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The work of Frof. CrAwford Jrough Macpherson is 

significant and relevc:r.t _to understand the cul-de-sac 

V·Jhich libere.l political theory and institutions (libe.r-

alism as C:J wholeJ h;ve entPrPd. At c! ti~.0, \'.'hen the 

societies of advanced capitalism are fzcing a major crisis 

it is v.orth inouirinq ho1N fa.r ;.'<1CDhr-Tson' s vievr do 
l -

succE·ed in providing a v2luable g-1id0 as to ho\·J the 

v:orld could appropriately be chang' J, hov: th0 V'Astern 

societies could at least berendered r err ~;enu:.nely de-

mocratic. Consic:E·'--inq tlw ex:)ericncc· of 'ociJ.list sec-------

icties in this prc:c'!!L crisis-rirr.=:, ;~ cen~.'.1ry, the nE:ce-

s:::ity for a non-rnar~:et :JOliticol t :::ur~· t.:; r.~tc;in CJ posi-

prime concern of the serious lilxr.d third:ers. Any 

post market lib~r~l soc1• ty rcquir(s (as the librrals 

claim) not pious 1'0iJS"urancPs, btJt inrtituti0nal support 

for individual liberty and rights, that are the most 

vehemently defended in the liberal tradition. Contem-

porary societies have already been ignoring liberal 

individualism through ma~sive organisation and manipula-

ted consumption. The inability of the liberal theory 

to analyse effectively and propose alternatives to the 

contemporary decline of the individual suggests that the 

cul-de-sac is rooted in the conceptual foundation of 
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liberalism itself. 1 

Macpherson's rigorous analysis of the market 

assumptions of liberal theory pinpoints this concep­

tual inadequacy and attempts to maintain a commitment 

to liberal values in a post-market society. 

Unlike many contemporary political thinkers, G.B. 

Macpherson has for many years been the single major 

radical voice in the traditional disciplines of political 

philosophy and the history of political thought. Prof. 

Macpherson began his well-known and classical study "The 

Political Theory of Possessive Individualism" (a ground­

breaking work) by pointing to the persisting difficulty 

of finding a firm theoretical basis for the legitimacy 

of the liberal democratic state. He has done much to 

repoliticize political philosophy, giving it some foun­

dation in history, and economy,and revealing its ideo­

logica 1 function. In an age, when radica !ism is almost 

automatically equated with Marxism, he (being necessa­

rily a liberal) almost alone among his contemporaries, 

has devoted the bulk of his work to one particular tradi­

tion of thought, namely, liberalism, with which he has 

developed a fascinating and ambiguous relationship. 

1. Ian H. Angus, 'On Macpherson's Developmental Libe­
talism', Canadian Journal of Political Science, 
XV;l, March 1982, p. 145. 
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Fo1~ morE! than three decades c. 3. Macpherson, a serious 

and constructive political philosopher, has waged a 

relentless campaign to expose and criticise 'possessive 

individualist' assumptions of classical and liberal demo­

cratic theory. All his writings give a clear focus to 

this mission (campaign) and provides the fullest expre­

ssion to date of its positive side: the elaboration of 

social philosophy incorporating liberal values but free 

from possessive individualist assumption. 2 What is 

defective in the assumptions is less the theoretical 

problem than they havebecome historically outmoded. For 

Macpherson libera 1 deE!ocr(3_cy is. historically-even poli­

!:_!cally-inadequate, before it is .theoreticall¥-inade_qua_te. 

It is inadequate for the west now because it rests on 

postulates, that have ceased to be historically relevant. 

Macpherson argues that liberal democratic theory has 

proved to be inadequate and unscientific in late 20th 

century because of its adherence to the 17th century 

roots: the doctrines and ideas of 17th century which 

were suitable and scientific for the then socif'ty cannot 

be retained in, the present society. 

2. Possessive individualist assumptions have been 
elaborated in the book: C.B. Macpherson, 'Political 
Theor¥ of Possessive Individualism : Hobbes to 
LOcke (Clarendon PreSS}, Oxford, 1~ pp.~3-64. 
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The title of c.a. Macpherson's 'Democratic 

Theory 
3 • 

Essays in Ratrieval' expresses the concern 

underlying almost all his writings. That concern is to 

retrieve liberalism and its ethical principle of the 

free and equal development of essential humanity and 

its system of civil and political liberties from their 

longstanding connection with capitalist market society 

and the ethos of market man. 4 According to Macpherson 

this rescue is necessary because capitalism and the 

ethos of market man have become barriers both to the 

realization of the principles of each man's free and 

equal development and to the preservation of human 

rights. 

3. 

5. 

Taken together all his works 5 on liberalism and 

C.B. Macpherson, 'Democratic Theory: Essays in 
Retrieval' (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1973) 

Macpherson Comments: "What I have been trying to 
do all along (and am still trying to do) that is 
to work out a revision of liberal democratic 
theory, a revision which owes a good deal to 
Marx, in the hope of making that theory more 
democratic while rescuing that valuable part 
of the liberal tradition which is submerged 
when liberalism is identified with capitalist 
mar~et relations' (C.B. Macpherson 'Humanist 
Democracy and Elusive Marxism : A Response to 
Minogue and Svacek', Canadian Journal of Political 
Science', IX;3, 1976 p. 423). 

C.B. Macpherson, 'Political Theory of Possessive 
Individualism:Hobbes to Locke', Clarendon Press, 
Oxford, 1962). 
C.B. MacphPrson; The Real World of Democracy' 
(Oxford University Press,. Oxford 1966). 
C.B. Macpherson, 'Democratic Theory; Essays in 
_Retri'tral' (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1973) 
c.B. Macph~rson, 'Life and Times of Liberal 
pemosr~cy' (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1977). 
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its inadequacies represented the most extensive and 

coherent critique of the continuing dependence of liberal 

democracy upon a capitalist economic base to be attempted 

by any political theorist since second world war. It 

was a critique which had the major virtue of taking the 

strengths of liberalism at least as seriously as its 

defects. 

The argument to this effect is one of Prof. 

Macpherson's recurrent themes. He offers a historical 

theory about possessive individualism which iS found in 

Hobbessian and Lockean Psychology, the ideology which 

was needed to provide capitalism all its rationality 

and legitimacy to get it going. Its political impact 

was to equate capitalist accumulation with rational 

self-love and to justify a class distribution of poli­

tical powers to match the distribution of ownership. 

But now, according to Macpherson, it has become worn-out 

and irrational since tt1e world has moved from scarcity 

to abunda nee. 

Macpherson's is a 'political intervention', 'an 

ideological battle'. He advises that what is needed is 

a set of values or an ideology that would allow the 

west to maintain a position of world importance while 

contesting with the other two-ti!irds of the world. 6 

6. Macpherson - n3, p. 167. 
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A viable western ideology must be built on the recogni-
1s 

tion, that the world no longer a western preserve; (this 
" 

is difficult but not ~mpossible). 7 

Macpherson warns that 'Liberal democratic nations 

cannot expect to run the world, nor can they expect 

that the whole world will run to them•. 8 Since it 

cannot impose its pattern on the rest of the world, the 

most it can do, is to compete with it; but the west can 

only comepte with it by bringing fundamental change in 

liberal democratic theory which the prospective conquest 

of scarci.ty has made possible. Macpherson consoles the 

leaders-more accurately the established order, the 

dominant class that 'the requisite adjustment of western 

ideology does not involve altering or abandoning the 

values on which the west must pride itself. 9 

Macph~rson's project is more tactical, strategic 

and defensive. He wants to infuse new blood into liberal 

democracy. He is in search of a new vision, new insight 

and he argues that unless the leaders and politiciansin 

7. Ibid 

8. C.B. Macpherson, 'Life and Times of Liberal Democracy' 
(Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1977), pp ~-3. 

9. Macphersob, n3, p. 167. 
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the west are prepared to maKe or accept the fundamental 

change in the liberal justifactory theory the west stands 
~ 

to loose. Macpherson notes that thP. utilitarian con-
., 

sumer ethic i.e. man is a bundle of apnetites seeking 

satisfactions 10 which traces back its origin in Hobbess' 

and Locke's writing for justifying market assumptions, 

corresponds closely to the prevailing market sociPty and 

is, in this sense, realistic whereas the ethic of self 

development i.e. man is a bundle of conscious energies 

seeking to be exerted, 11 contradicts market assumptions. 

Since I.S. Mill, liberalism has struggled with these two 

inconsist~nt principles, wavering between •realistic' 

and 'ethical' premises. The goal of Macpherson's critique 

is to establish this inconsistency which has never been 

clearly perceived by liberal theorists, and to contri­

bute to a replacem~nt of utilitarian premises by the 
12 ethic of individual self-development. 

What Macpherson holds is that contemporary libe­

ralism is in crisis; it has lost its validity and rele­

vance in socialist countries and holds no appeal for the 

third world because of its link with an inegalitarian 

and exploitative capitalism, and as a theory of democracy 

10. ibid- pp. 4-5 

11. ~· 

13. Macpherson, n.2, p. 295; n 3, pp. 22-23; n 8, pp 51 
and 99. 
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it is hopelessly hampered by its entanglement with posse­

ssive individualism. And possessive individualism simply 
·---- ------~-

cannot provide the true basis of a theory of d_emo~r~cy 
--~~~----- - -- -

In this critique of MacphE'rson an attempt has been 

taken to use two kinds of criticism : internal and exter-

na 1. The one tests the interna 1 inconsistency of Macpher­

son's argument, that is, whether the end of his theore­

tical project can be achieved by the means he prescribes. 

