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Radio-carbon dating shows that by 8500 B.C., people living in the caves
of Shanidar in the foothills of the Zagros mountains in Iran had domesti-
cated sheep. By 7000 B.C., the village farming community at Jarmo in
Iraq had domesticated goats, together with barley and two different kinds
of wheat.

Starting about 8000 B.C., rice came under cultivation in East Asia. This
may represent an independent invention of agriculture, and agriculture may
also have been invented independently in the western hemisphere, made
possible by the earth’s unusually stable climate during this period.

At Jericho, in the Dead Sea valley, excavations have revealed a prepot-
tery neolithic settlement surrounded by an impressive stone wall, six feet
wide and twelve feet high. Radiocarbon dating shows that the defenses of
the town were built about 7000 B.C.. Probably they represent the attempts
of a settled agricultural people to defend themselves from the plundering
raids of less advanced nomadic tribes.

Starting in western Asia, the neolithic agricultural revolution swept
westward into Europe, and eastward into the regions that are now Iran
and India. By 4300 B.C., the agricultural revolution had spread south-
west to the Nile valley, where excavations along the shore of Lake Fayum
have revealed the remains of grain bins and silos. The Nile carried farm-
ing and stock-breeding techniques slowly southward, and wherever they
arrived, they swept away the hunting and food-gathering cultures. By
3200 B.C. the agricultural revolution had reached the Hyrax Hill site in
Kenya. At this point the southward movement of agriculture was stopped
by the swamps at the headwaters of the Nile. Meanwhile, the Mediter-
ranean Sea and the Danube carried the revolution westward into Europe.
Between 4500 and 2000 B.C. it spread across Europe as far as the British
Isles and Scandinavia.

Early forms of writing

The speed of human cultural evolution leapt to an entirely new level with
the invention of writing. Suddenly, with this critically important invention,
information began to accumulate at an unprecedented rate.

In Mesopotamia (which in Greek means “between the rivers”), the set-
tled agricultural people of the Tigris and Euphrates valleys evolved a form
of writing. The practical Mesopotamians seem to have invented writing as
a means of keeping accounts.

Small clay and pebble counting tokens symbolizing items of trade began
to be used in the Middle East about 9000 B.C., and they were widely used
in the region until 1500 B.C.. These tokens had various shapes, depending
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on the ware which they symbolized, and when made of clay they were
often marked with parallel lines or crosses, which made their meaning more
precise. In all, about 500 types of tokens have been found at various sites.
Their use extended as far to the west as Khartoum in present-day Sudan,
and as far to the east as the region which is now Pakistan. Often the tokens
were kept in clay containers which were marked to indicate their contents.
The markings on the containers, and the tokens themselves, evolved into
true writing.

Among the earliest Mesopotamian writings are a set of clay tablets
found at Tepe Yahya in southern Iran, the site of an ancient Elamite trading
community halfway between Mesopotamia and India. The Elamite trade
supplied the Sumerian civilization of Mesopotamia with silver, copper, tin,
lead, precious gems, horses, timber, obsidian, alabaster and soapstone.

The tablets found at Tepe Yahya are inscribed in proto-Elamite, and
radiocarbon dating of organic remains associated with the tablets shows
them to be from about 3600 B.C.. The inscriptions on these tablets were
made by pressing the blunt and sharp ends of a stylus into soft clay. Similar
tablets have been found at the Sumerian city of Susa at the head of the
Tigris River.

In about 3100 B.C. the cuneiform script was developed, and later Me-
sopotamian tablets are written in cuneiform, a phonetic script in which the
symbols stand for syllables.

The Egyptian hieroglyphic (priest writing) system began its develop-
ment in about 4000 B.C.. At that time, it was pictorial rather than pho-
netic. However, the Egyptians were in contact with the Sumerian civiliza-
tion of Mesopotamia, and when the Sumerians developed a phonetic system
of writing in about 3100 B.C., the Egyptians were quick to adopt the idea.
In the cuneiform writing of the Sumerians, a character stood for a syllable.
In the Egyptian adaptation of this idea, some of the symbols stood for syl-
lables or numbers, or were determinative symbols, which helped to make
the meaning of a word more precise. However, some of the hieroglyphs were
purely alphabetic, i.e. they stood for sounds which we would now repre-
sent by a single letter. This was important from the standpoint of cultural
history, since it suggested to the Phoenicians the idea of an alphabet of the
modern type.

