rules by noting that r(,) is net of computational costs
and the cost of sampling. It requires that we consider all possible alter-
natives to the one we propose to make sure that one does not dominate
it. If we specify the particular alternatives we believe plausible then we
can employ the traditional comparison of statistical methods in terms
of relative ef‹ciency, that is, by comparing the number of observations,
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26. The dif‹culty for median-voter equilibrium in high-dimension preference aggregation
(Plott 1967) will reappear later in our information aggregation account.



N1, one procedure requires to match the precision of another proce-
dure at a given N2.

27 The ef‹ciency question is the same in statistics as
it is in economics: given the same input, what gives the highest output?
The ef‹ciency approach assumes, as is plausible in many important
contexts, that the cost of observation and computation is invariant to
the decision function itself.

Focusing on ef‹ciency issues while keeping that of admissibility in
the background, we will abstract from one advantage that goes to ordi-
nary people. There are a lot of us. To conduct the argument in
ef‹ciency terms, we allow the experts’ regression to have the same sam-
ple size (N) as the ordinary people regression. Since the standard errors
of the regression techniques, in ideal cases, obey the √N law, the reader
can recompute these standard errors. Thus, in our experiments there
are N = 5,000 observations seen by experts and 2 or 3 observations seen
by each of 5,000 ordinary people. But what if the expert only sees 50
while our 5,000 ordinary people still have their limited ability? Obvi-
ously the standard errors of the expert’s regression (in ideal cases) will
fall by a factor of √100. In table 11.2, column 1, the ideal condition for
the expert ‹nds the standard error of the voters is twice the expert’s. But
what would this matter for the question of admissibility of ordinary
people’s decision making if, by taking account of the superior numbers
of the ordinary people, we could in›ate the standard error of the
expert’s model by a factor of 10?28

We propose to make one mathematical concept the foundation of
our account, the device which is central to recent nonparametric think-
ing in statistics: an empirical probability distribution F̂ which puts mass
1/n at each point x1, x2 . . . xn (Efron 1979, 1981). Each point in the distri-
bution may then be considered either as an observation or as an anec-
dote in a story. A model of these observations that satis‹es the obligation
of transparency is an estimate of location applied to all N (Andrews et al.
1972). The plural of anecdote—so runs the joke—is data.
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27. Here is a textbook description of ef‹ciency for a sample median relative to a mean at nor-
mality: “it means that in the normal case the median would require about n = 157 observations to
achieve the accuracy that the mean achieves with n = 100” (Lehmann 1983, 360).

28. Robin Hanson is thanked for this paragraph.



A transparent model might or might not be an anecdote. The mean
of the empirical distribution is generally not an observation. The most
obvious example where a model is an anecdote is a median of the
empirical distribution when N is odd.29 The anecdotality of other order
statistics is obvious. There is of course more to models than estimates
of location. Consequently, we turn to consider regression estimation.

We de‹ne [ab], [bc], and [ac] in ‹gure 11.1 as “anecdotal evidence,”
elements of a multidimensional empirical distribution. So de‹ned,
anecdotal evidence is collapsed (degenerate) regression. The problem
with anecdotal evidence is that compared to the causal model, ordi-
nary least squares or OLS, which gives a unique description of the rela-
tionship between X and Y, one can pick any of the combinations of
anecdotes in a nontransparent fashion to obtain a wide range of rela-
tionships. Although OLS will not in general satisfy the anecdotal prop-
erty, “elementary set methods” will (Farebrother 1997).

We consider the properties of centered anecdotal evidence—here
[ac]—which we de‹ne as the median of anecdotal evidence (MAE).
Such estimators as what we are calling the MAE have (1) desirable
properties when the estimating model is mis-speci‹ed and (2) serve as
a dependable starting point for an iterative procedure. One intuitively
appealing method of determining this relationship is simply to ‹nd the
slopes connecting [a, b], [b, c], and [a, c] and take an average of the
three. Such was the ‹rst method of computing a regression in the 1750s
by Roger Boscovich (Farebrother 1997).

We propose that [a, b], [b, c], and [a, c] are from the set of possible
anecdotes from which ordinary people may draw. Each of these is a lit-
tle story about X and Y; none of these involves an explicit recognition
of randomness, and so each might appeal to those who view the world
as a deterministic narrative rather than a causal model with a random
component.30 The only randomness will be that different people will
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29. When N is even, selecting one of Stigler’s (1999) “co-medians” at random would allow the
median of the empirical distribution to satisfy the anecdotal property.

30. Though there were some exceptions that became increasingly important throughout the
century (Peart 1995a), the prevailing view among nineteenth-century political economists and
anthropologists was deterministic; see Hacking 1975.



have different stories to tell. Our method of information aggregation
will be to select the median.

Representing experts is straightforward. Instead of taking phenom-
ena at surface value the expert posits a causal model, an ordering rela-
tionship with ‹xed α and β.

yi = α + βxi + εi

for which all i = 1. N of the empirical observations are subject. This too
is illustrated in ‹gure 11.1 as the most popular of the standard regression
techniques, ordinary least squares. Only when the reliability of the
expert’s ability to intuit an ordering relationship has been called into
question have elementary set methods been revived (Rousseeuw and
Leroy 1987). 