The other is external to Macpherson's argument, referring 

to what Macpherson . o.mi ts in his theoretical project to 
~~~-

achieve the end. 

This work is mainly analytical and deductive. 
,,")._ 

The analysis is based on tWo sources - primary i.e. the 

original works of Macpherson and secondary i.e. the works 

other than Macpherson's own works relevant for this 

purpose. In this analysis and deduction enough care has 

been taken to avoid misinterpretation. 

Then the next question comes : Why a Marxist 

critique? Far from being refuted, rejected or dismissed, 

Marx ism with its powerful ana 1 ytica 1 method is today as 

relevant as ever to any attempt at understanding and, 

therefore, c~anging the world. Macpherson is also fully 
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right in reminding us th&t 'it may eve-n be that the 

utility of Marxism c1S r,('.tns of undrr~.tanding thP world 

. . t' ' 13 15 lncrPasing over 1me • 

Questions of partisdnship can be raised in this 

exercise. In a study of social and pt 1itical thought, 

Sabine writes, 'one can ma•ce no profes~.ion of impartiality 

beyond the fidelity to sourcPs which is the obligation 

of every serious historian, or beyond that vovJa 1 of 

conscious prEferences which should be expected of every 

honest man. In any ether sense thE> claim of detachment 

is a superficiality or a pret~nse 1 • 14 Our assumptions, 

opinions, be.iPfs, principles and attitudes towards lite 

together constitute our philosophy to v;nich also belong 

our general ways of looking at things and ideas, our 

philosophical preferences and perceptions. As A.E. 

Taylor s;.ys, 'we h2ve no choice whethET we shall have 

a philosophy or not, but only the choice whether we 

shall form our theories consciously and in accord with 

some i~telligible principle, or unconsciously and at 
15 random. 

13. Macpherson - n 3, p. 184. 

~ 

14. G.H. Sabine, 'History of Political Theory, Ed .• 3 
Gorge G. Harrap, London, 1960, p. viii 

15. Quoted by John LevJis, 'Introduction to Philosophy' 
London, 1954, p. 3. 
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So we must recognise and analyse our pholosphical 

preferences or perceptions, subject them to most careful 

and critical scrutiny, in order to make them as rational 

and scientific as we possibly can. No view can be 

wholly objective and impartial (which is an illusion) 

and each scholar of this type of study is mor~ or less 

a victim to the ideological impact and so also the 

researcher here. 

There is an additional advantage in analysing 

Macpherson's thought from a Marxist angle since he him­

self has accepted Marxism as a means of analysis. As 

a result there can be a more objective and scientific 

evaluation devoid of misinterpretation of Macpherson's 

thought as well as his means and ends. It is always 

more effective to attack the person with the same or 

more developed weapon which he himself uses. Here 

Marxism serves both the purposes. 

This polemical work does not claim·to much of 

originality or scholarship or creativity but its claim 

is primarily one· of meaningful relevance to the pres·ent 

situation of contemporary political theory. In this 

endeavour, enough care has been taken to study Macpherson's 

thought as objectively and impartially as possible, taking 

its argument seriously and in its own right, and e:-xaminips 
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its validity primarily on rational grouno but within the 

limits of the researcher. It does not, however, examine 

either Macpherson's analysis or prescription within the 

parameteDS of emprirical evidence of contemporary wes­

tern democracies. At this stage the researcher regards 

that problem beyond the scope of this inquiry. 

The present study is divided into four cr.0oters. 

Chapt0r I deals with the evolution of liberalism in its 

socio-his~orical perspective. An attempt has been made 

to show how liberalism because of its adherence to bour-

geois ideology is face·d with an insurmountable obstacle, 

for its starting-point and its goal are always an apolo-

gia for the existing ordPr of things or atleast the 

proof of its immutability. This also includes Macpher­

son's failure to analyse liberc,lism in its true socio-

historical context. 

Chapter II includes Macpherson's critique of 
. m 

liberalism and his atl~pt to liberate its major concepts 

such as man and society, power, freedom, property, 

right, equality on which liberalism is based, from the 

capitalistic market envelope. Th<=~re also has been an 

attempt to show how Macpherson remaining necessarily 

within liberal parameter has failed to transcend its 

inherent limitations. 
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Chapter III deo ls with Iv'1acpherson' s critique of 

different models of 1 ibera 1 democracy and also his own 

model of democracy. An effort hns beon mr:1de to point 

out how, despite all his efforts, Macpherson has not 

been able to rescue liberal democracy from its inherent 

weaknesses and especially from p0ssessive individualistic 

assumptions. 

In Chapter IV an overall evaluotion of MacphFrson's 

contribution to liberc-il po li tic<3l theory hE~ s bee· n !i1o de. 

There has been 2 n attempt to show how Macpherson des-

pite his trenchant criticism a0ainst possessive indi­

vidualistic assumptions, has f~iled to rescue liberal 

democracy and liberal values from its trap rather he 

gets circumscribed within it. 
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CHAPTER - I 

LIBcRILISM : EVOUJTION 

Liberalism, in its classical sense had always 

meant freeing the indivudal from the outdated restraints 

of old esta blish,·d institutions. The liberals c la irn that 

the goal of liberalism, since the term carne into use 

in its ideological-political mPaninq, was emancipation 

i.e. em.1ncipation of mind~, frorn qoom.-Js ~nd superstitions 

and of citizens trom ~esp~~-ism. Ernancipation meant an 

institutional structure within which people would decide 

what direction to move in if they wanted to move. Some 

liberals claim that·so crucial is the idea of liberty 

to liberalism that liberalism might be quite summarily 

defined as this effect to or~anize liberty socialiy and 

to follow its implication. 

Both the term liberalism and the reality: which 

it connotes have changed during the course of history. 

The defence of ·liberalism at the hands of so many thinkers 

and statesmen belonging to different period of history 

has resulted in complicating and mystifying the teal mea­

ning of the term. There has been an intractable dispute 

among contemporaries about the proper use of these con­

cepts and so about the nature of liberalism. 
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Liberalism traces back its genealogy to Renaissance; 

and at this juncture the distinctive world-view of libera­

lism began to emerge; and for it is not until that period 

that we·find the development on a significant scale of the 

view of humanity and the world which forms the indespen­

sable philosophical core of modern liberalism. 1 From 

this period only libera !ism was conceived not mere·ly 

as a movement of ideas but as a real and substantial 

social and political force. But the idea of a clean 

break betw~en the medieval and modern era is no longer 

tenable, if indeed it ever was. However, to trace its 

emergence much further back to classical Greece involves 

a great deal of anachoronism since this is really a weird 

hypothesis. 

The liberal world view is essentially anthropocentric, ----- ... ------ -
individualistic and secular in character. Liberalism 

emerged as a new ideology to serve the purpose of a 

particular class and the freedom it strived for had no 

title to universality, since its practice was limited to 

men who had property to defend. The claims of birth had 

been succeeded by the claims of property. The set of all 

moral rules sanctioned by the religious authority and 

institutions which put constraints in the exploitation 

1. Anthony Arblaster, 'The Rise and DEcline of Western 
LibeLalism', Oxford, Basil BlacKwell Inc., New 
York, 1984, pp 95-98. 



15 

of the means of production was evaded, criticized and 

abandoned. It sought to vindicate the right of individual 

to shape his own destiny. It fought for the removal of 

a 11 obstructions, t ramme.ls law might impose upon the right 

to accumulate property. 

Contrary to the views of the 1 ibf'ra ls who claim 

the universality of liberal temper, liberalism from its 

very birth has, in its institutional result, inevitably 

been more limited and narrovi in its bf'nefits than "':.he 

society it sought to guide. For tnough it h~s refused to 

recognize any limit in theory, .,.,,hether of class or creed, 

to its application, the historic condition within which 

it has operated effected a limitation despite itself and 

it is the meaning of this limitation which is the key to 

the understanding of the liberal idea. 2 The scope of 

conscience it has created has been narrowed by its regard 

for property and its zeal for the rule of law has been 

tempr-·red by a discretion in the br0adth of its applicat1on. 

In the sixteenth century, liberalism saw a new 

light, a new spirit of entE·rprise, a fr•-sh activity, a 

zest for innovation. And capitalist spirit for the first 

time began to colour the whole mentality of society and 

---------·------------
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shape the attitude of individuals to every department of 

behaviour. It started rationalising the operation of 

capitalist ethos. 

Max Weber and Prof. Tawney acknowledge that the 

rise and growth of 'protestantism 1 made possible the 

triumph of capitalist temper and it was a potent force 

in preparing the way for the commercial civilization. 

Homocentricity and teleol~gy, the two great ~edievai -------- :_----

principles were rejected, the hold of dogma was weakened, 

and the empire of reason and science extended their boun-

daries. 

By the sixteenth century, the state had built all 

the institutional instrumentalities it required for new 

purposes. Liberalism made the state a capitalist state, 

almost despite itself; it created a new physical world, 

both in geographical and ideological sense which was 

expansive utilitarian, self-sufficient and self -conf i-
3 dent. Machiavelli despite all his limit< tions provided 

all the requirements that perfectly matched the develop-

ment of his time. The state weilded wide power bec:ause 

the emerging bour(jeois fc.und in a strong central authority 

3. ibid, pp 83-85. 
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4 the best guarantee of its own survival and prosperty. 

The classical liberalism had its r6ots in the 
the 

political theory and practice of~sevente~nth century. 

Laski has rightly tc.rmed the seventeenth century as the 

age of genius for even after three hundred years the 
5 implication of its discoveries are not yet exhausted. 

In the seventePnth century liberalism had its final 

victory over all odds and anything inimical to it was 

hardly discernible. u~acphtTson arques that 'v.;hether 

individualism of the 17th century is ueplored as having 

undermined the chri~,tian Natu:c.?l Low tradition, or applau­

ded as havin0 opened new vistas ot freedom 3nd progress, 

its importance is not disputed, Nor is it doubted that 

the 17th century individualism has been an outstanding 

characteristic of the whole subsequent liberal tradition. 

Even the utilitarian doctrine which seemed to supercede 

them in the 18th and 19th centuries is at bottom only a 

restatement of the individualist principle which were 

worked out in 17th century; Bentham built on Hobbes. 6 

4. Macpherson has completely ignored the development 
of liberalism in fifteenth and sixteenth century 
which is of cardina 1 importance to understand the 
possessive individualistic aspect of seventeenth 
century political theory because these possessive 
individualistic assumption did not come into 
existenc-e all on a sudden rather it developed 
through successive stages of history. 

5. H.J~· Laski, n.2, p. 86. 

6. G.B. Macpherson, 'Political Theory of Possessive 
Individualism : Hobbes to Locke, op. cit., pp 1-2. 
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a 
The academic bias towards empiricism is itself part 

A 

of the history. The atomistic assumption is inevitable 

and also ubiquitous. Philosophical atomism got its reflec­

tion in the conception of society as a collection of 

discrete self-moving indiv~d!Ja.\swhich found profound expre-

ssion in the writings of Hoboes and later Bentham. And 

its possessi~e quality is found in its concer>tion of the 

individual and society. 7 The scientific revolution pro-

vided the most powerful psychological aid for the rationa-

lization of capitalism and generated in its ardent follo-

wers thP qualities and the temper th2t the new comrr:ercial 

!if e demanded. 

Individualsm, as a basic theoretical position dates 

back to Hobbes. Although his conclusions can scarcely 

be called liberal, his postulates were highly individuali­

stic.8 Hobbes' rationality had a mercantile flavour. It 

was not strong enough to withstand the force of compe­

titive apretites, only strong enough to show men that 

they must submit to a sovereign to avoid wors0; thus the 

bourgeois assumptions which were found in the premises of 

Hobbes' thought led to the erPction of the soverign state. 9 

7. ibid., PP. 263-264. 

8. Ibid., p. 1. 

9. G.B. Macpherson, 'Democratic Theory 
Retrieval, QQ. £1!., p. 244. 

' 

Essays in 
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Absolutism was the price which the propertied were wi 11-

i ng to pay for their security for an end to the thrE·a t of 

social rrvolution which had threatened them since last 

one hundred years. Liberalism was born not in democracy 

but in absolutism. 
~----·---

Prof. Macn~Frson aptly argu0s that 

the pre domina nee of mathematical thinking in 17th century 

is closely related to the rise of capitalism. Quantitative 

analysis of the material world, of which matheoatics is 

the purest form, was demanded increasingly from the 15th 

century in the service of c3:Jitalist tecr1noloqy and of 

the nation-state. The bourgeois rni nci is apt to rna the-

matical mind and the mcJthc'matic:ol mind is generally a 

bourgeois mind; and the mathematical method is also con-

gruous with the reduction of all cen to the equality of 

marKet. 10 

According to Macpherson,Hobbes' materialism was 

an advance; it made possible a deeper understanding 

of the new forces at work in society, as w~ll as helping 

to destroy the ideological supports of J~e old order and 

to provide foundations for the kind of state necessary to 

contain and support capitalist development. 11 Hobbes' 

10. Ibid., p. 246. 

11. 1£i2., p. 247. 
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absolutism is the necessary response to his individualism 

and reflects a tendency within liberal tl'""Iought to negate 

itself by pushing individualism to the point where autho­