In Sumer, the pictorial quality of the symbols was lost at a very early
stage, so that in the cuneiform script the symbols are completely abstract.
By contrast, the Egyptian system of writing was designed to decorate mon-
uments and to be impressive even to an illiterate viewer; and this purpose
was best served by retaining the elaborate pictographic form of the symbols.

Starting with the neolithic agricultural revolution and the invention of
writing, human culture began to develop with explosive speed. Agriculture
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Fig. 1.1 A baked clay tablet with cuneiform writing.

led to a settled way of life, with leisure for manufacturing complex arti-
facts, and for invention and experimentation. Writing allowed the cultural
achievements of individuals or small groups to become widespread, and to
be passed efficiently from one generation to the next.

Compared with the rate of ordinary genetic evolution, the speed with
which the information-driven cultural evolution of Homo sapiens sapiens
began to develop is truly astonishing. 12,000 years before the present, our
ancestors were decorating the walls of their caves with drawings of mam-
moths. Only 10,000 years later, they were speculating about the existence
of atoms! Within another 2000 years, they could see individual atoms in
scanning tunneling microscopes. New methods for the conservation, trans-
mission and utilization of information were the driving forces behind the
explosively accelerating evolution of human culture.

This remarkably rapid growth of human culture was not accompanied
by very great genetic changes in our species. It took place instead because
of a revolutionary leap in the efficiency with which information could be
conserved and transmitted between generations, not in the code of DNA,
but in the codes of Mesopotamian cuneiform, Egyptian hieroglyphics, Chi-
nese ideograms, Mayan glyphs, and the Phoenician and Greek alphabets.
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The development of printing in Europe and the rapid spread of books
and knowledge produced a brilliant chainlike series of scientific discoveries
- the sun-centered system of Copernicus, Kepler’s three laws of planetary
motion, Descartes’ invention of analytic geometry, Gilbert’s studies of mag-
netism, Galileo’s discoveries in experimental physics and astronomy, the
microscopy of Hooke and Leeuwenhoek, Newton’s universal laws of motion
and gravitation, the differential and integral calculus of Newton and Leib-
niz, the medical discoveries of Harvey, Jenner, Pasteur, Koch, Semmelweis
and Lister, and the chemical discoveries of Boyle, Dalton, Priestly, Lavoisier
and Berzelius.

The rapid accumulation of scientific knowledge made possible by pa-
per and printing was quickly converted into the practical inventions of the
industrial revolution. In the space of a few centuries, the information ex-
plosion changed Europe from a backward region into a society of an entirely
new type, driven by scientific and technological innovation and by the dif-
fusion and accumulation of knowledge.

1.2 Condorcet

The rise of science in Europe which followed the invention of printing with
movable type inspired a period of optimism - the Enlightenment. In the
18th century, applications of scientific knowledge were already being applied
to practical problems, with the result that great improvements in the human
condition seemed within reach. The Utopian writings of the marquis de
Condorcet, William Godwin and Adam Smith are typical of the period.

Marie-Jean-Antoine-Nicolas Caritat, marquis de Condorcet, was one of
the first people to write about evolution, and his ideas embraced both its
forms - both genetic evolution and cultural evolution. He born in 1743
in the town of Ribemont in southern France. He studied mathematics in
Paris, and in 1765, when he was barely 22 years old, he presented an Essay
on the Integral Calculus to the Academy of Sciences in Paris.

Condorcet was interested in social questions as well as mathematics,
and he became one of the chief authors of the proclamation which declared
France to be a republic and which summoned a National Convention. He
also was one of the authors of a draft of a new French Constitution. This
brought him into conflict with the Jacobin leader Robespierre, who had
helped to write a competing constitution.