In terms of ‹gure 11.1 we allow the ordinary person access to a ran-
domly selected pair of points—[a, b], [b, c], or [a, c]—from which a
slope can be deduced. The resulting slope will be the opinion of the
voter on the informational issue.31 When we generalize beyond the
simple regression we allow the voter access to a randomly selected
k-tuple from which the appropriate slopes can be determined. The
political decision will be made on the basis of the median of the voter’s
opinion. In terms of the statistical literature the resulting technique is
known as the median of pairwise slopes as extended beyond the context
of simple regression with a random-selection algorithm.32 This differs
from Boscovich’s 1750s approach mainly by the use of median instead
of a subjectively trimmed mean and a random selection process
instead of an exhaustive combinatorial approach.
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31. What if—as will happen—the randomly selected pair of points is [a, a], [b, b], or [c, c]?
In the ‹rst version of the simulation, we did not allow this to happen by checking the rank con-
dition before we did the computations. The results reported later allow the singular or near sin-
gular results to be counted in the computations for the median. This results in slightly higher
standard errors. Our current procedure raised a technical detail. Our implementation of Shazam
(Whistler et al. 2001) computes the sample median by linear programming. Consequently, one
must take care to skip over the occasional “Not a Number” returned by the compiler, an unnec-
essary step in a computation of the median by sorting. The same caution would be needed if the
computations of the median were by a reweighted mean. Mosteller and Tukey (1977) discuss
LAD computations in terms of a reweighted OLS regression.

32. Rousseeuw and Leroy (1987) systematically discuss the median of pairwise slopes in terms
of the contribution of Henri Theil and later workers.



What properties might we expect of this procedure? Bias? Suppose
that the expert’s causal model is true—subject to a random distur-
bance, there is some simple linear relationship connecting the pairs
(k-tuples). In that case the randomly selected pair (k-tuple) is an ordi-
nary least squares equation with sample size K. Making the assump-
tions that (1) the median of the true errors is 0 and (2) these errors are
independent of the right-hand side variables, least squares is a median-
unbiased estimator (Levy 1992b). If the estimated slope is bi then the
median expectation M(bi) = β, so the mean-expectation is E(M(bi)) =
β. Thus the process of information aggregation that we model as an
election procedure with the decision made by the median voter will be
unbiased. 

Under what conditions is an elementary set method more ef‹cient
than the standard regression? Here we propose to think about the class
of elementary set methods as an estimation procedure without the
bene‹t of the standard regression causal model. The “causal model”
has a particularly interesting status in standard regression theory: it is
supposed to hold with probability of 1—the ‹nite that we actually
observe and the in‹nite that we might potentially observe. This allows
us to think about the model as a constraint added to a maximum like-
lihood method. Since it is a constraint with probability 1, it can be
imposed without reducing the joint probability; indeed, in a world of
‹nite precision, a probability 1 constraint can increase the likelihood
(Levy 1988a).

Thus, when the model holds, we cannot reduce the joint probability
by imposing it even if we had a maximum likelihood method of ele-
mentary sets. As we do not have such a method at our disposal, impos-
ing the constraint and employing standard regression methods that are
maximum likelihood will generally result in a more ef‹cient proce-
dure.33 Even if we had a method at our disposal—such a technique
would presumably induce the model from the data instead of having
the model imposed upon the data—it must be bounded by ‹nite com-
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33. The passage from “maximum likelihood” to “asymptotic ef‹cient” is more troublesome
than one might like to believe (Lehmann 1983, 403–27). Here is his review of the historical con-
fusions: “Fisher’s work was followed by a euphoric belief in the universal consistency and asymp-
totic ef‹ciency of maximum likelihood estimators, at least in the iid case. The true situation was
sorted out only gradually” (Lehmann 1983, 482).



putational capability that is less good than the probability 1 insight.
Thus, we have reason to believe that a maximum likelihood elemen-
tary set method will be less precise than a standard maximum likeli-
hood approach when the causal model has probability 1 status. In this
case we have reason to believe that an elementary set method would be
inef‹cient, since adding a model constraint cannot reduce the joint
probability. 

Although ‹gure 11.1 supposes as a familiar illustration that the
expert’s method of estimating the causal model is ordinary least
squares, the statement in the previous paragraph does not. There is no
good reason to believe that least squares and its linear weighting of all
elements of the empirical distribution would be the technique that
would dominate an elementary set method. Indeed, least absolute
deviations (LAD) at a heavy-tailed distribution might be arbitrarily
more ef‹cient than least squares.34 Indeed, even if we suppose the
causal model has probability 1 but allow the tail mass to get thicker we
know that the ef‹ciency of OLS falls relative to LAD and MAE. Our
simulations consider the error distribution at the extremes of the t-dis-
tribution, normal to Cauchy. When the model holds, MAE will never
become as ef‹cient as LAD; LAD is an admissible alternative to maxi-
mum likelihood at a Cauchy that takes into account the probability 1
status of the model.35

But what if the probability 1 claim is simple vanity, and the causal
model holds only frequently? The constraint that helped with the
causal model was that probability 1 will hurt when it falls below this.
We test this conjecture later.

MONTE CARLO EVIDENCE

Here we employ Galton’s idea that we can move between estimation
and an idealized election, and so we present the argument as if we held
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34. Steve Stigler is thanked for emphasizing this point.
35. Andrews et al. (1972) compare the maximum likelihood estimate of location of a Cauchy

with the median and ‹nd very little gain in precision to repay the computational complexity. The
text presumes we can move from location to regression context.



an election to ‹t a regression. We consider a polity with 5,000 voters
who form policy opinions by picking data points at random from 5,000
observations and computing pairwise slopes. Thus, each of the 5,000
voters in the ‹rst case is allowed to observe precisely 2 points. The deci-
sion is made by the median. This “regression by voting” is compared
with two standard regression techniques instantiating causal models
that our idealized experts might employ. The experts are allowed to
observe all N = 5,000. The experts have at their disposal two tech-
niques. First is the maximum likelihood procedure where the errors
are independent normal, OLS. The second is LAD, not quite maxi-
mum likelihood when the errors are independent Cauchy. Each
experiment is replicated 10,000 times. All computations are carried out
in Shazam 9.0 (Whistler et al. 2001). The basis of the comparison
between “expert as estimator” and “ordinary people as estimators” is
the mean of the estimating procedure and the standard error of the esti-
mates. We have turned the debate between friends of Plato and friends
of Adam Smith (discussed at the start of this chapter) into a standard
Monte Carlo study. We will have something to say about the bias of
this procedure at the end of this section.