ritarianism seems to be the only possible political ans­

wer. There was a beautiful congruity of both 'feudal' 

and 'bourgeois' elements in Hobbes' thinking. 12 

John Locke was indeed 'the fountain-head of classi-

1 ..- . 1 • b . ' 13 t t ca cngl1sh ~1 era11sm , who began o pu the science 

of man on a new footing. Modern critics point out that 

Locke is'the confused man's Hobbes: and inconsistent and 

lacks the vigour and probing ·thoroughness of the very 

grPatest pholosophers. His political philosophy lacks 

the systematic constructiveness of Hobb~s, or Bentham. 

It is because Locke hapoens to be a transitional figure 

in the development of liberalism whose critical success 

in demolishing the thinking of Filmer was not matched by 

the development of a coherent system. A tension between 

liberal individualism and the traditional corporate notion 

of the English community is found in Locke's writings. 14 

It is also quite ambiguous in case of Locke, whether he 

12. Keith Thomas, 1Tne Social Origin of Hobbes' Political 
Thought', K.C. Brown (ed) 'Hobbes Studies', oxford 
Basil Blackwell, 1965. 

13. Macpherson, n.6., p. 262. 

14. G.H. Sabine, 
(PP• 524-25.) 

'History of Political Theory~, 
(Iorge ~- Hai"'Cap, London,1'360. 
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meant the people as individual or as corporate entity 

symbolized by the soverign. 

The conception of rational man which is so central 

to liberal ideas of rationality and rational knowledge, 

_,~- .. ~.:~~as its philosophical roots in Lockean empiricism with its . ~ ·~ ll;· .... ---." ~~ 
1"•1 / ·\~~'·tress on passive perception. Locke conceived the image : t .l;'-~:::.~ \, ·• ~.\ 
~\. Dllftl: . ...- ..., .. /t .~t a bourgeois rna n who is eminently rationa 1 and peaceable. 

~. ,· Locke's individualism demanded the supremacy of the 
-~·· -· -- - - ------ - ·----

state! It is not a question of the more individualism, 

the less collectivism rather, the more thorough-going the 

individualsm, the more complete the collectivism. 15 

Locke's astonishing achievement was to base the property 

right on natural right and natural law, and then to remove 

~all the natural law limits from the property right. 16 

The assertion of the free rational.individual as the 

criterion of good society is a tremendous achievement of 

Locke but the very assertion with differential rights and 

~rationality of the 17th century society was necessarily 

a denial of individualism to more than the half of the 

population. 

15. Macpherson, n.6, p. 255-56. 

16. Ibid., p. 199. 
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The state was the la::~t conquest of the rising 

bourgeois. It made the stat0 tirst ally, then enemy in 

the pursuit of its obJEctive. f3uilt on multiplicity of 
~'ne 

grievances, the real result of~~nglish revolution was to 

make the state apt to the purnose of man of property. 

The rise of bourgeois was no longer a claim to be cha­

llenged, but a tact to be accepted. The§ century 

liberalism shaped all the contours of civilization to an 

appetite for acouisition which r0cognized no boundaries 

t •t 1 . 17 o 1 s c a1m. 

Then comes the erA of 'protective' liberalism (to 

use Macpherson's adjective). This liberaLism of the 

§century is more etten cc.3lled individualist liberalism 

and more rudely atomistic liberalism. The 18th century 

liberalism was so imbued with the ethos of capitalism that 

its main basic thrust was to establish and nurture a free 

market society and protect citizens from the depredation 

and oppression exercised by the rapacious government. 

The regulation of market was governed by the blind forces 

of demand and supply. Protective liberalism predates tbe 

18th century. It found its emergence in the writings of 

Locke who is called as the intellectual father of protec­

tive liberalism. He provided all the basic requirements 

on which it erected its own super-structure. 

17. H.J. Laski, n.2., p. 160. 
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the 

The out~break ofAFrench Revolution wJs a turning 

point in the history of liberalism. ~ithout the French 

Revolution the liberal and radical ideas of liberalism and 

the Enlightment would have remained essentially ideas, 

circulating among the progressive intellicJentsia, without 

any substantial infouence on political life.. But - such 

is the dia l0ctic of history - the Revolution marked not 

only the .decisive victoiy.of liberalism. it also initiated 

a fundamental crisis for and within liberalism : a 

crisis 'Nhich persisted-throughout its subsequent develop-

ment. Suprisingly the very Revolution, which assured the 

future prospects of liberalism, beqan to challenge the 

hegemony of liberalism. It revealed some of the dilemmas 

and contradictions inherent in librrvlism : problems 

centred around on the critical issues of property, equality, 

freedom and right. There was a rise of consciousness 

among the urban Working Class which gave an entirely new 

urgency; and it was to be the cau~e of fundamental divisions 

within the liberal tradition. There was first, the 

fragmentation of political tradition in which the Revolu­

tion acted as a catalyst; and secondly, there was the rise 

to dominance of tradi tiona! conceptions of classica 1 

1 . t• 1 18 po ~ ~ca economy. 

18. Macpherson has not taken enough care to discuss 
these aspects which definitely played ·a vital 
role in restructure and reconceptualisation of 
li bcra lism in the 18th century. 
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The classical political economy, by and large a 

doctrine of the free market or laissezfaire, had a major 

share in the rise of 18th century liberalism. For Adam 

Smith, the founder of classical political economy, the 

myraid spontaneous actions of individuals made for their 

own private b~nefit results, by a mysteriou~ alchemy tn 

social good. There has been much discussion of how 

Smith's view that the interests of the multitude of 

economic actors, each persuing his or her own selfish 

interest, might be reconciled by an 'invisible hand' 

on the market so that the common <:;ood is attained. For 

Smith the state is a police state and its coercive power 

is mainly to safeguard the individual against injustice 

and violence i.e. injustice to the spontaneous activities 

of the individual and violence to property. With Smith 

the practical maxims of business enterprise achieved the 

status of theology and the state became its instrument. 19 

Smith's association of government with property is 

one of those points at which he is close to Locke, 

though without Locke's equivocation; and like Locke, he 

takes labour and person's property in labour as his 

starting point. 

There was a striking shift from relative confidence 

and optimism of Adam Smith to the fatalism and pessimism 

19. H.J. Laski, n. 2, pp 181-182. 
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of Ricardo and above all, Malthus. A confident out-look 

was replaced by a grimrr.er and more defensive one which 

was a indication of the gradl)al decline and retreat of 
en 

1 i bera lism after the supreme moments of Enlight1.me nt and 

. 20 
the Revolut1on. 

Ricardo, the Champion of mercantile class, assumed 

two fundamental princi(.lles i.e. private oropt>rty in land 

and capit~l was to bP beyond h~zard: and free contract 

betvvee n i. ndi vidua 1 .oere to be enf orc:::d as sacredT Ricardo 

concealed neither from him~elf nor from his contemporaries 

the immc nse gap his principle wv:.:ld give rise to betv:ee n 

rich and poor nor did he doubt that the huge gap would 

produce grave popular disconten~. He looked upon state 

activity as an enemy to be defeated rather t.'lan an ally 

to be invoked. Living in the age of profound disillusion 

with the result of French Revolution any other prospect 

would have seemed to him Utopian. 

Faced with realities the liberal out-look in the 

market mechanism seemed grimner and pessimistic. The 

first and most damagingly influential element of pessimism 

was injected into classical economics by Robert. Malthus. 

Maltnus did more than any single individual to push the 

English middle class liberalism towards attitude of defea­

tism and harshness where mass poverty and misery were 

20. Anthony Arblaster, n.l, p. 238. 



2G 

concerned and it was the poor who paid the price. The 

economic sphere was left to function as free market and 

the socia 1 sphere of life was subjected to governmenta 1 

intervention. 

Liberal political economy refused to recognise that 

poverty and misery were there because of the basic struc­

tural contradictions rather they were seen as misfortune 

of the poor for which they were blamedo Harshness towards 

poverty and the poor had always been a part of the hiduen 

and unadvertised history of librralism which became dis­

tinct in this period! Critics from within and outside the 

mainstream of liberalism directed their angry and e~oquent 

onslaught against the incrrasing dehumanisation, harshness 

and complacency of liberalism. 

Utilitarianism forms an indivisible part of pro­

tective liberalism. Its culminating phase involved the 

sequence of eminent writers that extends from Smith 

through Bentham, James Mill, Austin, Malthus and Ricardo, 

to J.S. Mill and Herbert Spencer but it had tts foundation 

in the writings of Hobbes and Locke with their very 

different emphas~.s. It was first around Bentham, the most 

typical utilitarian of them all that a shool began to 

form. 

According to the utilitarian Ethical principle the 
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only rationally defensible criterion o'f socia 1 good was 

the greatest happiness of the greatest number, happiness 

being defined as the amount of indivudal pleasure minus 

pain. The most genrral ends of laws, according to Bentham 

are, to provide subsistence, to produce abundance, to 

favour equality and to maintain security. 21 Bentham per­

haps saw no need to mention the property-class differen­

tial when stating his case for equality because he had 

already decided that the claims of equality were entirely 

subordinated to the claims of security. 22 The individual 

was seen primarily as a consumPr of utility, pursuing 

pleasure and avoiding pain. What appeared, therefore, was 

a timeless theory of human nature in which history was 

denied and reduced to a habit of a particular time, and 

cultural determinants were ignored. Even the claim to 

maximise utilities and the claim to do so equitably, which 

forms the core of utilitarianism,both failed in the capi­

talist society because of sharp class division. This 

psychology of maximizing individual, which might have been 

adequate for the then society, is certainly ahistorical, 

inadequate and irrational and a denial to individualism 

itself. 

The democracy advocated by the Utilitarians was 

very much in the traui tion of liberalism perceived and 

21. c.s. Macphersoh, Life and Times of Liberal Democracy 
2£• £!!., pp 25-27a 

22. ~bid.' pp 30-31. 
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pursued since Locke. The state was reduced to the status • 

of a watch-dog whose fur.ction was to safeguard property 

and int,.rest of the propertied. VJhat had changed in the 

period since Locke was not the function of democracy but 

the psychological motivation which legitimised and ratio­

na 1 ised it. A new form of natura 1 law emerged, called 

utilitarianism based on rational political a:tors maximi­

sing their utilities Which depended no longer on theories 

of social contract. 

In the perspective of social history the Englighten­

ment, a sy~nthesis of the rationalist and the empirical . 

tradition, played no less a vital role in t."'1e development 

of western liberal bourgeois thought, which as a whole, 

constitutes a unique and vital part of intellectual his-

23 
tory. The importa·nt thini<ers of this tradition are 

Voltaire, Rousseau, Helvetius, Holbach, Diderot, etc., 

A fundamental contradiction was found inthe social and 

political ideal of the Enlightenment i.e. between freedom 

and equality when each entails a definite restriction 

on the other and specifically in an individualist sociE·ty 

it conceived. The co-existence of a strong bourgeois 

and strong nobility could then b8 made the basis of a 

23. :Lucien Goldman, "The Philosophy of the Englighten­
ment : The Christian Burgress and the Enlighten­
mC'nt' : Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1973, · 
pp 17. 
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24 modern enlightened monarchy. 

The nineteenth century is the epoch making of 

liberal. triumph; from Waterloo until the outbreak of 

the Great War no o..1'1er doctine spoke with the same 

unequivocal authority, exercised the same widesprrad 

influence. 25 But towards the later part of the 19th 

Century some changes in the soci<'ty were thursting them­

selves on the attention of the 1 ibera 1 thi nl<ers; changes 

which required a quite different approach. It was no 

longer a question of popular discontents surfacing in 

occasional erruptions of anger and desperation, but 

t!1e people as a constant force to be rec·koned with, 

conscious of their own distinctive existence and confi-

dent of the legitimacy of their rights and demands. 

Contrary to the thoughts of Bentham and James N'~ill, class 

consciousness among the worl<ing class developed and it 

began to appear perilous to property. The condition of 

the working class was becoming so blatantly inhuman that 

sensitive liberals and socialists could not accept it 

either morally justifiable or economically inevitable.
26 

As a result, there developed the liberal and socialist 

critique of capit.alism coupled with the demand for social 

and economic changes which challenged the very basic 

principles of the liberal capitalist economy. 

24. ibid., p. 41. 

25. H.J. Laski, n.2, p. 237. 

26. Nlacpherson, n. 21, p. 44. 
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The social impact of this policy and growing criti-

cism of it by the socialist movement led to a reapprisa 1 

of its ideological basis; and understood in this sens~ the 

policy of consistent and unbridled laissezfaire was bound 

to be transformed into a method for social emancipation. 

The emergence of capitalist social philosophy which 

exalted the homo-economicus as the true repr~sentative of 

humanity and made economic success the measure of this 

value no longer held good. 

The perilous socio-ecor~mic scenario of the mid-

19th century was of crucial in.portonce for liberalism 

that provoked fresh doubts in theon::·tica 1. rethinking which 

marked the beginning of developmental liberalisr;~. lf"l this 

critical juncture J.S. Mill, being fully aware of all 
~ 

these changes, for the first time recognised the exis-

entence of crisi~ within liberalism. Liberalism, being 
--~-------

unable to absorb this crisis within itself took the help 

of a technique of crisis mananement i.e. welfareism. 

Welfarism, as a technique, also recognised the split 