When Condorcet urged Frenchmen to reject the Jacobin version of the
constitution, Robespierre succeeded in having him denounced in the Con-
vention; and an order was sent out for his arrest. The officers tried to find
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Fig. 1.2 A printing press ca. 1520.

him, first at his town house, and then at his house in the country; but,
warned by a friend, Condorcet had gone into hiding.

Although Robespierre’s agents had been unable to arrest him, Con-
dorcet was sentenced to the guillotine in absentia. He knew that in all
probability he had only a few weeks or months to live; and he began to
write his last thoughts, racing against time. Condorcet returned to a project
which he had begun in 1772, a history of the progress of human thought,
stretching from the remote past to the distant future. Guessing that he
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Fig. 1.3 Marquis de Condorcet (1743-1794).

would not have time to complete the full-scale work he had once planned,
he began a sketch or outline: Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progrès
de l’esprit humain.

Like many other philosophers of the Enlightenment, Condorcet believed
in the infinite perfectibility of humankind, and he anticipated some of
Charles Darwin’s evolutionary ideas: Condorcet believed that both hu-
mans and animals have evolved from lower forms and are still undergoing
evolutionary improvement. He guessed that humans were once at the same
level as animals are today; but in humans, higher facilities gradually de-
veloped. Since this improvement of our species took place historically, he
believed, there is no reason why further evolution should not take place in
the future.
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Condorcet begins his manuscript by stating his belief “that nature has
set no bounds on the improvement of human facilities; that the perfectibility
of man is really indefinite; and that its progress is henceforth independent
of any power to arrest it, and has no limit except the duration of the globe
upon which nature has placed us”. He states also that “the moral goodness
of man is a necessary result of his organism; and it is, like all his other
facilities, capable of indefinite improvement.”

Isaac Newton’s great work, Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathamat-
ica, had been translated into French and was much discussed by the philoso-
phers of the Enlightenment. Condorcet accepted Newton’s concept of an
orderly cosmos, governed by natural laws to which there are no exceptions,
and he believed that these laws govern the existence and evolution of both
humans and animals. In his Esquisse, he stresses the similarities between
humans and animals, and their probable common origin. To understand
how our species could have evolved from lower forms of life, Condorcet
says, one need only imagine a series of small changes, continued over a long
period of time.

The prolonged childhood of humans is unique among animals, Con-
dorcet points out. He states that this prolonged childhood is necessary
for the intergenerational transmission of speech and culture. As speech
and culture evolved in humans, the need for a stable family structure also
evolved, to protect the young during their long infancy and education.
Thus, biological evolution produced a moral precept - the sanctity of the
family.

Condorcet then gives his readers another instance where biological evo-
lution has produced moral behavior patterns in humans: As cultural evo-
lution continued, he says, large groups of humans needed to be able to live
together, and this would have been impossible without some degree of sen-
sitivity to the needs of others. Thus, Condorcet says, altruism in humans
has its origin in biological and cultural evolution.

Unlike Rousseau, who saw civilized humans as degraded when compared
to the “noble savage”, Condorcet believed the development of civilized so-
cieties to be an upward step. “The stormy and painful passage”, he wrote,
“of a primitive society to a state of enlightenment and freedom is by no
means a degeneration of the human species, but a necessary crisis in its
march towards a future state of absolute perfection. The reader will see
that not the increase but the decay of knowledge has produced the vices of
polished peoples; and finally that, far from corrupting mankind, knowledge
has sweetened their temper even when it could not correct their faults or
alter their character.”

Condorcet believed that in the future, ideas that now require genius
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to comprehend will become part of the general education of humankind,
because the ideas will become systematized and simplified. He was perhaps
thinking of his own contributions to calculus, which had been developed
through the genius of Newton and Leibniz. The work of Condorcet helped
to turn calculus into an everyday tool that could be used by all scientists
and engineers. He also predicted the development of the social sciences, and
here again, Condorcet was a pioneer. He was the first to apply statistics to
economic and social problems.

Condorcet believed that vice is largely due to ignorance and error, and
that it can be eliminated through education and social change. He lists
the errors that he has noticed in the human institutions of his time: in-
equality between men and women, economic inequalities, religious bigotry,
war, slavery, disease, division of humanity into mutually exclusive linguistic
groups, and hereditary transmission of power.