We study three conditions. In the ‹rst, the experts are exactly right:
there is a causal model, and the errors are normally distributed. In the
second, the experts are perhaps right: there is a causal model, and the
errors are distributed Cauchy.36 In the third case, the experts are very
frequently right. The causal model holds 95 percent of the time, but 5
percent of the time the signs of the regression coef‹cients switch. And
by happenstance when this 5 percent occurs, the population from
which the right-hand side is drawn changes from a standard normal to
a normal with a variance of 100. This third condition is that character-
ized by in›uential observations, the favorite drilling ground for those
who would revive elementary set methods. The voting results in table
11.2 are taken by the median of pairwise slopes. The results are in
accord with predictions when the causal model is true: voting is unbi-
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36. The normality assumption in the context considered is inconsistent with the possibility of
extending the model by exploratory data analysis (Levy 1999/2000). Other error distributions allow
EDA. 



ased and less ef‹cient than the expert techniques (columns 1-1 and 1-2).
When the model fails 5 percent of the time and these observations are
in›uential, voting is the least biased and most ef‹cient technique (col-
umn 1-3). This is the appeal of elementary set methods.37

The case of simple regression is just that—simple. The causal
model, such as it is, is hardly something requiring deep re›ection, so
perhaps it is plausible that proverbial wisdom might encompass the
idea that two variables are related. What about high-dimension prob-
lems where multiple regression techniques are required?

We now leave the simple regression context and consider multiple
regression estimation. In table 11.3 we present the crux of the matter: a
multivariable situation where both X and Z impact Y. We allow the
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37. Contrary to the suggestions in Rousseeuw and Leroy (1987), we ‹nd that LAD does not
break down nearly as badly as OLS. 

TABLE 11.2. Expert and Ordinary People, Simple Regression N = 5,000;
Replications = 10,000

p = .95: y = 1 + 2x+ ε
p = 1: y = 1 + 2x+ ε p = 1: y = 1 + 2x + ε p = .05: y = –1 – 2x + ε

Truth ε ~ Normal ε ~ Cauchy ε ~ Normal

Expert belief y = α + βX + ε y = α + βX + ε y = α + βX + ε
OLS estimate β Mean = 2.00 Mean = 1.35 Mean = –1.36

Std. Dev. = 0.014 Std. Dev. = 72.2 Std. Dev. = 0.063
LAD estimate β Mean = 2.00 Mean = 2.00 Mean = 1.38

Std. Dev. = 0.018 Std. Dev. = 0.022 Std. Dev. = 0.075
Voter belief y = α + βX y = α + βX y = α + βX
Voting on β MAE Mean = 2.00 Mean = 2.00 Mean = 1.84

Std. Dev. = 0.027 Std. Dev. = 0.047 Std. Dev. = 0.031
Experiment 1-1 1-2 1-3 

TABLE 11-3. Simple Regression in a Multivariate Context N = 5,000;
Replications = 10,000

Y = 1 + 2X + 3Z + ε Y = 1 + 2X + 3Z + ε
Truth X, Z independent  X, Z correlated

Voter belief y = α + βX y = α + βX
Voting on β MAE Mean = 2.00 Mean = 3.50

Std. Dev. = 0.08 Std. Dev. = 0.047
Voter belief y = α + γz y = α + γz
Voting on γ MAE Mean = 3.00 Mean = 5.00

Std. Dev. = 0.06 Std. Dev. = 0.06
Experiment 2-1 2-3 



ordinary people insight into either X or Z but not both. In the ‹rst situ-
ation (column 2-1), X and Z are independent; in column 2-2, the vari-
ables are correlated, in particular Z = .5X + .5Q where both X and Q
are standard normal. ε is a standard normal in both cases.

What kind of proverbs might deal with higher dimensionality? Per-
haps proverbial wisdom is embodied in parables, in stories, and what
the causal modeler would call a dimension is handled by a character in
a narration. We leave this for further study.

Returning to our competition (table 11.4), we allow ordinary people
to pick a random 3-tuple and solve the equation. To give the expert
more of a chance, we cut the probability of contamination in half (col-
umn 3-3). The results are easily predictable from table 11.2. Additional
Monte Carlo simulations comparing combinations of cases—ignorant
voters and arrogant modelers—give predictably mixed results.

It is perhaps necessary to emphasize that our construction assumes that
anecdotal evidence is randomly selected. It is easy to see what sort of bias
can occur if the polity were, for one reason or another, to select among a
few anecdotes as, for example, when a large number of people obtain
their information about other races from the same visualization. Propa-
ganda is presumably the selection, if not fabrication, of such anecdotes.
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TABLE 11.4. Expert and Ordinary People, Multiple Regression N = 5,000; Replications =
10,000

p = .975: y = 1 + 2x + 3z + ε
p = 1: y = 1 + 2x + 3z + ε p = 1: y = 1 + 2x + 3z + ε p = .025: y = –1 – 2x – 3z + ε

Truth ε ~ Normal ε ~ Cauchy ε ~ Normal 

Expert belief y = α + βX + γZ + ε y = α + βX + γZ+ ε y = α + βX + γZ + ε
OLS estimate β Mean = 2.00 Mean = 7.93 Mean = –0.86

Std. Dev. = 0.014 Std. Dev. = 492.6 Std. Dev. = 0.169
OLS estimate γ Mean = 3.00 Mean = 2.41 Mean = –1.29

Std. Dev. = 0.014 Std. Dev. = 292.6 Std. Dev. = 0.210
LAD estimate β Mean = 2.00 Mean = 2.00 Mean = 1.85

Std. Dev. = 0.018 Std. Dev. = 0.022 Std. Dev. = 0.035
LAD estimate γ Mean = 3.00 Mean = 3.00 Mean = 2.78

Std. Dev. = 0.018 Std. Dev. = 0.022 Std. Dev. = 0.036
Voter belief y = α + βX + γZ y = α + βX + γZ y = α + βX + γZ
Voting on β MAE Mean = 2.00 Mean = 2.00 Mean = 1.96