between theory and practice with the tacit admis~ion that 

theory and practice can and do diverge. The major 

problem was to make the new liberal philo~ophy coherent 

and humanitarian rather than rely on its ideological 

function to remove the repressive institutions of the past.
27 

27. A.D. Lindsay: ... Introduction to J.S. Mill, Utilita­
rianism, Liberty, Repre.:: .. £Dt~ tive Government 11 , 2nd 
edn., Dent. London, 1968, pp XV-XVI. 
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J.S. Mill, lil<e Locke, is a centrc;l transitional 

figure in the development of liberalism. Mill's role was 

to break •:vith the ahistoric.Jl liberali~m of the early 

19th century and pave the way for tr,e nev' historically 

28 
conscious liberalism of the late 19th C€:'ntury. He was 

to bridge up the gap bet\-1een the excc~ssive concentration 

on the negative conception of liberty and the attempt to 

reconcile both positive and negative conception in the 

works of T .H. Green and his follower~.. By departing 

from the protective liberalism of the 18th century and 

accepting the de-welopmental concept of rr.an Mill became 

the forerunner of the 1 deve lopmE·nta 1 1 ibera lism 1 (to 

use f'i,acpherson' s phri·lSe) which constituted the high­

turning point of liberal doctrine. f./iill's transitional 

role and his reluctance to part his father ar.d Bentham 

left him open to quite trenchant criticism. Yet he 

remains as the most famous of all the liberals. 

J.S. Mill was aware of the growing militancy 

of the working class and at the same time he was also 

convinced that 'the poor' could not be shot out or held 

down much longer. 
29 Mill the first philosopher of the 

28. Bill Brugger : 'Classical British and European 
Liberalism and Democracy" in Norman Wintrop ed. 
"Liberal Democratic Theory and its Critics" 
London; Croom Helm. 1983, pp 30-31. 

29. Macpherson, no 21, p. 45. 
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crisis management technique, being mo~e ~rappled with the 

resurging problems than any other utilitarians, had attemp­

te~ for reconceptuali_sation and revision of liberal trends 

within its theoretical parameter. His emphasis was not, 
_,..--- -~ -··--

like_ that of Bentham, to protect the individual from 

oppressive government but on the moral vision of the 

possibility of the improvement of mankind, and of a free 

and equal society not yet achieved. Unlike his predecessors 

he took the essence of man as an exerter, developer and 

enjoyer ~f his or her capacities and the good society is 
30 one \Nhich promotes it. 

It seems that N.ill's compartmentalisation of 

liberty into self-regarding and other-regarding actions 

stemmed from the old liberal notion that the individual 

is prior to the society. Mill cannot be ranked as a 

full eg-alitarian because of his views in favour of plural 

voting and perhaps it was because Mill tended to associate 

the cause of· i ndi vidua lit y with the cause of the hegemony 

of intellectuals. Mill did stray all that far from the 

paths in which he was brought up. He was a youthful 

enthusiast for Malthusianism and remained a defender of 

Malthus' doctrines throughout his life. Mill was less 

realistic about the necessary structure of capitalist 

30. Ibid., p. 48. 
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society ; he saw the existing class inequality and saw 

it was incompatitle with his developmental democracy but 

thought it aecidental and remediJble. 31 As a result Mill 

failed to visualize the contradiction between capitalist 

relation of production and the den:ocratic ideal of equal 

possibility of individual self-development. In this 

advocacy, Mill introduced an element of what L1arx called 

'Utopianism' and it ltJas in this sense that Mill became 

a socialist. Whatever he had done and whatPver humanita-

rian changes he had brought were all to salvage liberalism 

and to save it from imr:1inent crisis which was a crying 

need of the hour. Liberalism as a political movement 

could ill-af~ord for a long to part company with humani­

tarianism for this had always been a powerful motive among 

librals even though it got little overt rFcognition from 

the philosophical radicals. 

It is also misleading to call Tocqueville a 'sincere 

democrat'. He accepted democracy because there was no 

choice for him. But when democracy threatened to open 

up the way te socialism, Tocqueville drew back and joined 

the side of 'order', which in 1848, was a euphemism for 

direct brutal repression of the urban poor and it was not 

a mere personal abberation or failure, it represents the 

liberal crisis of 1848, and one kind tf liberal response 

31. ~ •• p. 61. 
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to that crisis. 32 He was an uncritical believer in 

laissezfaire economics, and he believed that the demands 

for work and for unemployment relief, raised in Paris in 

1848, rested upon a simple failure to understand the 

economic laws doomed such enterprise to failure. 33 

~' Towards the end of the ~th century, liberalism was 
.,.---_-

becoming ideologically bankrupt and was running out of 

ideas and steam. Liberalis~~~ occupied with the poli­

tical forms i.e. superstructural role it had created 

and it failed ?_dequ~~t_:_ly to take account of their depen-

dence on the econorpi_0gundation they expressed. 
- - -- --- -·----- Due to 

the resultant class relations liberalism could not maintain 

a balance between the power to produce and the power to 

distribute. The forces of production were very much in 

contradiction with the relation of production. out of 

an ever intensifying struygle there emerged the trantic 

search for colonies, the clash of competing imperialism, 

the economic nationalism which made the political con-

figuration of the world the plainest implication of its 

economic configuration. According to L.T. Hobhouse, 'the 

19th Century might be called the age of liberalism, yet 

its close saw the fortunes of that great movement brought 

their lowest web. Its faith in itself was waxing cold ••• 

32. Anthony Arblaster, n.l, pp 272-273. 

33. Hugh Brogan, 'Tacqueville' (CollinsjFDntaner, 
1973) p. 68. 
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it had the air of a creed that is becoming fossilized 

as an extinct form. 34 At t~is stage emerged the 'New 

Liberalism' which devoted much intellectual and political -=----,,.. 
energy to reviving that ·'great movemi()nt'. 

Originally guarded and ambiguous in their attitude 

to socialism the New Liberals preferred to call them­

selves 1 Collectivists•. 35 The New Liberalism is a curious 

mixture of German id~alist Philosophy of Kant and Hegel, 

British empiricism and Mill's socialism. T.H. Green 

happened to be the intellectual father cf this school and 

other exponents are L.T. Hobhouse, J.A. Hobson, John Dewey, 

A.D. Lindsay, R.M. Maclver, G.D.H. Cole, R.H. Jawney, HTJ. 

Lasl<i and Earnest BarKer., They turned to other assumptions 

and aspirations to create and popularise what came to be 

known as 'Social liberalism' or 'Collectivist Liberalism' 

renamed by Macpherson as developmental liberalism but they 

could not significantly deflect much from the liberal 

tradition. 

At the centre of the problem laid two connected 

issues ; the nature of freedom and the role of the state. 

The new liberals asser :ed the ernpha~is~o~ positive freedom 

34. L.T. Hobhouse, ·Liberalisrr,', London; Williams and 
Norga te, 1930, ::>. 110. 

35. Norman Wintrcp, Libe:al Democratic Theory ; The 
New Liberalism'. Norman Wintrop ed • .QQ. cit., 
p. 87. 
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and assigned a __ gre___Q_t_e~ !'Ole _to_j:.l}e state. They brol<e down 

the old hostility to state activity and tried to justify 

interventionism in liberal terms. Hobhouse said much the 

same that 'there are mar,y enemies of liberty besides the 

state and it is in fact by the state that we have fought 

th t 36 em • 

The adjustment to the New Liberalism was less 

complete, and more superficial than has been suggested 

and that the new liberals ultimately failed to redirect 

the new whole tendency of liberalism away from its tradi­

tional channels. Its concern for welfare and its commit-

ment to intervention was somewhat misleading. Not 

surprisingly, in common with the liberal tradition as a 

whole, they were regarded by left critics as cunn~ngly 

concealed conservatives, without even the backbone of the 

genuine article, who tried to dilute, render harmless 

and absorb into existing structures the policies and 

demands of genuine radicals; for conservatives they were 

d . th t t th t• d t . "1" t• 37 insi 1.ous rea o e na 10n an wes ern Cl.Vl. 1za 1on. 

Macpherson aptly argues t'"'at these theorists increasingly 

lost sight of class and exploitation because of a steady 

. 38 decline in the realism of analysis of liberal soc1ety. 

36. L. T. Hobhouse, 'The Element of Social Justice' 
London; George Allen and Unwin, 1930, p. 83. 

37. NormanVJintrop, 2Q.cit., p. 123. 

38. Macpherson, n. 21, p. 70. 
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Theseliberals could scarcely see the incompatibility bet­

ween the claims of equ;Jl human development and the existing 

class inequalities of power and wealth rather they were 

sanguine that it could be overcome by a revival of idealist 

morality, or a new level of social knowledge and communi-

cation. They can Jppropriately be called as 'petty bour­

geois' thinkers. 

The pos i ti vis tic approach, developed in the late 

19th and early 20th century, whilst sharing the realist 

conception of an objective, rational_ and explanatory 

science, did not aim to get behind the phenomena to reveal 
"' 

enderlying essences, necessary mechanisms or connections 

in nature rather searched for regularities which could 

be represented as universal law$, valid for all time. 39 

The pioneers of this approach are August Comte, N\ax Weber 

and Karl Manheim. The undt>rlying assumption of this 

ideology is that science and technology are politically 

neutral and propose no values or social goals of their 

own and are only the means for achieving particular pre 

defined ends. 

This ideology buttres~.ed and put rationale to the 

technocratic, elitist, managerial or bure~ucratic society. 

39. Geoff Stof~es and Bill uruggcr, 'The: trch:socratic 
challenge to democr;:;tic theory•, Norman Wintrop 
ed. QQ. cit., p. 364. 
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The pos i ti vis t soc ia 1 scie nee failed to de a 1 with thA 

relationship between freedom and necessity adequately. 

It however, degenerated into the mapping of surface 

regularities, and freedom was seen as constrai~ed not so 

much by essential limitations on human action but by the 

surface phenomena of the world and the origi na 1 revolutio­

nary mood of rationalism became conservative. 40 The 

posi ti vis tic ideas reinforced the genera 1 19th century 

belief in progress and tended to confuse the relation­

ship between telos and techne or ends and ·means. 

ln the20th century the liberal sense of alienation and 

isolation was greatly enhanced, doubt and disgust led to 

withdrawals,despairand despondency and even the ethos and 

temper of the movement repelled the liberals. The first 

World War followed by the victory of Bolshevism in Russia 

and the socialist revolution in different parts of the 

world marked the end of an era, the collapse of old 

liberal hopes and o~timism; and it shattered the dream 

of progress and the p~rspective of steady humanizing and 

liberalizing of its social lite and institutions. Libe­

ralism seemed weak and outdated. This horror-stricken 

situation generated a reactionary ideology i.e. 'Cold­

War liberalism', a militant moderation and an aggressive 

40. Ibid., pp 364-365. 
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defence of a strongly conservative version of the liberal 

t d . t• h . . t t . . 4 1 ra 1 1on, w ose ma1n a1m was o con a1n commun1sm. 

Cold war Liberalism was polemical and topical and was 

obsessed with the politics of anticommunism. This cold 

war liberalism failed to conform to its own precepts. 

The terror-stricken liberals in the grip of hysteria did 

not hesitate to betray their own essential principles 

abjectly which turned at least some of them into advoca­

tes and apologist for political inquisition and persecu-

tion. 

Liberalism, by creating a climate of intolerance, 

fear and conformity, constituted the grim but necessary 

prelude to the very different climate of opinion which 

was celebrated in the U-S.A. at the end of 19:0 ; end of 

ideology. The 

critique of utipianism and ideology developed by the 

liberals like Bell, Shils,Lipset, Ramond Aron were quin­

tessentially conservative in their outlook. The belief 

that 'the fundamental political problems of the indus-
42 trial revolution have bePn solved' was very soon made 

to look ridiculous. The unmasking of persisting forms 

of deprivation behind the veil of univr'rsal affluence, 

41. Anthony Arblster, n. 1, p. 299 

42. S.M. Lipsct, 'Political fv1an', ~-Jilliam ileinemann 
Ltd., 1960, p. 406. 
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the co-existence of public squalor with private wealth, 

the emergence of black civil right movements in the u.s.A., 
the deep political apathy created by the American War in 

Vietnam, the world depression of the 1970s and 80s, the 

return of the galloping infl8tion and mass unemployment 

to the developed capitalist world, and the undermining of 

the welfare state - all these destroyed the subterfuge 

and revealed the illusion of conflict free, unideological 

politics as soon as it had been proclaimed a reality. 

It confirmed that the end of ideology, which itself an 

ideological episode, was indeed no more than that a 

political and intellectual smugness of the post- 1945 

capitalist boom. The liberal alliance with political 

empiricism, apathy to political radicalism, and renuncia­

tion of ideology in the name of Utopianism shifted the whole 

spectrum of western liberalism to the 'Right'. 

There was also a new development in de-radicalisa­

tion of liberalism by revising the conception and theory 

of democracy known as 1 pluralist-Elitist-Equlibrium 

model of democracy•. Just as a crude version of the 

free market was imported from economics into political 

science, so also notions of functionali~m from biology 

via anthropology and sociology into political science. 

Even in its Jess grotesque forms, the revisionist con­

ception of democracy impoverished the classical ideal 
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by stripping it off its distinctive essence. The discri-

pancies in this theory reflected the structure of flaring 

inequalities of power and wealth in society. 

It was not until the world economic crisis of the 

1970s and the apparent breakdown of welfare state polic~es 

that there b'gan to develop a new 'liberatarian' ideology43 

which found its ex;-:>ression in the writings of the people 

such as F.A. Hayek, Milton Friedman, Karl Popper, Isaiha 