Condorcet regards the republican form of government as being greatly
superior to monarchy, and he looks forward to the time when democracies
will be established throughout the world. This will reduce the probability
of wars between nations, and will also end the sufferings experienced under
tyrannical monarchs.

In a previous publication, Sur L’Admission des Femmes au Droit de
Cité, (Paris, 1790), Condorcet had pleaded for political and educational
equality between men and women, and he returns to this theme in his
Esquisse. Condorcet sees no reason, moral, physical or intellectual, for
inequality between the sexes, and he regard it as a defect in the French
Constitution that women are not given full political rights.

Regarding disease, Condorcet predicts that the progress of medical sci-
ence will abolish it. Also, he maintains that since perfectibility (i.e. evo-
lution) operates throughout the biological world, there is no reason why
mankind’s physical structure might not gradually improve, with the result
that human life in the remote future could be greatly prolonged.

Condorcet looks forward to a time when the atrocious suffering produced
by war will disappear - a time when war will be abolished as a social
institution. With their intellectual improvement, he says, humans will come
to recognize war as an enormous source of unnecessary destruction and
pain. The establishment of republican governments throughout the world
will end dynastic conflicts. Wars fought for commercial reasons will also
disappear. Finally, the introduction of a universal language throughout the
world will lead to increased understanding between nations. Peace will be
further strengthened by perpetual confederations.

Condorcet looks forward to a time when both colonial exploitation and
the slave trade will be abolished. He also predicts that sometime in the
future, all unjust monopolies (like the Dutch and English East India Com-
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panies) will be prohibited, and the benefits of free trade will be extended
throughout the world. He advocates a system of universal, state-supported
education, as well as insurance schemes to provide pensions for widows and
orphans. The result of these social reforms, he says, will be to minimize
social and financial inequalities between classes.

Realizing that as the conditions of life become more favorable, popu-
lation will increase, Condorcet writes, “...of industry and happiness, each
generation will be called to more extended enjoyments, and in consequence,
by the physical constitution of human frame, to an increase in the num-
ber of individuals. Must not a period then arrive when these laws, equally
necessary, shall contradict each other; when the increase in the number
of men surpassing their means of subsistence must necessarily result in
either a continual diminution of happiness and population - a movement
truly retrograde; or at least a kind of oscillation between good and evil?
In societies arrived at this term, will not this oscillation be a constantly
subsisting cause of periodical misery? Will it not mark the limit when all
further melioration will become impossible, and point out that boundary
to the perfectibility of the human race, which it may reach in the course of
ages, but can never pass?”

“There is no person”, he continues, “who does not see how very distant
such a period is from us. But shall we ever arrive at it? It is equally impos-
sible to pronounce for or against the future realization of an event which
cannot take place but in an era when the human race will have attained
improvements, of which we can at present scarcely form a conception.”

When the time finally arrives when global overpopulation threatens to
limit the possibility of human progress, Condorcet says, mankind will have
reached such a high level of enlightenment that superstitions will have van-
ished. At that time (which Condorcet imagines to be in the distant future),
humans will be so enlightened that they will find a solution to the prob-
lem of overpopulation, either through contraception or promiscuity. It may
seem strange that he proposes promiscuity as a means for reducing the
birth rate, but in fact, minor venereal diseases can lead to sterility if they
are untreated, as they were at the time when Condorcet was writing.

With his own life in mortal danger, Condorcet nevertheless ends his
Esquisse on a serene note: He says that a person who has contributed to
human progress to the best of his or her ability has nothing to fear from
fate. We can take comfort in the vision of humanity’s inevitable march
towards a better future.

Shortly after Condorcet completed the Esquisse, he was arrested and
died in prison. After Condorcet’s death the currents of revolutionary po-
litics shifted direction. Robespierre, the leader of the Terror, was himself
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soon arrested. The execution of Robespierre took place on July 25, 1794,
only a few month’s after the death of Condorcet.