Std. Dev. = 0.027 Std. Dev. = 0.052 Std. Dev. = 0.029
Voting on γ MAE Mean = 3.00 Mean = 3.00 Mean = 2.94

Std. Dev. = 0.027 Std. Dev. = 0.052 Std. Dev. = 0.029
Experiment 3-1 3-2 3-3 



We note in conclusion that the technical context in which our the-
orized proverbs are more ef‹cient than causal models is that of a ran-
dom regime shift with in›uential observations. We have been con-
cerned with explaining the majority of the data. Instead, however, one
could recover a ‹t of the minority of data. Difference between majority
and minority experience may explain the existence of “paired
proverbs,” proverbial advice that points in opposite directions (Simp-
son 1982, x). Indeed, the condition under which one might expect
proverbial evidence to be ef‹cient is precisely where one expected
“paired proverbs.” 

We have interpreted Adam Smith’s “universal experience” as
“majority experience.” The importance of this distinction is stressed by
Charles Babbage in the opening words of The Exposition of 1851. We
quote the passage at length, as it speaks to the many themes for which
we are arguing:

One of the most frequent sources of mistaken views in economical sci-
ence, arises from confounding the nature of universal with that of gen-
eral principles.

Universal principles, such as the fact that every number ending with
the ‹gure ‹ve is itself divisible by ‹ve, rarely occur except in the exact
sciences. Universal principles are those which do not admit of a single
exception.

General principles are those which are much more frequently obeyed
than violated. Thus it is generally true that men will be governed by what
they believe to be their interest. Yet it is certainly true that many individ-
uals will at times be governed by their passions, others by their caprice,
others by entirely benevolent motives: but all these classes together,
form so small a portion of mankind, that it would be unsafe in any
enquiry to neglect the great principle of self-interest. Notwithstanding,
however, all the exceptions we may meet with, it is impossible to take
any just views of society without the admission of general principles, and
on such grounds they will be used in these pages. (Babbage 1851, 1)

“General principles” that “are much more frequently obeyed than vio-
lated” suggests an approach to estimation by counting instances. 
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Part V

CONCLUSION



XII

SYMPATHY AND THE PAST
Our “Stock in Dead People”

Reconsidered

After supper she got out her book and learned me about Moses and the
Bulrushers; and I was in a sweat to find out all about him; but by-and-by

she let it out that Moses had been dead a considerable long time; so
then I didn’t care no more about him; because I don’t take no 

stock in dead people.
—Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn

Our obligation to treat those distant from us as moral equals has been
a major theme of this book. We have argued that the classical econo-
mists’ device of sympathy provides the source of moral obligation that
enables individuals to move from self- to group interests. To the extent
that we sympathize with others, we become willing to offer them some-
thing in return for something else. We have also argued that these
“things” may include material wealth, resources, or approbation, what
we might refer to today as respect.

We ‹nish this book with two related claims. First, as sympathy may
extend to those who are currently far away from us, it may also extend
to those of the past. Second, there are bene‹ts to be gained from
extending sympathy to those in the distant past. Therefore, we hold
that we are under obligation to the past as a matter of reciprocity. As we
offer this scholarship for re›ection and correction, so too we re›ect on
the works of scholars of the past, both learning and offering suggestions
for correction.

We make these claims knowing that sympathizing with those of the
distant past is not easy. They are, after all, mostly dead people, and as
Huckleberry Finn put it, “After supper she got out her book and
learned me about Moses and the Bulrushers; and I was in a sweat to
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‹nd out all about him; but by-and-by she let it out that Moses had been
dead a considerable long time; so then I didn’t care no more about
him; because I don’t take no stock in dead people” (1885, 626). Many
economists echo Huck’s sentiments, ‹nding the past too lifeless for
sympathy, ‹lled with only dead and fruitless ideas.

Like the presumption that the “expert” knows best, this may be the
‹nal and most widespread form of hierarchy that persists today.1 Today,
we fail to sympathize with the past, because it is unfamiliar, and,
besides, we need not give it attention because, today, we have outper-
formed the past. Our analysis re›ects our superior capacity. This is
nothing more than Smith’s “vanity of the philosopher” applied across
time.

We have made this claim repeatedly, that direction of sympathy was
a key issue in the debates we study. And we have, we hope, made it
clear that on this issue we follow the classical economists who held that
sympathetic judgments were to be made by individuals, rather than
directed by their “betters.” We do not wish to contradict ourselves here,
by suggesting that “we” know best how sympathy should be directed.
But we have identi‹ed ourselves with the moral imperative of the
Golden Rule. Our point here is simply that today we violate the prin-
ciples of equality and reciprocity that Smith (and we authors) hold to
when we dismiss the thinking and lives of the past without re›ection. If
we presuppose the past has nothing to teach us, and we do not share
Galton’s ability to simultaneously present his presuppositions and the
counterexample, we are unlikely to ‹nd anything worthwhile in the
past. And then we fail to learn.2 We noted in chapter 6 that ‹rewalls do
not maintain themselves. One purpose of this book is to help maintain
a ‹rewall in the space of ideas by discussing the consequences which
have followed from the assumption that surface differences among
people reveal underlying differences among persons.

What is to be gained by extending sympathy to those in the past?
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1. In fact, the presumption that we know best, today, is a form of the presumption that the
expert knows best. Today, we are the experts, relative to the past.

2. We have made the case in more detail, that knowledge of the past is a public good, in Peart
and Levy 2005.



While there are no material resources we can transfer to them, those
who offer up respect for the past can learn surprising, sometimes useful
insights. We began this project fully disagreeing with the arguments
favoring hierarchy in Carlyle and others. Yet only through the course
of working out the logic of the position of classical economists did we
come to realize that analytical egalitarianism extends to the position of
the “expert” relative to the subject, and then come to appreciate the
full signi‹cance of the device of sympathy in their system.