Berlin and John Rawls. Popper's supposed refutation of 

Marx hinged upon his contention that Marx was rigid deter­

minist, Wt1o viewed the hurn.Jn beings as 'mere puppets• 

irrestibly pulled by economic wires - by historical forces 

44 
over which they have no control. Many of the anti-

43. Bill Brugger, n. 28, p. 38. 

44. Karl Popper, 'Open Society and its enemies' vol. 2, 
London; Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962. p. 101. 

But it was this same Marx, after all, who wrote in 
itthe Eighteenth Brurna ire' 'that men make their 
own history but not of their own free will; not 
under circumstances they themselves have chosen 
but under the given and inherited circumstances 
with which they are directly confronted' and 
Marx himself was at pains in later years to 
disown such an interpretation of his theory 
(Letter to Nlikhailovsky' in Karl Marx: Selected 
Writinas, David McLellan ed. Oxford University 
Press, 1977; pp. 571-572). 
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Utopian writers are of the opinion that secular 'Utopia­

nism•45 is a modernized version of an older religious 

vision, usually called 'chiliastic', 'millenarian' or 

'messianic'. Berlin says that 'the heart of 'Utopian 

dream• is the pattern of sin and death and resurrection. 

Its root lie deep in the religious imagination of mankind. 46 

Popper argues that the Utopian or 'vVholistic' method 

turns out also to be impossible; it is in the last 

resort unworkable. 47 · The liberal writers claim that 

monism leads to fanaticism and provides the philosophical 

basis for utipianism and totalitarianism where as political 

pluralism is based on philosophical pluralism which 

asserts the divrrsity and complexity of reality itself. 

Although Rawls' justice does not lack a sense of social 

justice and a concern to eradicate basic poverty and 

depreciation, it is essentially a liberalism which endorses 

the status-quo and it could not free itself from the 

impact of possessive individualism. 

a 
This libe~tarinism has often been called conserva-

tive despite the fact that many of the proponents sec 

45. The intellectual source of communist totalitarianism 
was held to be the 'Utopianism' of the· left. 

46. Isaiha Berlin, 'Russian Thinkers', Ed. by Henry 
Hardy and Aileen Kelly London; Hogarth Press, 
1978, p. ~)17. 

47. Karl Poppe.::-, n. 44, p. 193. and Karl Popper, 
'Poverty of Historicism', London; Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1969, pp 68-69. 
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themselves as liberal. It provides the rationale to the 

market philosophy with additional theoretica 1 ammunition. 

In the context of unforeseen combination of galloping 

inflation with rising unemployment and the absence of an 

popular ulternative, the prE-kenysian economics, thinly 

refurnished in the guise of 'monetarism' appeared in the 

actual policies of capitalist government to heal up 

the vacuum produced by the practical and theoretical 

impasse of Keynesian and expansionist economics. These 

liberatarians plead for the economic liberty with the 

plea that the infringement of economic liberty leads to 

the infringement uf other freedom. But unfortunately 

they failed to visualize that so long as ineuqality and 

di~crepancies is socially generated and the falt lies 

with the very structural root of the society, complete 

economic freedom leads to Chaos and anarchy ie. Hobbessian 

state of nature. 

Hence li~eral (i.e. bourgeois) thought is faced 

with insuperable obstacle, for its starting-point and 

its goal are always, if not always consciously, an 

apologia for the existing order of things or at least 

proof of their immutability and also of the pessimism 

which perpetuates, the present state of affairs and 

represents it as the uttermost limit of human develop­

ment. 'Thus theLe has been history, but there is no 
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longer any', 48 Marx observes with reference to bour-

geois economics, a dictum which is equally applicable 

to all attempts by bourgeois thinkers to understand the 

process of history. As a result, while bourgeois thought 

is indeed able to conceive of history as a problem, it 

remains an intractable problem. 49 

48. Karl Marx, 'The Poverty of Philosophy', p. 135. 

49. 11 Ei ther it is forced to abolish the process 
of history and regard the institutions of the pre­
sent as et0rnal laws of nature. Or else, every­
thing meaningful or purposive is banished from 
history. It then becomes impossible to advance 
beyond the mere 'individuality' of the various 
epochs and their social and human representatives. 
In the first case it ceases to be possible to 
understand the origin of social institutins. 
The objects of history appear as the object of 
imrr~utable, eternal laws of nature. History 
becomes fossilised in a formalism incapable 
of comprehending that the real nature of socio­
historical institutions is that they consist of 
relations between them. On the contrary, men become 
estranged from this, the true source of historical 
understanding and cut off from it by an unbridgea­
ble gulf. In the second case, history is trans­
formed into irrational rule of blind forces which 
is embodied at best in the 'spirit of the 
people' or in 'great men'. It car, t:1erefore 
only be descri~ed pragmatically but it can not 
be rationally understood". (Gorge Lukacs, 
'History and Class Consciousness : Studies in 
,\'arxist Dialectic', Merlin Press, London, 1971, pp. 
48-49. 
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The tragedy of the bourgeoise is reflected his­

torically in the fact that even bPfore it had defeated 

its predecessor, feudalism, its new enemy, the prolatariat 

had appeared on the scene. Politically, it became 

evident when at the moment of victory, the 'freedom' 

in whose name liberalism had joined battle with 

feudalism, was transformed into new represiveness. 

11 In the abse nee of a rPa 1, concrete s elution the di le­

mma of freedom and necessity of voluntarism and fatalism 

is simply shunted into a sidin':• That is to say, in 

nature and in the 'external world' laws still ope?ate 

with inexorable necessity, while freedom and the auto­

nomy that is supposed to result from the discovery of 

the ethical world are reduced to a mere point of view 

from which to judge internal events". 50 Ideologically, 

the same contradiction is found in the fact that 

liberalism endowed the individual with an unprecedented 

importance, but at the same time that same individuality 

was squeezed and annihilated by the economic conditions 

to which it was subjPcted, by the reification created by 

commodity production. All thPse contradictions are only 

the reflection of the deepest contradictions in capitalism 

itself as they appear in the consciousness of the 

50. Ibid., p. 12'1. 
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bourgeoisie in acc·ordance with their position in the total 

system of production. 51 'It becomes evident that the 

man who now emerges must 8e the individual, egoistic 

bourgeois isolated artificial~y by capitalism and that his 

consciousness, the source of his activity and knowledge 

is an individual isolated consciousness and it is this 

th t b . 1 t' f t h t t. f 
52 a ro s soc1a ac 1on o i s c arac er as ac 1on • 

The hegemony of the bourgeoisie embraces the whole 

of society and it at~.empts to organise the whole of society 

in its own interests. To achir,ve this it was forced both 

to develop a coherent theory of economics, politics and 

society and also to sustain its faith in its own mission 

to control and organise society. The insoluble internal 

contradic~ionsof the system reveal with increasing rigid-

ness and so confront its supporters with a choice. Either 

they must consciously ignore insights which become incre­

asingly urgent or else they must suppress their own moral 

instincts in order to be able to support with a good 

conscience an economic system that serves only their own 
. 53 

interests. 

It is evident from all that the attempt at a solu-

51. Ibi.d., p. 135. 

52 • lli.2.. , p • 62 • 

~3. Ibid.,p. 66 
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tion represented by the bourgeois philosophers towards the 

practical, does not succeed in resolving the antinomies, 

on the contrary it fixes them for eternity. For just as 

objective necessity, despite the rationality and regula­

rity of its manifestations, yet persists in a state of 

immutable contingency because its material substratum 

remains transcendental, so too the freedom of the subject 

which this device is designed to rescue, is unable, being 

an empty frePdom, to evade the abyss of fatalism. 54 

According to Luk<Jcs, intellPctual genesis must be 

identical in principle with historical genesis. The 

course of the history of ideas which bourgeois thought 

has developed, has tended more and more to wrench these 

two principles apart. As a result of this duality in 

method, reality disintegrates into multitude of irrational 

facts and OV(:r these a net-vvork of ourely formal 'laws' 

emptied of content is then cast. 55 

The unhistorical and anti-historical charactPr of 

bouraeois thought becomes glaring when we consider the 

problem of the present as historical problem. This 

54. Ibid., p. 13:3. 

Seo for cetail lbio., p~ 155-156. 
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complete failure has redur:ed bourgeoi~ thinkers to the 

contemptible mental level. It is grounded in a theore­

tical approach based on unmediaterl contemptation which 

opens up an irrational chasm between the subject and object 

of knowledge. Lukacs argups that as a result of its 1n-

capacity to understand history, the contemplative atti­

tude of the bourgeoisie became polarised into two extremes: 

on ~..ne one hand, there were the 'great individuals' 

viewed as the autocratic makers of history, on the other 

hand there were the 'natural laws• of the historical 

environment. They both turned out to be equally impo. ·­

tent - whether thty are separated or worKing together -

when challenged to produce an interpretation of the 
56 present in all its radical novelty. 

Macpherson has also not been able to analyse 

liberalism in its true socio-historical context. The 

criticism applicable to the classical liberal thinkers 

can be ap0lied with equal force to Macpherson because 

of his failure to uno0rstar.d history and its role in 

revealing the antinomies of liberal sociPty. Being 

seduced by librralism Macpherson has not been able to 

56. Ihic1., p. 158 
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go deep into the reality of librral soci~ty and 

reveal its contradictions at the base. 

The same inability of ~acpherson also gets 

reflected in the analysis af the liberal values (which 

has been discussed in the chapter ll). 
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CHAPTER - II 

LIBERLISM : CRITIQUE BY MACPHERSON 

At the centre of the liberal world-view is a 

particular picture of the individual human person and of 

his relations to the world in which he lives. It is of 

cardinal importance since from this conception of the 

individual and of his relations to the world flows 

much of the liberal system of political values. 

There is no denying that the concept of man as 

well as humanism, contains certain permanent elements 

which are subject to the specific conditions of time and 

space; and are thus enriched both by the introduction of 

new elements and by keeping old elements alive. Man 

always exists'here and now'; his present existence is 

at least as important for determining his essence as the 

conviction that this essence is determined by historical 

de term ina nts. 1 

1. 

2 0 

Macpherson argues that possessive individualism2 

3ogdan Suchodolski, 'Renaissance Humanism and 
Marxian humanism', Erich Fromm ed. Socialist 
Humanism : an i ntcorna tiona 1 symposium, ~~.lien 
Lane The Pengbin Pr0ss, London, 1967, p. 28. 

Macpherson, Political Theory of PossPssive Indivi­
dualism : llobbes to Loeb~, op. cit., pp 262 f • . 
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finds its genesis in the seventer-nth century political 

theory; and these posses~ive individualistic assumptions 

about man, society and politics were cerived, implicitly 

or explictly, from seventeenth century realities. But 

these possessive individualistic assumptions traced much 

further back to Renaissance humanism. Renaissance truely 

first began to comprehend that man's genuine autonomy 

consisted not only in freedom vis-a-vis religious and 

philosophical authorities, but also in liberation from 

the slavery of the social world, ~hich was in contradic­

tion to humanity. It is also true that Renaissance re­

discovered man burried under conditions but paradoxically 

rena iss a nee humanism was a de:nia 1 of itself; it was not 

a collective man but an aggressive image, a paranoid 

i ndi vidua 1. 

Renaissance Humanism had truely a pardigmatic 

depth and richness of possibilities. It h~d started with 

the idea of liberating men from the trammels of the super­

human world of church metaphysics but posed a central 

problem of the philosophy of man and his liberation from 

the secular bonds laid ppon all. From the very moment 

the empirical conception of man's cognition started to 

take shape and multifarious knowledge about empirical 

human variety grew. Machiavelli was the first to state 

his philosophical conclusion C]Uite in conformity with 
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At this phase the conflict between 'reason• and 
3 'history' emerged with particular sharpness. More 

importance was attached to 'reason' by the believ~rs of 

the empirical concept of man to liberate him from con­

servatism and opportunism. Closely bound up with this 

conflict between reason and history, was the conflict 

between reason an~ social rPality which was in essence 

the same conflict revealed in contemporary life. The 

philosophers of the empirical tradition were alarmed 

by this problem and finally chose ~eason and relegated 

history to the background, as a result man solitary being 

left on his own in the u~iverse. This was glaring parti­

cularly in 17th century. The Enlightenment also strPssed 

the idea that the reality ought to be transformed accor-

ding to the requirements of reason. 

The 'Ontological nomilasim' and 'ontological 

realism•
4 

both have deeply permeated the thought, philo-

3. Gogdan Suchodolski, n,l. p~ 31.32. and M.P. Thompson, 
A note on Reason and History in late 17th Century 
Political Thought, 'Political Theory', Voi.W,No4. CNov.l9 

4. Society in the formr-r is no more than a chance accu­
mulation, an aggregation of interests or the locale 
in which individual wills and interests ar~ opPra­
tive (or join together on complete or struggle); 
Society in later sense is some sort of higher, 
organic and closed entity to which the individual 
is subordinated in evrry r~spect (See Rudi Supek, 
'Freedom and PolydPterminism in cultural Criti­