Condorcet’s Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progrès de l’esprit hu-
main (Sketch of an Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Spirit)
was published in 1795, a year after the death of its author. The Convention
voted funds to have it printed in a large edition and distributed throughout
France, thus adopting the Esquisse as its official manifesto. Today the con-
cepts put forward in Condorcet’s Esquisse still influence our understanding
of human progress. As we shall see, the small but influential book also
provoked Malthus to write An Essay on the Principle of Population.

1.3 Godwin

William Godwin’s book Political Justice was published in England in 1793.
Like Condorcet’s Esquisse, it not only helped to define the idea of progress
but also helped to provoke Malthus’ essay on population.

William Godwin was an English political writer and novelist who was
much influenced by the French philosophers of the Enlightenment. In Po-
litical Justice, he maintains that the time has come for a thorough reform
of society. Every social institution without exception must be examined in
the light of reason, and must be discarded if found to be corrupt, irrational
or unjust. No institution is safe or sacred just because it is ancient.

In Political Justice, Godwin insists that politics, ethics and knowledge
are closely linked. His book is an enthusiastic vision of what humans could
be like at some future period when the trend towards moral and intellectual
improvement has lifted men and women above their their present state of
ignorance and vice. Much of the harshness of the penal system will then
be unnecessary, Godwin believes. (At that time there were more than a
hundred capital offenses in England, and this number had soon increased
to almost two hundred. The theft of any object costing more than ten
shillings was punished by hanging.)

Present society, Godwin says, holds most of its citizens “in abject
penury, rendered stupid with ignorance and disgustful with vice, perpet-
uated in nakedness and hunger, goaded to the commission of crimes, and
made victims to the merciless laws which the rich have instituted to op-
press them”. But human behavior is subject to natural laws no less than
the planets of Newton’s solar system. “In the life of every human”, Godwin
writes, “there is a chain of causes, generated in that eternity which preceded
his birth, and going on in regular procession through the whole period of
his existence, in consequence of which it was impossible for him to act in
any instance otherwise than he has acted.” If the conditions of upbringing,
education and environment are improved, behavior will also improve.
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Crime and vice should be treated in the same way that we treat dis-
ease. We should try to remove the causes of poverty, ignorance, vice and
crime and attempt to cure human failings instead of punishing them. Thus,
Godwin says, “our disapprobation of vice will be of the same nature as our
disapprobation of an infectious distemper.”

In defining the higher moral level towards which improved education
and environment should aim, Godwin draws heavily on his Christian back-
ground, especially the Parable of the Good Samaritan: We must try to love
our neighbor, even though he may not be a member of our family, circle of
friends or nation. Although separated from us by cultural differences, eth-
nic background or geographical distance, he is still our neighbor, a member
of the human family; and our duty to him is no less than our duty to those
who are closest to us. It follows that narrow loyalties must be replaced or
supplemented by loyalty to the interests of humanity as a whole.

In every act, Godwin maintains, we have a duty to weigh the amount
of good which we are doing for the benefit of humanity. “I am bound”,
he writes, “to employ my talents, my understanding, my strength and my
time for the production of the greatest quantity of the general good”.

It is not the responsibility of the state to judge the benevolence of our
actions. It is the responsibility of each individual conscience, Godwin says.
The individual must follow his or her conscience even if it conflicts with
the dictates of the state. We should struggle to change our institutions and
laws if they fail to meet the criteria of benevolence, justice and truth. An-
ticipating Thoreau, Tolstoy and Gandhi, Godwin gives personal judgment
a completely central role.

The duty of benevolence means that we only hold private property in
trust. It should be used where it will do the most good: “To whom does
any article, suppose a loaf of bread, justly belong?”, Godwin asks, “... I
have an hundred loaves in my possession, and in the next street there is
a poor man expiring with hunger, to whom one of these loaves would be
a means of preserving his life. If I withhold this loaf from him, am I not
unjust? If I impart it, am I not complying with what justice demands? To
whom does the loaf justly belong?”