In disagreement, as well, we learn. We are grateful to Carlyle for his
instruction that the utilitarians with whom he dined proposed to make
social decisions by counting heads. Our differences with the “science”
of eugenics and our obligation to Galton’s teaching that one can move
smoothly from sampling theory to political theory ought to be equally
transparent. We have fewer obligations to those we have found to have
bent their doctrine in service of their desires, but even as we recog-
nized such practices, we were led to consider the incentives faced by
the “expert” and the subject more deeply.

This book has also presented evidence that the utilitarian econo-
mists of the past analyzed the social world through majoritarian
devices. We have shown that such devices are rarely used today. The
question that arises, of course, is Why? If there had been a discussion
in which the comparative advantages of these traditional estimators of
location—the median and the average—had been debated, then we
would have nothing to contribute with our history but history. But such
a discussion didn’t take place. And once the profession moved from
one estimator to the next, the memory of the older form of utilitarian-
ism was lost.

The only text we have found that compares the merits of counting
people and weighting bene‹ts is Edgeworth’s Mathematical Psychics.
And, as we have seen, Edgeworth dismissed counting people as “unsci-
enti‹c,” a pre-Darwinian prejudice, and proceeded to develop an alter-
native. Because we have lost the context of this debate, we now read it
as a contest in which technical economics won over the nontechnical
classical economists’ methods. We entirely miss the context, examined
earlier, in which the “science” Edgeworth relied on is the science of
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natural selection. In our account, such “science” was turned into a
form of theology in which the voice of Providence purportedly
trumped human happiness. Here, we are not concerned with Edge-
worth’s arguments. We have said enough on that already. Instead, our
point is that a literature that follows Edgeworth without awareness of
the alternatives, or perhaps even the consequences, is at best unin-
formed.

The past is distant from us. We can’t touch or experience it directly.
We have to imagine it, and, as Adam Smith suggested, we have to learn
how to imagine. We suspect it is no coincidence that by the time his
story ends Huck has learned to judge distance better. He learns how to
sympathize and discovers that an escaped slave can be fully human.3

And he comes to learn that if the choice is between personal interest
and the obligations of reciprocity,4 J. S. Mill had it right.
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3. “And got to thinking over our trip down the river; and I see Jim before me, all the time, in
the day and in the night-time, sometimes moonlight, sometimes storms, and we a ›oating along,
talking, and singing, and laughing. But somehow I couldn’t seem to strike no places to harden me
against him, but only the other kind. I’d see him standing my watch on top of his’n, stead of call-
ing me, so I could go on sleeping; and see him how glad he was when I come back out of the fog;
and when I come to him again in the swamp, up there where the feud was; and such-like times;
and would always call me honey, and pet me, and do everything he could think of for me, and
how good he always was; and at last I struck the time I saved him by telling the men we had
small-pox aboard, and he was so grateful, and said I was the best friend old Jim ever had in the
world, and the only one he’s got now” (Twain, 1885, 834).

4. “So I was full of trouble, full as I could be; and didn’t know what to do. At last I had an idea;
and I says, I’ll go and write the letter—and then see if I can pray. Why, it was astonishing, the way
I felt as light as a feather right straight off, and my troubles all gone. So I got a piece of paper and
a pencil, all glad and excited, and set down and wrote:

Miss Watson, your runaway nigger Jim is down here two mile below Pikesville and Mr.
Phelps has got him and he will give him up for the reward if you send.

HUCK FINN.

“I felt good and all washed clean of sin for the ‹rst time I had ever felt so in my life, and I
knowed I could pray now. But I didn’t do it straight off, but laid the paper down and set there
thinking—thinking how good it was all this happened so, and how near I come to being lost and
going to hell. And went on thinking . . . .

“It was a close place. I took it up, and held it in my hand. I was a trembling, because I’d got to
decide, forever, betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath,
and then says to myself:

“ ‘All right, then, I’ll go to hell’—and tore it up.
“It was awful thoughts, and awful words, but they was said. And I let them stay said; and never

thought no more about reforming. I shoved the whole thing out of my head; and said I would take
up wickedness again, which was in my line, being brung up to it, and the other warn’t” (1885,
834–35).



“If, instead of the ‘glad tidings’ that there exists a Being in whom all
the excellences which the highest human mind can conceive, exists in
a degree inconceivable to us, I am informed that the world is ruled by
a being whose attributes are in‹nite, but what they are we cannot learn,
nor what the principles of his government, except that ‘the highest
human morality which we are capable of conceiving’ does not sanction
them; convince me of it, and I will bear my fate as I may. But when I
am told that I must believe this, and at the same time call this being by
the names which express and af‹rm the highest theological morality, I
say in plain terms that I will not. Whatever power such a being may
have over me, there is one thing which he shall not do: he shall not
compel me to worship him. I will call no being good, who is not what
I mean when I apply that epithet to my fellow-creatures; and if such a
being can sentence me to hell for not so calling him, to hell I will go”
(1865, 103). 
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POSTSCRIPT: 
A LETTER FROM M. ALI KHAN

Three days after the copyedited manuscript arrived from our publish-
ers, we received this email from our friend and colleague, Ali Khan.
With his kind permission, we include Ali’s message here. We ‹nd his
story to be a powerful reminder of our theme, announced in the pref-
ace to this volume: “difference” is rarely unsigned, and generally
signi‹es “inferiority” or some such negative characteristic.

Dear Colleagues,

. . . I write to report to you a somewhat unpleasant episode on a
recent trip to [. . .].

The occasion was a Conference on Globalization . . .
However, before my lecture, there was a presentation by an Inspector

[. . .] from Homeland Security who began by saying that his Department
had given 13 million dollars to [the university] and 18 million to
[another university], and whereas academics were “generally coopera-
tive,” he was not getting as much cooperation from them as he would
like. He exhorted us to “integrate into the system—integrate with the
good people.” And then he recounted three “heroic” episodes of how
his colleagues had subdued recalcitrant academics bringing in samples
without licences. And he explained what defending this country really
means—“they could not afford to make a single mistake”.