cism'; Erich Fromrn, 'Soci;J.l_i~ .. t Humani<-,rn' op. cit., 
p. 258. 
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Sophy and sociology of bourgeois society. Whi lc:: the 

ontological nominalism had its inception in the clas~ical 

liberalism (Hobbes, Smith, Bentham), the ontological 

realism thus carried from Hegel and Schelling to the 

theoreticians of organic positivism (Comte, Spencer, 

Durkheim) and thence to the most recent totalitatian 

doctrine of the fascist varieties. 

Macpherson argues that the difficulties of libera­

lism lie in the assumption latent in the liberal tradi­

tion of possessive individualism. He attempts to show 

that this postulate was at the root of 17th century 

political theory and continues to influence twentieth cen­

tury accounts of liberal democracy. This new notion of 

'possessive individualism' therefore involved an almost 

total break with classical and medieval conceptions of 

the nature of man,of society and of freedom. 

Macpherson claims that Hobbe~s analysis of human 

nature from which his whole political theory is derived, 

is really an analysis of bourgeois man; that the assump­

tions explicit and implicit upon which his psychological 

/conclusions depend are assumptions peculiarly valid for 

bourgeois society. 5 Hobbes's theory was an inexhaustible 

5. G.B. Macpherson, Democratic Theory 
f'.etrievol, Qll· cit., pp ?3~). 

Essays in 
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reservoir of insights into the functioning of capitalist 

socit':ty; and his was a more objective and agressive theory 

of capitalism (without ideological cosmetics) than the 

liberals. 6 Hobbes was a mechanist with exceptional imagi­

nation; he mirl'ored all features of bourgeois rationalism 

without any hypocrisy. Macpherson has aptly pointed out 

that Hobbes committed the blunder by eternalising the bour-

geois characteristics he saw in men in contemporary society 

around him, 7 which lacked the historical character of man. 

It is the acuteness of Hobbes's analysis of bourgeois man 

that made him the profoundest political thinker of the 

17th century and that led to the revival of his concert 

of sovereignty by the Benthamist. 8 IJiacpherson is wrong 

in his acknowledgement that from Aristotle until the 17th 

century it was more usual to sep the essence of man as 

purposeful activity, than the consumption of satisfactions 

and it vvas only with the emergence of market society in 

17th century, the essence of rational behaviour was incre-

asingly held to lie in unlimited individual appropriation 

or aquisitive individualism. 9 Decause this acquisitive or 

possessive individualism had its traces in Renaissance 

individualism (which has been discus~ed earlier). 
--------------·------
6. But the liberals do not accept him as liberal 

because his crude objectivity in analysis helpedthe 
critics of l:apit.alism mort: than its admirPrs. 

7. C.B. 1'/tacpher~,on, n. ~, p. 240. 

8 ib .d 2'-fJ. • __l_. ' p. ---". 

9. Ibid., p. s 
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According to Macpherson,from Locke to James Mill 

the concept of man as an infinite appropriator and an 
10 infinite consumer became increasingly prevalent. Mac 

pher$on argues that from the 17th century until roughly 

the middle of the 19th century everyone came to under­

stand, whether explictly or implictly, that he, the indi­

vidual was equally subordinated to the laws of the market. 

Th~= com~on perception created a •sufficient basis for 

rational obligation of all men to a political authority 

which could maintain and enfo~ce the only possible orderly 

human relations, namely market relations. 11 Bentham and 

other 18th century political thinkers insisted again on 

the atomic competitive individual as the basic unit of 

society to make the new capitalism ad~quate to the market. 

Macpherson states that the confusion in the Benthamist 

theory of society between the assumption of a natural 

harmony and the need for the state to create an artifi­

cial harmony between conflicting self-interests, comes from 

the Benthamist failure to resolve into a consistent theory 

the two views of society - one inherited from Hobbes and 

the other from 18th century optimists; and the failure is 

10. Ibid 

11. Macpherson, n.2., pp 272-273. 
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understandable, reflecting a contradiction in the society 

they were analysing. 12 Marx has aptly criticised Bentham 

who "takes the modern shop-keeper, especially the English 

shop-keeper, as the normal man ••• this :yard mE>asure, then 

he applies to past, prPsent and future". 13 Marx accusses 

the thinkers who mistook the latest transient historical 

exprEssion of the protean capacity for human nature itself, 

an~ Macpherson also subscribes to the same view. 

Both the acceptance of the inevitability of every­

one's equa 1 subordination to the laws of the market and 

a cohesion of self-interest persisted until the middle 

of the 19th century; and thereafter the emergence of a 

politically articulate and class-conscious working class 

undermined the first condition and weakened the second. 

The class conscious and politically articulate members 

of the working class no lonqPr accepted the inevitable 

subjection to the domination of the market. To mr--et 

the exigencies John Stuart Mill WdS bound to add a meTal 

concept of man i.e. the man is essentially a doer, a 

creator, an enjoyer of his human attributes. 14 It was 

thus necessary to prPsent an image of liberal democratic 

13. Karl Marx, Capital Vol. 1, (New York, 1967), p. 
609 (Note 2). 

14. Macph0rson, n.5, p. 4. 
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society which could be justified more morally appealing 

(to the liberal thinker, and hopefully to the new demo-

t . ) th th ld t•l•t . . 15 era ~c mass an e o u ~ .1 ar1an1sm. 

Yet the remarkable fact is that this picture of 

society as a c;llection of discrete, ~tomised and isolated 

individuals has never been effr-::tively discarded, and 

appears in its tradi tiona 1 ~ ~ r.:v lis tic form even in some 

of ~..ne \Nri tings of twentieth centt;ry theoretician like 

Hayek and Karl Popper and his disciples. For all most 

all liberals retain belief in the ontological primacy 

' ' . of the individual,· together with a concomitant tendency 

to regard society and its institutions and all collecti­

vities as abstractions, less •real' than the individuals 

of which they are either in 1Nhole or in large part composed. 

Macpherson insists that possessive market society 

continues to persist in the tvventieth century with one 

decisive modification or change which, he claims, has 

seriously challenged the foundations of liberal-democratic 

theory. That change is 'the emergence of working-class 

political articulacy. 16 The very existence of a self­

conscious class of workers, who find themselves deprived 

of the essential prerequisites for the acceptance of the 

15. ibid., p. 6 

16. Macpherson, n.2, p. 271. 
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assumptions of possessive market society, creates a ten­

sion between the actual social system and the democratic 

ideal which is supposed to regulate it. Despite the fact 

that the essential conditions of a valid theory of politi­

cal obligation based on possessive market assumption have 

been great~ly weakened. Macpherson notes that liberal 

democratic states have nevertheless persisted. As 

Mac~~erson sees it, the actual persistence of liberal 

democratic soci0ties is no argument against his thesis 

in a possessive market society the individual is human 

only as a proprietor of his own person, his humanity 

depends on his £reedom 'from any but self-interested 

contractual relations with others' and his society amounts 

to a •series of market relations•, 17 but 'the structure 

of market society no longer provides the necessary condi­

tions for deducing a valid theory of political obligation 
. 18 

from these assumptions. Hence Macpheron needed an. onto-

~ logical change in the liberal views of man as well as society. 

Macpherson's ac.count of Locke's intentions and 

achievements met with a chilly reception from Locke 

17. Ibid, p. 275. 

18. I£1£, pp 1, 9, 106; Macpherson, 'Hobbes Today' 
Canadian Journal of Economics and Political 
Science, II, (Nov., 1945). 
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r 
schclars for though it was conceded that the p~trait was 

brilliantly execated it was generally deemed seriously 

flawed by an almost compulsive passion to point from 

projective imagination rather than textual life and fro~ 

the distorted pPrspective of only one chapter of the second 
19 Treatise 'of 0property•. Macpherson has been acused 

that he ignores the historical specificity and his interest 

in -~-;··,e 17th Century roots was always subordinated to his 

interest in the diseased 20th century tree~Bernard Wand 

argues that although Macpherson may recognise that 'on 

the model of formal calculi, moral utterances cannot be 
20 entailed in factual statement~', he continually. holds 

that Locke's assumption both 'led logically' and 'made 

possible, indeed almost guaranteed' differential rights. 

There is an obvious gap between assumptions leading 
-

ligically to a conclusion and merely making it possible 
21 and it is this gap which must be closed. Macpherson 

himself acknowledgesthat the political climate o~ a 

different time may not have had the same notion of logic 

that we have and we should not impose on any thinker 

19. John Dunn- The Political Thouqht of John Locke, 
Cambridge University, press, ~969. 

20. Macpherson, n.2, p. 82 

21. Bernard Wand, 'C.i3. Macpherson's Conceptual 
Apparatus', Canadi~n~ournal of PoliticBl Science 
IV: 4, Doc. 1971, pp 527-32. 
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1 . 1 h . h t f h . + • 22 og1ca canons w 1c are no o· 1S ~1me. Now, if 

indeed, Macpherson's argument is a logical canon, it 

is logically questionable and not historically questiona-
23 ble. Hence a reference to Locke's social and historical 

context is irre ley ant to the appropriate ness of the 
r 

infere nee; and this explains the histo£ica 1 ina _9e~e1tence 

of Macpherson's analysis of 17th century political 

thi a1Ker. 

For Macpherson the essence of man differs from 

animals. Man has several capCJcities and of these, the 
24 capacity for 'self-direction' is the most important. 

By self-direction Macpherson means the capacity to choose 

one's purposes and to undertake activities capable of 

realizing them which makes man unique in the world. 

Thus he is an end in himself but not a means to be 

exploited by others. Macpherson acknovvledges that ex­

cluding various •uniquely human capacities•, man also 

possesses some other distinctive capacities such as 

capacities to cheat, lie, exploit his fellow men but he 

insists that they are not essential to man and therefore 

22. Macpherson, n.2, PP. 5, 14. 

23. l.l:?.i£.' p. 14. 

24. :V~acphr-rso n, n. 5, PP. 43, 51, 54, 56,58. 
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not 'human'. The distinction Macpherson proposes between 

these capacities which '::l.elong to man's essence and those 

which do not gets blurred by his circular and ambiguous 

argument. Although plausibL··, the distinction between 

the natural and the socially d~rived capacities runs 

into obvious difficulties. For Macpherson es~ential 

human capacities are fundamentally harmonious but not 

'destructively contentious•. 

Of the two ontologies, the ontology of develop-

mental man is the one immediately visible in Iflacpherson's 

writing. For Macpher~on man is by nJ~ure an.active being, 

not a pas1ive consumer of utilities, nor an infinite 

appropriater; he is an active exerter, developer and 

enjoyer of his humanly attributes. Man is not a bundle 

of ap9etites seeking satisfaction but a bundle of conscious 
25 energies seeking to be exerted. Macpherson is clear 

that his developmental view of man is not so much a set 

of empirical inferences about what man does, but rather 

a moral conception which provides the needed 'higher set 

of values'. The developmental view he contends is a 
--~--------

26 
-2._LO_pos._Ltion-about 1 the_e_nd_or~pur_pose of man'. For 

Macpherson, the developmental conception of man which is 

25. {bid.' p. 5 

26. Ibid., p. 8 
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"\;;-~ er~arily ethic_o_Li_n_nature and it is also one whose 

ethical import is sufficiPntly strong to provide an 

automatic justificatory basis for social and political 

institutions, for 'rights and obligations•. Unlike the 

comparatively non-discriminating liberal outlook the deve­

lopmental ontology on the whole condemns consum0r man 

and the developmental man is not a man of acquisition.
27 

Macpherson's formulation of the ethical principle 

as an assertion of 'equal effective right•, 28 makes it, 

on the surface at any rate, practically indistinguishable 

from the liberal premise of self-governancr; and the 

developmental conception and its status as an independent 

onto logy seems to have .lost its credibility. 29 Macpherson's 

ethical principle now appeors .JS a straight forward resta­

tement of the liberal preclaimation of freedom constrained 

only by the equal right of others as the core of a retrie-

ved theory of liberal democracy. 

Macpherson's work too, is thoroughly imbued with 

a clasc analysis. In the 'political theory of Possessive 

Individualism' Macphersons distinguishes threP diffPrPnt 

2.7. Ibid, p. 32e iv'tacpherson Contrasts 1 d0velopmental 1 

activity and acquisitivP activity elsewhere as well 
iQiQ., 4-5, 19-2.3, 24-38. 

2 !3 • I b i ci. , p. 55 

29. John W. Seaman and Thomas J. Lewis, 'On Retrieving 
rv:acpherson's Liberalism', Canadian Journal of 
Political Science XVII:4, Dec. 1984, p. 717. 



models of society : the customary or status; the simple 

rnark:et; and the possessive mar!(et;3J and in each model 

the difinitive characteristics are the relation of produc­

tion and exchange. Work or labour, ownership and property 

are the operational concepts of this analysis 31• We also 

find 'an expression of the dynamic nature of the Marxist 
32 concept of class' when we are told of 'the development 

of the market system producing a class ••• 33 

Macpherson is misleading in his insistence on 

loa!< ing human nature through the concept of esse nee. Mac­

pherson's use of concept of ~~e, though innocent of 

any misleading or confusing connotations, se€'ms for th~ 

most part trapped by them. For his deductions and demons-

trations depend in alarge measure, on the systematic con­

fusion to which the concept gives rise. His use of the 

concept of essence refers both to evaluations and descrip­

tions. The concept of esse nee; as Macpherson recognises, 

is necessarily r~->lated to the concepts of poten~~al~ty_~d 

actuality. Macphrrson's acknowledgPment of the wisdom of 

30. Macph0rson n.2, PP. 47-48. 

31. Ibid, pp 53-4. - . 
32. Victor Suacek, 'The Elusive Marxism of C.B. Mac­