Driven by the logic of his arguments, Godwin even goes so far as to deny
that loyalty, gratitude and keeping promises are really virtues! He considers
them to be vices because they can distort our judgment in evaluating the
benevolence of our behavior. Loyalty, gratitude and promises might cause
us to commit harmful acts that our individual consciences might otherwise
forbid. An example of this is the suspension of private judgment that follows
a soldier’s induction into an army. (When the famous Whig parliamentarian
Edmund Burke heard that Godwin considered gratitude to be a vice, he
exclaimed, “I would save him from that vice by not doing him any service!”)
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Fig. 1.4 William Godwin (1755-1836).

At some point in the future, Godwin says, agriculture will be mechanized
to such an extent that people will need only a few hours a day to earn their
daily bread. Furthermore, war will be abolished, and luxuries will seem less
important to the enlightened citizens of a future society. Since the struggle
for existence, the struggle for power, and the struggle for social status will
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no longer be all-important, there will be room for generosity, culture and
education.

Godwin describes his optimistic vision of a future society in the following
words: “The spirit of oppression, the spirit of servility and the spirit of
fraud - these are the immediate growth of the established administration
of property. They are alike hostile to intellectual improvement. The other
vices of envy, malice, and revenge are their inseparable companions. In a
state of society where men lived in the midst of plenty, and where all shared
alike the bounties of nature, these sentiments would inevitably expire. The
narrow principle of selfishness would vanish. No man being obliged to guard
his little store, or provide with anxiety and pain for his restless wants, each
would lose his own individual existence in the thought of the general good.
No man would be the enemy of his neighbor, for they would have nothing to
contend; and of consequence philanthropy would resume the empire which
reason assigns her. Mind would be delivered from her perpetual anxiety
about corporal support, and free to expatiate in the field of thought which
is congenial to her. Each man would assist the inquiries of all.”

When Political Justice was published in 1793, France had just declared
war on England, and England was preparing to make a counter-declaration
against France. William Pitt the Younger, who was then Prime Minister,
considered prosecuting both the author and the publisher, but reflecting
that the book was 895 pages in length and cost more than three times the
weekly wages of a laborer, he changed his mind, remarking that “a three-
guinea book could never do much harm among those who have not three
shillings to spare”. However, Pitt was wrong in thinking that the price of
Godwin’s book would keep it from being widely read. In 1799 John Fenwick
(Godwin’s first biographer) wrote: “Perhaps no work of equal bulk ever had
such a number of readers; and certainly no book of such profound inquiry
ever made so many proselytes in an equal space of time”.

Political Justice became best-seller, and pirated editions appeared in
Ireland, Scotland, and America. Hundreds of groups of workers bought joint
copies of the book, which were read aloud to meetings or circulated among
subscribers. England was full of excited talk about the “New Philosophy”
advocated in Political Justice.

Godwin achieved fame almost overnight. “I was nowhere a stranger”,
he wrote later, “...I was everywhere received with curiosity and kindness.
If temporary fame ever was an object worthy to be coveted by the human
mind, I certainly obtained it in a degree that has seldom been exceeded”. As
Godwin’s friend, the essayist William Hazlitt, described it, “...he blazed as a
sun in the firmament of reputation; no-one was more talked of, more looked
up to, more sought after, and wherever liberty, truth, justice was the theme,
his name was not far off.” A few years later, the atmosphere of optimism in
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England changed to disappointment and reaction, and Godwin’s temporary
fame evaporated.

1.4 Adam Smith

The optimism of the Enlightenment, which we have seen in the writings
of Condorcet and Godwin, can also be found in the books of the great
Scottish economist Adam Smith (c.a 1723-1790). Smith was baptized in
1723 in the town of Kirkcaldy, County Fife. His father, who was the town’s
controller of customs, had died six months previously. At the age of 4,
the boy was kidnapped by a band of Gypsies, but he was rescued by an
uncle and returned to his mother. The rescue was fortunate since, as his
biographer later remarked, Adam Smith “would have made a poor Gypsy”.

In 1737 (at the age of 14) Smith began the study of moral philosophy
at Glasgow University, and in 1740 he obtained a scholarship to Balliol
College, Oxford. He left Oxford in 1746 and two years later he began
delivering public lectures in Edinburgh. Some of these lectures were devoted
to “the progress of opulence” under “the obvious and simple system of
natural liberty”. Much later in his life he returned to this theme, which he
developed in his most famous book, Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of
the Wealth of Nations.