After the Inspector’s talk, [the next speaker] explained the impor-
tance of diversity and that of foreign students to the universities in the
US—it was not simply a matter of losing tuition revenue. The Inspec-
tor’s reply was that whereas he understood this, he was “concerned
about those foreign students who do not go back and stay here—it is
they we have to watch.” The fact that the next talk was being given by
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someone originally (and perhaps identi‹ably) from Pakistan, and that
he was to be introduced by someone originally from Iran and that the
Dean of the Center to whom he (or rather his Department) had given 13
million dollars, was originally from South Korea, did not bother him in
the least.

I opened my talk with my hand raised and with the statement that I
was one of those who did not go back, that my head was reeling with
what I had heard, that I would discard the of‹cial CV and begin with a
biodata for him alone to put his mind at rest, that I had not “jumped” at
the offer of US citizenship and had re›ected for several years before
accepting it, that I had lived more than three ‹fth’s of my life in this
country, that I was teaching two courses on integration this semester
(though not of the kind that he would understand), that I had married a
fellow graduate student from Lebanon etc. etc. Since I discarded my
notes and spoke extemporaneously, I do not remember what I said other
than the talk revolved on Hayek and on Inspector [. . .] himself, in par-
ticular on Hayek’s 1944 chapter titled “Security and Freedom”, that it
was very well received, and that with all the laughs, it all seemed good
fun. After the talk, the Vice-President of the University came up, and
very warmly told me how much she had enjoyed my talk. But I could
not reconcile her statements with the fact that she had also been nod-
ding and smiling at [the Inspector’s] heroic (though I suspect one-sided)
narratives. But several others who came up and thanked me were obvi-
ously sincere, and made me feel at home.

The last talk was given by Professor [. . .], a dry midwesterner, who
then followed my format, and began by talking of how he “also fell in
love with a Brazilian—his wife of forty years” and about his three chil-
dren (one of them adopted), and what each of them were doing, and
how the US University system was one of the country’s great treasures
etc. etc.

However, the next morning the fun seemed to have gone out of it—I
was scared, and also somewhat angry that however interpreted, I had
been gratuitously put in a position that called on me to defend myself
and my attachment to this country—perhaps not gratuitously but cer-
tainly on the basis of national origin, and perhaps not that alone. But I
suspect this is also what diversity is all about.

Best, Ali
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APPENDICES: GALTON’S TWO
PAPERS ON VOTING AS

ROBUST ESTIMATION

1. INTRODUCTION

Why has it taken so long for theorists of politics to see the relation-
ship between voting and estimation?1 This good question was asked by
Bassett and Persky (1999: 299) when they took the concept of robust-
ness from statistical theory and applied it usefully to voting proce-
dures.2 Their problem is even more complicated than they propose.
The relationship between voting and robust estimation was explained
carefully in two 1907 contributions to Nature by Galton.

It is easy to believe that important contributions can be overlooked
when their author is outside the research community or they are pub-
lished in obscure joumals.3 But two 1907 articles by Galton in Nature?4

How is it possible for a contribution to be more centrally located in a
discussion? Karl Pearson who describes them carefully suggests that
Galton published them in Nature for “immediate attention . . . at the
cost of later oblivion.”5 Is the difficulty here that Galton is simply sixty
years ahead of the statistical literature?6 He evidently uses a
technique—an influence curve—which would not become common-
place until the 1970s to make his case against the sample mean and in
favor of the sample median.7
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2.WHY A MEDIAN?

Galton considers a group deciding upon an amount where instead of
preferences, each member is supposed to possess an estimate of the true
amount. What estimate is appropriate for the group? Surely not the
sample mean:

That conclusion is clearly not the average of all the estimates, which
would give a voting power to “cranks” in proportion to their crankiness.
One absurdly large or small estimate would leave a greater impress on
the result than one of reasonable amount, and the more an estimate
diverges from the bulk of the rest, the more influence would it exert.8

In modern terms, even though the sample mean has ideal properties at
normality because it has an unbounded influence curve—the influ-
ence of “cranks”—is “in proportion to their crankiness”—it is far too
dangerous to employ for serious purposes, i.e., those questions involv-
ing real money. Consider on the contrary the nice properties of the
sample median. Majority rule is the median estimate:

I wish to point out that the estimate to which least objection can be
raised is the middlemost estimate, the number of votes that it is too high
being exactly balanced by the number of votes that it is too low. Every
other estimate is condemned by a majority of voters as being either too
high or too low, the middlemost alone escaping this condemnation.

In the next contribution Galton introduces a device which Stigler
(1977) would make famous: judging the properties of an estimator by
how it works with real data. While Stigler worked within an austere
context—estimators’ ability to recover the true parameters of the phys-
ical world from experimental data—Galton used a rather homey exam-
ple—how the median guess of 787 contestants paying a 6d entrance fee
recovered the weight of an ox. The median guess was 0.8% high. Gal-
ton finds the distribution of guesses strikingly abnormal.

In his later Memories (1908: 281) this founder of eugenics admits to
an egalitarian conclusion arising from these papers:

The result seems more creditable to the trustworthiness of a democratic
judgment than might have been expected. But the proportion of the vot-
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ers who were practised in judging weights undoubtedly surpassed that of
the voters in ordinary elections who are versed in politics.9

I endeavoured in the memoirs just mentioned, to show the appropriate-
ness of utilising the Median vote in Councils and in Juries, whenever
they have to consider money questions. Each juryman has his own view
of what the sum should be. I will suppose each of them to be written
down. The best interpretation of their collective view is to my mind cer-
tainly not the average, because the wider the deviation of an individual
member from the average, of the rest, the more largely would it effect
the result. In short, unwisdom is given greater weight than wisdom. In
all cases in which one vote is supposed to have one value, the median
value must be the truest representative of the whole, because any other
value would be negatived if put to the vote.