pherson', Canadian Journal of Political Science 
IX:3, Sept, 1973, pp 401-402. 

33. Macpherson, n.2, p. 273 • 
• 
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the classical liberal theorists in rejecting the language 
34 of essence can be appreciated but unfortunately Macpher-

son has fallen into almost every trap which it invites. 

Tbe concept of essence is fundamentally a meta­

physical one whose use in political theory has had disas­

trous practical effects. For it has led to the view that 

once the nature of the human essence has been grasped, 

all that is required for practice is to make its content 

explicit. 35 Moreover, those who like Macpherson fail to 

elucidate the concept of human essence in the appropria~e 

manner, are somehow morally represensible. 

Macpherson pays scant attention to the nature and 

development of human capacities. He does not notice that 

the capacities he mentions are too general to have un­

equivocal meanings or to indicate how they can be exer­

cised. Contrary to Macpherson's view thr-re is hardly 

any possibility of complete hannony since some human 

capacities conflict and the development of one may 

obstructs the other. And again V~kh points out 

that 'human capacities are disporate, not easily measurable 

and not transferable into a common currency or gradeable 

.34., .I>1acpherson, n~ 5, PP. 218-19. · 

35. ~Bernard Wand, QQ. £11., p 535-536. 
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on a single scale dnd it is th~reforr difficult to see 

what the maximisation of human capacities and powers means, 

and one may even wonder if the conceot of minimizing human 

development is logically coherent. The ghost of Bentham 

haunts even the shrewdest critic of liberalism•. 36 

of 
Macpherson does not revea 1 what sort factor and 

" 
how it frustrates the realisation of human capacities. 

He :-"mains obsessed with the liberal individualist belief 

that if only an individual is provided with the necessary 

material rPsources, he can and would develop his poten­

tialities and satisfy his needs for which h~ lays so much 

stress on material scarcity. Like many a liberals, he 

sees self-development as essentially an individual pro­

cess and is preoccupied with material means rather than 

the quality of both the relations of production and other 

social relations. Macpherson admits that human capacities 

cannot be developed and exercised by an individual in 
he 

isolation when talks about harmony. They are located 
" 

within, and sustained by the framewor!< of social relations 

and are developed when the latter make them both possible 
37 ' and necessary. A social thPorist should be cautious 

36. 

37. 

Vikhu Parekh, 'Contemoorary Political Thinkers' 
Martin Robertson and Company Ltd., Oxford (1982) 
p. 70. 

StevPn Lukes, 'The Real and Ideal Worlds of Demo­
cracy', Alkis Kontos {ed) Powers, Possession and 
Freedom (University of Toronto Press, Toronto, 1979) 
pp. 145f. 
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enough to enquire about the kinds of social relations 

that stimulate and nurture and nourish the exercise of 

these capacities which Mac~herson aptly emphasises. 

MacphPrson h.Js examined the exploitative nature of 

capitalist society and its conception of man ~ithin the 

marxist framework-+:hough in a limited extent,. But in his 

own conception of man he pays scant attentio~ to the 

marxist conception of r.1sn and gets himself more inclined 

with the liberals, as a result his criti~;ism of liberal 

individualism hits him, reck. Dospite his penetrc.~ting 

criticism of liber21l individualism-?l•iacpherson fails to 

transcend its basic inhr:rent assumption and is unable 

to lay the foundation of an alternative theory of man. 

Because of his adherence to liberal individualism he 

has not been able to come out of its trap, 

\ 

True to the essentialist tradition, Macpherson 

approaches the concept of human powers through a consi­

deration of the adequacy of the d•finition of man. Any 

definition of man must be one such that v;hatever is 

essential to his nature as a man from his bare survival 

to the exercise of his highest caoacities, must be 

included and only if it does will the definition be 

38 1 non-slc:vish'. 



{)7 

Despite Macpherson's jaundiced views of life in 

a market society, it is clear that the powers which, as 

exercised, would realize the essence of man are powers 

which at least· some men at some time have had even though 

they have lived in market societiE·s. Macpherson's con­

tention is not merely that economic conditions deprive men 

~ from maintaining desirable goals or engaging in morally 

worthy activities, but that some how a cr.ange in the 

basic structure of human nature is required-for them 

39 
to be 'truely human'. Much of Macpherson's condemna-

tion of the market society rests on his view of the way. 

it defines the concept of powers in contrast to the way 

in which it ought to be defined. 

For Macpherson power refers to the 1 actua 1 

ability to exercise one's capacities' or what comes to the 

th • I t th f . t •t• I 4Q same ~ng access o e means o us1ng one s capac1 1es • 

When a man is. capable of doing something but lacks the 

access to·the necessary means, he has the capacity but 

not the power to do it. Accardi ng to Macpherson the less 

the impediments in the way of the exercise of one's poten­

tialities, the more the power or to say that power and 

-----------·---
39 • ill.£. ' p • 38 

40. Macpherson, n. 5, p. 53. 



impediments are invarsely proportioned to each other. As 

Macpherson says, 'a man's power is to be measured in 

terms of the absence of impediments to his using hi~! 

human capacities•. 

Out of two types of impediments i.e. (i) natural 

such as the force of gravity and man's physical inability 

to do certai~ things and (ii) social, Macpherson rightly 

di~.cgards the first. Social impediments also fall into 

three categories, i.e. first the lack of adequate means 

of Life, 41 second, the lack of access to the labour, 42 and 

third, the lack of protest against invasion by other. 

In Macpherson's view, the third impediment does 

not pose a threat in liberal capitalist society because 

of its lega 1 system which guarantees the protection of 

life, liberty and property. In a capitalist sociPty 

Macpherson argues, the means of production are privately 

owned and owned by a few, and the vast majority of men 

depend on their labour-power for their livelihood. During 

the contracted period the worker loses control over his 

41. By this Macpherson means both the means of mate1ial 
sustenance and the gen0ral level of material 
comfort needed to enable an individual to tlke 
full part in the cultural life of his community. 

42~ Macpherson uses the term labour in the broadest 
sense, that of the exertion of human energy. 



activities and suffers a 'diminution of human essence' 

since freedom or self-direction is the chief ingredient 

in man's humanity._ Aqain thE' worker transfers to the 

capitalist his ability to use his capacities and whatever 

va luP he produces belong to thP capi t2l is t. HP rPCP i Vf~S 

back A srn:lll part of the value of his product in the form 

of v,ages; the rest of it corstitute the capitalist's pro­
L!3 

fit.' The \NorkE·r also find:: no satisfaction because of 

the monotonous, mindless and dPgr:dinc;; working condition. 

As c: result, he builds of frustr:tions and rc:sc:ntmC'nt 

has little zest and cnthusias,,, l('f~t: at thP enG. of thE~ 

day and tends to dev' lop th~: attitt·Jc of a possive and 

mindh!SS consumer, with little irtterest in devt'loping 

his c·s~,enti<Jl human attributes.
44 

L'tacphPrson argu(•S that 

capitalist soci~ty involves not 

transfer45 but also a good deal 

of the worker~ s power. 

only a continuous net 
I 

of unnecf',ssary wast~ge 

Then Macpherson divides the power intl,);i First, 

~c:tive Power i.e. the ability •to control the capaci­

ties of and to extract benc,fits from otiwr individuals, 46 

and second, the deve lopme nta 1 or ~ .. :U~.i.f.f!J~ c_o~ce_p! .o.f power 

----~--------------------

43. Macpherson, n. !>, pp 64,65. 

44. Vikhu Parekh, .QQ. cit., pp 56-57. 

45. r ... ;acpherson, 5, 12. ' n. p. 

46. Ibid., PP 42-44. 
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i.e. the ability of man •to use and develop his own 

potentialities under his own conscious control for his 

47 
own human purposes.' This developmental or ethical 

power is said to be what a man needs to be fully human. 

Th~ Capitalist property rights violates the leading 

requirement of the ethical principle : they do not allow 

every one equal effective rights to be fully human, 

hrnce a vast itnequality of pov1er.- Since inequality of 

power implies the unequal development of capacities and 

inequility in the degree of self-direction. Macpherson 

suggests that it ultimately implies inec;uality in men's 

humanity. In capitalist society some men are human, 

while the rest are deduce·d to a commodity. The detach­

ment of labour ·from the person means that the majority of 

people are prevented from using strength and skill 

creatively : 'The power of a horse or machine may be 

defined as the amount of work it can do whether it is 

set to work or not. But a human being to be human, must 

be able to use his strength and skill for purpose he 

has consciously formed•. 48 Here Macpherson's concept 

of man·is replete with Marxist view. Macpherson also 

blames the liberal welfare state for the continuing net 

47. Ibid., PP. 41-42. 

48. Macplwrson, n. 38, p. 43. 
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transfer of power from owners to non-owners because of 

its reliance on capitalist incentive to get the main 

productive work of the society done. 

. Macpherson is unable to specify the forms of life 

that obstruct or promote human development, and his cri­

tique of capitalism lacks depth. l-!iacpherson does not 

specify any reason to believe that if the transfer of 

powtLS were to be eliminated, men would want to develop 

and help others to develop their capacities rather than 

remain and encourage others to remain,,passive consumers 

of utilities. Within the framewcr ~'- of his i ndi vidua 1 is t 

account of human development, Macpherson is unable fully 
49 to appreciate that human-development is cooperative process. 

Definitely, he is not fully unaware of this profound in­

sight of Marx, however, he does not explore its full 

implications or make it the basis of his s·ofial and 

political theory though he claims so. 

Macpherson's argument does not carry him towards 

his destination. The idea of maximising a value which is 

not in any obvious sense measurable, or even linear, iS 

a notion which wears an air of slightly bogus precision 

at the best of times and in relation to the development 

49. fVikhu Par0kh 2Q· cit., p. 71. 
- ... 
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of human powers this air of precision is especially 

implausible. :0 

The idea of each individual maximising the deve-

lopment of his own powers tells us more about Macpherson's 

usage than it really speak som~thing specific and plausi­

ble. Even if one could arrive at an agreed list of all 

desirable human abilities, it is hard to see in principle 

what it would mean to maximise them as a whole : whether 
51 their sum or their product or their average. John 

Dunn argues that collective responsibility would be 

l~gal fact, collective material benefit a possible distri­

butive policy: but collective control as it has so far 

been described and imagined would be little more than 

verbal placebo; and at no point Macpherson gives serious 

consideration to any obstacles to the development of 

human powers which arise from the divis~on of labour other 

than those produced by the control of private capital. 
52 

Bernard Wand's criticism of Macpherson's concept 

of power on the basis of ethical neutrality of power 53 

50. ~Dun~ 'Review Article : Democracy Unretrieved, 
or Political Theory of P~of. Macpherson', British 
Journal of Political Science, 1974, p. 494. 

51. Ibid., p. 495. 

52. This thing has been elaborately discussed in Anthony 
Giddens, 'The Class Structure of the Advanced Socie­
ties 1 , (London, Hutcr: i nso n, 1973). 

53. ~rnard Viano, .QQ.ci t., p. 539. ----
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does not hold much va lici ty because Steven Lukes and Ted 

Benton have rightly pointed out that the concept of power 

is value dependent and 'essentially contested' because of 

definitional link between power and interests and the 

relevant valuos being, of course, different ones, depending 

on the account of interests which is offered. 

From the conception of the 'individual' and of his 

relations to the .,-.;orld and to other individuals flows much 

of the liberal system of political values. If man is 

self-propelling, self-contained ond responsible for his 

own values as has been co,-:ceived by liberal individualism, 

then it is clear that what he needs is space and oppor-

tunities to realise his aims and gratify his wishes. 

Liberalism distinguishes itself from other political 

doctrines by the supreme importanc~ it attaches to free­

dom or liberty. Man needs freedom and privacy - that 

'area of non-interference' which for classical liberals 

from Constant, de Tocqueville and Mill to Berlin is the 

essence of liberty. Within liberalism the autonomy of 

individual is both an existential fact about him, and an 

ideal, and the 'fact' of his autonomy provides ~meta­

physical-empirical foundation for the principle of the 

f d [ + h . ' . . d l 54 
·rer om o ~ e 1nu1V1 ua .• 
----------------------------
54. Anthony L\.rbla ster, 'Liber.i 1 va lu(·S and socialist 

values•, The Socialist Register, 1972, p. 91. 
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It is the area of non-interference, the area free 

from social and political pressure i.e. negative liberty. 

which really matters to the liberals. And this makes 

it clear that the original picture of man as an isolated, 

non-social (if not actually anti-social) being still re­

tains its force. It is not through society by craving 

out independent enclaves within the overall context of 

society, that man fulfils himself. Freedom understood 

in this sense, can be identified as the paramount liberal 

value because of this intimate conr1ection it has with the 

liberal version of human nature. 

Macoherson has pointed out that this concept of 

54 freedom is central to 17th century political theory. 

Macpherson has vehemently criticised the negative concept 

of· liberty that 'it is too narrowly conceived and at 

bottom a mechanical, inertial concept of freedom which 

is fully appropriate only to a complete market sociPty. 55 

Macpherson argues that the negative liberty i.2. absence 

of coercion is not universally applicable in a capitalist 

society. Institutions such as the laws of propPrty and 

contract coerce non-owners (who do not own the means 

of production), and the coercion is also the result of 