In 1751, Adam Smith was appointed professor of logic at the University
of Glasgow, and in 1752 he exchanged this title for a chair in moral phi-
losophy. At the university, Smith became locally famous not only for his
wide-ranging scholarship, but also for his absent-mindedness and eccentric-
ity. Although he was shy and hesitating at the start of his lectures, Smith
usually warmed to the subject and became both eloquent and profound.
Small busts of him were soon on sale at bookseller’s shops. He became the
close friend of the philosopher David Hume. Joseph Black and James Hut-
ton, two of the most important scientists of the Scottish Enlightenment,
were also among Smith’s close friends.

In 1759, Adam Smith published a book entitled The Theory of Moral
Sentiments, which was subtitled: An Essay towards an Analysis of the
Principles by which Men naturally judge concerning the Conduct and Char-
acter, first of their Neighbors, and afterwords of themselves. In this book,
he pointed out that people can easily judge the conduct of their neighbors.
They certainly know when their neighbors are treating them well, or badly.
Having learned to judge their neighbors, they can, by analogy, judge their
own conduct. They can tell when they are mistreating their neighbor or
being kind by asking themselves: “Would I want him to do this to me?”
As Adam Smith put it:
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“Our continual observations upon the conduct of others insensibly lead
us to form to ourselves certain general rules concerning what is fit and
proper to be done or avoided... It is thus the general rules of morality are
formed.”

When we are kind to our neighbors, they maintain friendly relations with
us; and to secure the benefits of their friendship, we are anxious to behave
well towards other people. Thus, according to Adam Smith, enlightened
self-interest leads men and women to moral behavior.

The Theory of Moral Sentiments was a great success, and the book
established an international reputation for its author. It also attracted
the admiration of Charles Townshend (who is famous for precipitating the
American Revolution through his heavy-handed policies as Chancellor of
the Exchequer). Townshend had married the wealthy widow of the Duke
of Buccleuch, and he was looking for a tutor for the stepson that he had
acquired in this marriage. After being introduced to Adam Smith by David
Hume, Townshend decided that Professor Smith would be a perfect tutor
for the young Duke. He offered Smith a salary of 300 pounds per year (in
those days a very considerable sum) as well as the prospect of an annual
pension of 300 pounds when the tutoring duties were finished.

This was too good an offer to refuse, and in 1764 Smith resigned his
position at Glasgow University and accompanied the young Duke on the
Grand Tour of Europe, which was in those days considered to be an im-
portant part of the education of a nobleman. The tour gave Adam Smith a
chance to meet François Quesnay, who, besides being a physician, was also
the most famous French economist of the time, an opponent of Mercantil-
ism and an advocate of economic freedom from governmental interference
(laissez-faire).

In Quesnay’s view, the mercantilist emphasis on bullion was wrong.
Wealth, he believed, springs from production and flows through society in
much the same way that blood flows through our arteries and nourishes
the parts of the body. Smith agreed with this picture, but while Quesnay
emphasized agriculture, Smith realized that industrial production is also
an important source of wealth.

The tour was finally ended by a tragedy. The Duke’s younger brother
joined them, but he contracted a fever from which he died, despite Ques-
nay’s frantic efforts to save him. After this sad event, Adam Smith and the
young Duke returned to England. The pension provided by Townshend al-
lowed Smith to retire to his mother’s home in Kirkcaldy. Here, for the next
ten years, he worked on the enormous book that he had begun in France.

In 1776, Adam Smith published his magnum opus, Inquiry into the
Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. In this book, he examined
the reasons why some nations are more prosperous than others. Adam
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Smith concluded that the two main factors in prosperity are division of
labor and economic freedom.

As an example of the benefits of division of labor, he cited the example of
a pin factory, where ten men, each a specialist in a particular manufacturing
operation, could produce 48,000 pins per day. One man drew the wire,
another straightened it, a third pointed the pins, a fourth put on the heads,
and so on. If each man had worked separately, doing all the operations
himself, the total output would be far less. The more complicated the
manufacturing process (Smith maintained), the more it could be helped by
division of labor. In the most complex civilizations, division of labor has
the greatest utility.