3. “ IMMEDIATE ATTENTION”

Galton was 85 when he wrote these papers. Suppose that Pearson was
right about the consequence of publishing in Nature and further sup-
posing that Galton himself recognized the consequence, what would
require immediate attention? First, the title “Vox Populi” recalls Gal-
ton’s Carlylean doctrine of the foolishness of majority rule democracy.
This is Galton from 1872:

I propose, in these pages, to discuss a curious and apparently anomalous
group of base moral instincts and intellectual deficiencies, to trace their
analogies in the world of brutes, and to examine the conditions, through
which they have been evolved. I speak of the slavish aptitudes, from the
leaders of men, and the heroes and the prophets, are exempt, but which
are irrepressible elements in the disposition of average men. I refer to
the natural tendency of the vast majority of our race to shrink from the
responsibility of standing and acting alone, to their exaltation of the vox
populi, even when they know it to be the utterance of a mob of nobod-
ies, into the vox Dei, to their willing servitude to tradition, authority and
custom. (Quoted in Pearson [1924: 72]).

The immediate context seems to be Galton’s reflection upon just how
eugenic policy might be made in a nonhierarchical society:

Society would be very dull if every man resembled the highly estimable
Marcus Aurelius or Adam Bede. The aim of eugenics is to represent
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each class or sect by its best specimens; that done, to leave them to work
out their common civilization in their own way.

A considerable list of qualities can easily be compiled that nearly
everyone except “cranks” would take into account when picking out the
best specimens of his class.10

Is that which required “immediate attention” a recantation of Gal-
ton’s former views? If so it is harder to think of a more wonderful dis-
play of intellectual integrity. 

Without further ado, Galton from 1907.

Notes
1. The median voter theory proposed in Downs (1957) is supposed to apply

a distribution of voters. The median is a parameter—the population median—
not an estimate of a parameter. A search via JSTOR on Downs and median
voter and Galton yield nothing.

2. The reader of Bassett and Persky (1999) might get the impression that
they wrote in knowledge of Levy 1989. They did not. Their results were com-
pletely independent.

3. Stigler (1973) appeals to these facts to explain plausibly why Newcomb’s
and Daniell’s contributions to robust estimation were neglected.

4. Galton (1908: 280–81) gives an account of these contributions in
non-technical terms.

5. Pearson (1924, 400): “The Median. There are a number of short papers by
Galton which are, perhaps, most suitably dealt with in this chapter. A good many
of them appeared in the pages of Nature, a ready means of attracting immediate
attention, but too often at the cost of later oblivion. Several of these papers con-
cern really important points, which have, since their publication, been again and
again overlooked.” An 1890 Nature article “Dice for Statistical Experiments” is
reprinted by Stigler (1999, 152–55) along with extensive commentary.

6. Stigler (1999, 151): “Francis Galton (1822–1911) was such a fertile source
of statistical ideas over his long life that it should not cause surprise that he
contributed to simulation as well.”

7. Influence curves play a critical role in the motivation of Andrews et al.
(1972).

8. What perhaps compounds the difficulties of seeing the point is that Gal-
ton has somehow obtained a reputation of not deviating from the assumption
of normality. Porter (1986, 139): “Galton remained one of the most loyal parti-
sans of the error law throughout his life. Even though he was among the first
to propose an alternative distribution, the so-called log-normal, in conjunc-
tion with a certain class of data, that formula involved no rejection of the con-
ventional error law.” Porter does not respond to pre-emptive counterexamples
to this claim for such contexts as would justify the use of sample median,
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Stigler (1973, 875–76). Galton (1889: 409) uses the fact of outliers to argue
against use of the range as an estimator of scale—“The difference between the
extreme ends of a marshaled series is no proper measure of the variety of the
men who compose it. However few may be the objects in the series, it is always
possible that a giant or a dwarf, so to speak, may be included among them.
The presence of either would mislead as to the range of variety likely to be
found in another equally numerous sample taken from the same group.” His
argument in favor of the median deviation, instead of the mean deviation, is
found on the following page. This seems clear recognition of the importance
of outliers in selecting a sensible estimator of scale.

9. Might one—without the slightest disrespect—point out that there will
also be more voters in elections than in ox judgment? Robin Hanson helped
here in another context.

10. Galton (1904: 2). This is the only paper in JSTOR written by Galton
which contains the word “crank.” The search was conducted May 26, 2000.
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One vote, one value

A certain class of problems do not as yet appear to be solved according
to scientific rules, though they are of much importance and of frequent
recurrence. Two examples will suffice. (1) A jury has to assess damages.
(2) The council of a society has to fix on a sum of money, suitable for
some particular purpose. Each voter, whether of the jury or of the
council, has equal authority with each of his colleagues. How can the
right conclusion be reached, considering that there may be as many
different estimates as there are members? That conclusion is clearly
not the average of all the estimates, which would give a voting power to
“cranks” in proportion to their crankiness. One absurdly large or small
estimate would leave a greater impress on the result than one of rea-
sonable amount, and the more an estimate diverges from the bulk of
the rest, the more influence would it exert. I wish to point out that the
estimate to which least objection can be raised is the middlemost esti-
mate, the number of votes that it is too high being exactly balanced by
the number of votes that it is too low. Every other estimate is con-
demned by a majority of voters as being either too high or too low, the
middlemost alone escaping this condemnation. The number of voters
may be odd or even. If odd, there is one middlemost value: thus in 11
votes the middlemost is the 6th; in 99 votes the middlemost is the 50th.
If the number of voters be even, there are two middlemost values, the
mean of which must be taken; thus in 12 votes the middlemost lies
between the 6th and the 7th; in 100 votes between the 50th and the 51st.
Generally, in 2n – 1 votes the middlemost is the nth; in 2n votes it lies
between the nth and the (n + l)th.