Adam Smith believed that the second factor in economic prosperity is
economic freedom, and in particular, freedom from mercantilist government
regulations. He believed that natural economic forces tend to produce
an optimum situation, in which each locality specializes in the economic
operation for which it is best suited.

Smith believed that when each individual aims at his own personal
prosperity, the result is the prosperity of the community. A baker does not
consciously set out to serve society by baking bread - he only intends to
make money for himself; but natural economic forces lead him to perform
a public service, since if he were not doing something useful, people would
not pay him for it. Adam Smith expressed this idea in the following way:

“As every individual, therefore, endeavors as much as he can, both
to employ his capital in support of domestic industry, and so to direct
that industry that its produce may be of greatest value, each individual
necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of the Society as great as
he can.”

“He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest,
nor knows how much he is promoting it. By preferring the support of
domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and
by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the
greatest value, he intends only his own gain; and he is in this, as in many
other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part
of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for Society that it was no part
of it. By pursuing his own interest, he frequently promotes that of society
more effectively than when he really intends to promote it.”

In Adam Smith’s model of the free market, competition regulates prices.
For example, if a baker charges an excessive price for bread, other bakers
will undersell him, forcing him to lower his prices if he wants to retain a
share of the market.

Not only are prices regulated by the automatic mechanisms of free com-
petition, but also the type and quantity of goods produced: If there are
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Fig. 1.5 Adam Smith (1723-1790).

too many bakers, producing too much bread, competition will force some
of them out of business. Conversely, if the demand for bread greatly ex-
ceeds the supply, high prices will attract new tradesmen to the business of
baking.

According to Adam Smith, the mechanisms of the free market are ca-
pable of organizing the enormously complex economic operations of an ad-
vanced civilization, without governmental regulation, driven only by self-
interest and guided only by the “invisible hand” of free competition.

“Observe the accommodation of the most common artificer or day
labourer in a civilized and thriving country”, Smith wrote, “and you will
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perceive that the number of people of whose industry a part, though but
a small part, has been employed in procuring him this accommodation,
exceeds all computation. The woolen coat, for example, which covers the
day-labourer, as coarse and rough as it may seem, is the joint labour of a
great multitude of workmen. The Shepperd, the sorter of wool, the wool-
comber, the carder, the dyer, the scribbler, the spinner, the weaver, the
fuller, the dresser, with many others, must all join their different arts in
order to complete even this homely production. How many merchants and
carriers, besides, must have been employed... how much commerce and
navigation... how many ship-builders, sailors, sail-makers, rope makers...”

Smith’s model is by no means static. The enterprising manufacturer
does not spend his profits on luxuries for himself and his family; he rein-
vests them! He purchases new machinery, starts new factories and new
enterprises. In Adam Smith’s words, a manufacturer who ignores this com-
mandment to reinvest his profits is “...like him who perverts the revenues
of some pious foundation to profane purposes; he pays the wages of idle-
ness with those funds which the frugality of his forefathers had, as it were,
consecrated to the maintenance of industry.”

With more and more factories, it might seem logical that labor would
become scarce and that the wages of factory workers would rise, thus slow-
ing and finally stopping the expansion of the system. Not so, says Smith!
When wages rise, the supply of workers will also rise, since more of the
children of the poor will survive if they are better fed and better accom-
modated. Wages will then fall back to the subsistence level. As Smith puts
it, “...the demand for men, like that for any other commodity, necessarily
regulates the production of men.”

This was, in fact, an accurate description of the conditions of the period.
Almost everywhere in England and Scotland, only half the children lived to
the age of eight or ten. In some places the infant mortality was still higher.
“It is not uncommon”, Smith wrote, “...in the Highlands of Scotland for a
mother who has borne twenty children not to have two alive.”

Thus, Smith believed, when the demand for workers forces wages up,
the population will increase, and wages will fall again. The expansion of
industry will thus continue in an ever-ascending spiral of growth. The
question of whether or not economic growth could continue indefinitely did
not worry Adam Smith, since he believed that growth could continue as far
into the future as it was possible to foresee.
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