I suggest that the process for a jury on their retirement should be (1)
to discuss and interchange views; (2) for each juryman to write his own
independent estimate on a separate slip of paper; (3) for the foreman to
arrange the slips in the order of the values written on them; (4) to take
the average of the 6th and 7th as the verdict, which might be finally
approved as a substantive proposition. Similarly as regards the resolu-
tions of councils, having regard to the above (2n – 1) and 2n remarks.

—Francis Galton
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Vox populi
In these democratic days, any investigation into the trustworthiness
and peculiarities of popular judgments is of interest. The material
about to be discussed refers to a small matter, but is much to the point.

A weight-judging competition was carried on at the annual show of
the West of England Fat Stock and Poultry Exhibition recently held at
Plymouth. A fat ox having been selected, competitors bought stamped
and numbered cards, for 6d, each, on which to inscribe their respective
names, addresses, and estimates of what the ox would weigh after it had
been slaughtered and “dressed.” Those who guessed most successfully
received prizes. About 800 tickets were issued, which were kindly lent
me for examination after they had fulfilled their immediate purpose.
These afforded excellent material. The judgments were unbiassed by
passion and uninfluenced by oratory and the like. The sixpenny fee
deterred practical joking, and the hope of a prize and the joy of com-
petition promoted each competitor to do his best. The competitors
included butchers and farmers, some of whom were highly expert in
judging the weight of cattle; others were probably guided by such infor-
mation as they might pick up, and by their own fancies. The average
competitor was probably as well fitted for making a just estimate of the
dressed weight of the ox, as an average voter is of judging the merits of
most political issues on which he votes, and the variety among the vot-
ers to judge justly was probably much the same in either case.

After weeding thirteen cards out of the collection, as being defective
or illegible, there remained 787 for discussion. I arrayed [see Table 1]
them in order of the magnitudes of the estimates, and converted the
cwt., quartors, and lbs. in which they were made, into lbs., under which
form they will be treated.

According to the democratic principle of “one vote one value,” the
middlemost estimate expresses the vox populi, every other estimate
being condemned as too low or too high by a majority of the voters (for
fuller explanation see “One vote, one value,” Nature, February 28, p.
414). Now the middlemost estimate is 1207 lb., and the weight of the
dressed ox proved to be 1198 lb.; so the vox populi was in this case 9 lb.,
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or 0.8 percent, of the whole weight too high. The distribution of the
estimates about their middlemost value was of the usual type, so far
that they clustered closely in its neighborhood and because rapidly
more sparse as the distance from it increased [Diagram 1 found on 
p. 281]. But they were not scattered symmetrically. One quarter of them
deviated more than 45 lb. above the middlemost (3.7 percent.), and
another quarter deviated more than 29 lb., below it (2.4 percent.),
therefore the range of the two middle quarters, that is, of the middle-
most half, lay within those limits. It would be an equal chance that the
estimate written on any card picked at random out of the collection lay
within or without those limits. In other words, the “probable error” of a
single observation may be reckoned as ½ (45+29), or 37 lb. (3.1 per-
cent). Taking this for the p.e. of the normal curve that is best adapted
for comparison with the observed values, the results are obtained
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TABLE 1. Distribution of the estimates of the dressed weight of a particular liv-
ing ox, made by 787 different persons

Centiles

Degree of Observed Excess of
the length of Estimates deviates from Normal observed
array 0°–100° in lbs. 1207 lbs. p.e. = 37 over normal

°5 1074 –133 –90 +43
10 1109 –98 –70 +28
15 1126 –81 –57 +24
20 1148 –59 –46 +13

q1 25 1162 –45 –37 +8
30 1174 –33 –29 +4
35 1181 –26 –21 +5
40 1188 –19 –14 +5
45 1197 –10 –7 +3

m 50 1207 0 0 0
55 1214 +7 +7 0
60 1219 +12 +14 –2
65 1225 +18 +21 –3
70 1230 +23 +29 –6

q3 75 1236 +29 +37 –8
80 1243 +36 +46 –10
85 1254 +47 +57 –10
90 1267 +52 +70 –18
95 1293 +86 +90 –4

q1, q3, the first and third quartiles, stand at 25° and 75° respectively.
m, the median or middlemost value stands at 50°. 
The dressed weight proved to be 1198 lbs.



which appear in above table, and graphically in the diagram [see Dia-
gram 1].

The abnormality of the distribution of the estimates now becomes
manifest, and is of this kind. The competitors may be imagined to have
erred normally in the first instance, and then to have magnified all
errors that were negative and to have minified all those that were posi-
tive. The lower half of the “observed” curve agrees for a large part of its
range with a normal curve having the p.e. = 45, and the upper half with
one having its p.e. = 29. I have not sufficient knowledge of the mental
methods followed by those who judge weights to offer a useful opinion
as to the cause of this curious anomaly. It is partly a psychological ques-
tion, in answering which the various psychophysical investigations of
Fechner and others would have to be taken into account. Also the
anomaly may be partly due to the use of a small variety of different
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Diagram 1. From the tabular values. 
The continuous line is the normal curve with p.e. = 37.
The broken line is drawn from the observations.
The lines connecting them show the differences between the observed and the normal.



methods, or formulae, so that the estimates are not homogeneous in
that respect.

It appears then, in this particular instance, that the vox populi is cor-
rect to within 1 percent of the real value, and that the individual esti-
mates are abnormally distributed in such a way that it is an equal
chance whether one of them, selected at random, falls within or with-
out the limits of –3.7 percent. and +2.4 percent of their middlemost
value.

This result is, I think, more creditable to the trustworthiness of a
democratic judgment than might have been expected.

The authorities of the more important cattle shows might do service
to statistics if they made a practice of preserving the sets of cards of this
description, that they may obtain on future occasions, and loaned
them under proper restrictions, as these have been, for statistical dis-
cussion. The fact of the cards being numbered makes it possible to
ascertain whether any given set is complete.

—Francis Galton
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