arranrH~ments rnrtdc by this haves and this sort of unfree-

dom ( i. c. coercion) has not been properly written off. 

---·-~-----

54. Macphrrson, n. 2, PP. 26J, 264. 

:,s. J\·:a cpherso n, n. 5, p. 95. 



75 

Macpherson brands this negative liberty as Spencerian 

which is too narrow mecha nica 1 and inertia 1 to serve the 

minimum purpose. Macpherson acknowledges that it traces 

back through Bentham to Hobbes, and beyond him to Galilee, 

from whom Hobbes borrowed the concept of inertia 1 motion 

which is applicable to an atomized market society in which 

everyone is put on his own to compete with everyone for 

t
, . 56 every m. ng. 

J.S. Mill and other classical English Political 

Philosophers put the rationalia in this ·concept. According 

to rv1acpherson Mi 11 neglected or repudiated as important 

source of unfreedom the capitalist property institution; 

he attributed directly to the r.1onopoly of ownership by 
57 

the ruling class. Macpherson insists that the concept 

of liberty adequate for 20th century can nnot afford to 

ignore all that Mill and classical English literal 

tradition neglected. He argues in a marxist way thC1t the 

u nequa 1. access to the mra ns of 1 if e and labour inherent 

in capitalism i~, irrespective of what particular social 

and economic theory is put forward, an obstruction to 

the freedom of those with little or no access; and it 

56. ibi£., p. 104 •. 

57. ibid., p. 98-99. 
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diminishes the ne?ative liberty and diminishes the area 

in which they can not be pushed around. Macpherson con­

cludes that a formulation of negative liberty which ignores 

58 the class-impediments is not entirely adequate. The 

welfare-state not merely to provide. some conditions for 

freedom of choice, it is to broaden the area of choice 

for those who previously had few doors open to them. 

A man's positive liberty i.e. to act as a fully 

human being is virtua 11 y the same as what Macpherson calls 

a man's power in the developmental sense. Macpherson 

subscribes to Berl~n•s view that Idealists and any extreme 

rationalist, believing in the self-mastery and a 'higher• 

or 'real' self over a lower, desirous and or 'inauthentic' 

self have often sought to impose their own concepts which 

has apparently been led to monstrous d~nials of liberty 

and this slippery road finally endsin coercion : the 

individual is forced to be free. 

Macpherson insists, 'individuals are stunted by the 

social institutions in vvhich they have had to live: they --
cannot be fully human, or fully free, until these insti-

tutions have been ch2nged and in some circumst~nces the 

institutions may b~ unchangeable except by revolutionary 
. 59 

coerc~on. 

58 • ll?.i2.. ' p • 10 l. 

59. Ibid., p. 106. 
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Macpherson accepts Berlin's view that the theory 

of positive liberty has been perverted and degenPrated into 

a wholesale denial of liberty and argues that it is due 

rathPr to a specific failure of liberal theory to take 

account of the concrete circumstances which the gr9wing 

demand for fuller human realization has encountered and 

will encounter. 60 

Macpherson criticises the conservative : dectrines 

ranging from Hegel's to the conservative property libera­

lism to T.H. Green, and including various elitist theories~ 

which try to maintain the status-quo i.e. the existing 

class structure of power and property. Macpher~on finally 

concludes :that the concept of positive liberty arose 

only after the ideal of individual liberty had taken pretty 

firm hold and that is to say that the concept of positive 

liberty is a product of bourgeoise society.pl 

Macphrrson finally concludes that Berlin's division 

of liberty into positive and negative fails to serve the 

purpose ·for which it was designed. Even the positive 

liberty neglects (and does not include within its ambit) 

the impediments caused by the lack of access to themeans 

of life and labour and as a res~lt becomes an abstraction. 

60. Ibid., p. 107. -
61. Ibid, p. 115. 
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Negative liberty no lon;Jf'r is the shield of individuality 

rather it has become the cloak of an un-individualist, 

corporate, imperial free enterprise and even the current 

pluralist political theory can not be relied upon for the 
62 reformulation ofnegative theory. 

After a vi9orous and intensifying analysis of both 

negative and positive concepts of liberty and pointing 

out their lapses and fallacies, Macpherson presents an 

alternative division of liberty which he thinks can better 

serve the purpose. He redefines the negative liberty 

•as immunity from the extractive power of other (inclu­

ding the state)' which might be described as 'counter 

extractive liberty. 63 And he changes the name of positive 

liberty to 'developmental liberty' to better mark the 

division. Macpherson claims that his own division of 

liberty better serves the liberatarian purpose by warning 

people off the kind of debased andperverted liberty which 

negates liberty. According to him the former i.e. counter­

extractive liberty is a pre-requisite of the latter i.e. 

developmental liberty. 

Macpherson argues in a Benthamite way that since 

each individual's liberty may diminish or destroy another's 

62. ibid., p.116. 

63. lbid., p. 118. 
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the only sensible way to me0sure individual liberty is to 

measure the aggregate net liberty of all the individuals 

in a given society.
64 

He prescribes in a Grecnian way 

that there should be interfPrce by the. state to protect 

me from interference by other individual~.: interference 

to protect man from interference. 65 like a lib0ral indi­

vidualist being very. much suspic.ious of state power 

the plea that state an engine of domination of one 'class 

over others redifines the liberty, particularly the mea­

sure of liberty, as the absence of extractive power. 66 

l'\otwithslanding his cldim to the contrary, Mac­

pherson too conceives of the individual as the proprietor.: 

of his capacities. Each individual is the master of him­

self and aims to develop his capacities as he freelY chooses. 

He needs liberty in order to cooperate with others in 

developing a common way of life but to 'live in accordance 

with his own conscious purposes •.. and decide for himself 
67 rather than to be acted upon and decided by others•. 

This is an exclusivist definition of liberty (which is 

no way different from the liberal individualistic con­

cept of liberty). Unlike the liberals Macpherson rightly 

64. lJ?.i£, P. 117 

65. Jbid , PP, 117-119 

(,(). Ib.!d, p. lH3 

67. Ibid, p. 108£. 
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stresses the development of non-contentions and socially 

oriented human capacities, however, the form and content 

of their development remain individualistic. Further, 

Macpherson even outbids liberalism and views liberty, 

Political participation, the quality of life and so on as 

possessions to which individual has a proprietary right. 

No doubt he does so in order to secure recognition of 

thP individual's right to the conditions of his develop­

ment. Howev2r, to deploy the vocabulary of possessive 

individualism, that to for a defensible purpose, is to 

be contaminated by the very disease one is determined to 

eradicate. 

Macpherson is indeed aware that liberal conception 

of freedom can be used against capitalism, suggesting in 

one context that the doctrine of negative liberty could 

provide the grounds of~ case for socialism. 68 He also 

simultaneously employs ethical princ~ple of the free and 

~qual development of man's humanity to retrieve democracy 

from capitalism and consumer man. 1Nhile this ethical 

principle does retain the lib~ral ontology of self 

governanceas one of its inte0ral elements, it pro~lemati-

cally combines this with an anti-consumer or developmental 

ontology of man, thus, the ethical principle embodies 

68. lbicl. ' p. 103. 
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His ethica 1 principle is construed from these two onto­

logies and both are fundamental to his analysis though 

Macpherson nowhere explicitly mentions it. Seaman and 

Lewis argue that Macpherson's developmental ontology does 

not always p le. y the dominant role in forming the meaning 

of the ethical principle; an occasion the liberal onto­

logy 0f self-governance also performs B vital role, giving 

th th . 1 . . 1 b t t . 11 l • f f t . 70 e e 1ca pr1nc1p e a su s an 1a y 01 eren meanH'lg. 

In contending that to be fully human a man's capa­

cities must be exercised under his own control rather than 

at the dictates of another, Macpherson has, in effett, 

made the liberal entology of self-governance the pre­

requisite of the developmental ontology of 'essentially 

human capacities' and this rna kes Macpherson the inheritor 

of J.C. Mill to whom he strongly criticises. 

Despite his sarcastic criticism Macpherson could 

not save himself frJm Be nth amite i nf E~c tio n. Macpherson 

~ always speaks about the measurement of aggregate net of 

values like power, liberty etc. when he knows very well 

that there is no such measuring instrument to measure these 

values. 

69. John W. Se.Jman and Thomas J. Lewis, lli2· cit., p. 715. 

70. .~·· p. 719-721. 
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Macpherson has failed to place (freedom) in its 

historical and dialectical perspective which has been 

properly explained by Macintyre. 'Freedom is not some-

thing which 2t any given moment men either do or do not 

posses; it is always an achievement and always a task. 

The concrete content of fre0dom changes and enlarges 

from age to age; in the dia lectica 1 growth of human nature 

what was the freedom of the past may be the slavery of 

the pre s e nt • ' 71 

Macpherson's concept of freedom remains necessarily 

a liberal freedom in its ess~nce. Despite his attempt he 

has failed to liberate it from the clutches of possessive 

individualism VJhich he attacks. In the absence of a real, 

concrete solution the dilemma of freedom and necessity cf 

voluntarism and fatalism is simply shunted into a siding. 

It has been widely and univocal1y acclaimed by the 

liberals that equality occupies an important position 

among a 11 other libera 1 values on which libera !ism has 

erected its superstructure and as a doctrine it has been 

able to distinguish itself as more humanistic ~1an others. 

But contrary to ~1eir assertion it is equality which 

is the w or s t c 2 sua 1 t y am o ng a 11 the v n 1 u e s a n d it h a s 

71. Alasdair Macintyre, 1 8r0aking the chains of Reason' 
in Out of Apathy (London, 1960), p. 202. 
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consistently got the step-motherly treatment from 

the successive liberal ~hilosophers. Only in the eigh­

teenth c0ntury the concept of equality was backed by 

rationalism and enlightenment. It also finds its genea­

logy in Renaissance and Reformation and specially in the 

French Revolution and American Declaration of Indepen­

dence. Marx showed that the freedom and equality 

gu.3r":nteed in the French Constitution as the Rights 

of man, and taken over in similar form by all liberal 

democratic constitution~/was an adequate expression of 

human relations in a market society, where no one's 

social condition is fixed by the privileges of birth 

and everyone as a'commodity owner' is free to dispose 

of his goods and is bound only by the terms of contract 

to which he agrel"·d. According to lv'tLirX the juridical 

equality and freedom is an integral part of capitalist 

relations of production. Equality and freedom of a 

particular kind - are, suggests Marx, inherent in 

exchange based on exchange values. The relation between 

subjects of exchange in a relationsnip of formal equality; 

more over it is·a rf:lationship in\''hich the parties 

recognise each other as proprietors and who ap0ropriate 

each other's property not by force, are free. Capitalism 

a~ generalised system of commodity exchange, then is the 

perfection of this form of juridical equality and freedom; 
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but there of COIJrse, freedom and equality acquire a 

rather special meaning since the particular exchange 

which constitutes the essence of capitalism is that 

between capital and labour, in which one party (juridi­

cally free and frcP from the means of his labour) has only 
72 his labour-power to se 11. Thus wage-s lavery, based 

on the commodification of labour power, is characterized 

by a kind of 'freedom' and 'equality' that distinguishes 

this form of exploitation from all other relations 

between exploiter and exploited in which surplus­

extraction relies more directly on relations of juridical 

or political domination and dependence. 73 

Macpherson has dealt with the concept of equality 

in a Marxist way. For example, in 'The Meaning of 

Economic Democracy' published in 1942, Macpherson argues 

that : 'The basic postulate of democrats is the equal 

humanity of every individual, the belief that each human 

being has a life to live as much as any other human 

being ••• • This essential human equality requires 'equal 

access with others to the means of self-development' 

72. Ellen Meiksins Wood, •c.a. Macpherson, Liberalism, 
and the task of socialist Political Theory', 
Socialist Register, 1978, p. 228. 

73. Ibid. 
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and mitigates against 'class privilege•. 74 No unifor­

mity of result is required by equal self-development, 

yet no prospect for this valuable and valid end exists 

where there is an unequal distribution of the material 

condition which are its precondition: 'the right which 

it was once the chief objects of the democrats to 

secure, because it was then regarded as a right with­

out which the free and equal individual could not 

att~~n his full stature - i.e. the right to the unrestric­

ted use of private property - has not become incompa­

lible with most incividuals' attainment of that stature. 

The inference drawn ••• is that the UnTestricted rigot 

to property must go if real democracy is to have a 

cha nee'. 75 

Macpherson argues that the egalitarian principle 

inhe·rent in democracy requires not only 'one man one 

vote' but also one man, one equal effective right to live 

as fully humanly as he may wish. Macpherson contends that 

the rights or frePdom~men need in order to be fully 

human are not mutually destructive and it must be 

asserted that the right of any man which are morally 

74. G.B. Macpherson, 'The Meaning of Economic Demo­
cracy', University of Toronto Quarterly XI, 4 
(July 1942), p. 404 cited from Victor Svacek, 
2P-· £}~., p. 399 

75. Ibid., pp_408-409. 
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justifiable on any egalitarian principle are only those 

which allov,r any man to uE fully human. 76 Iltacpherson 

argues that consumer ~quality is not adequate?7 The 

compelling conclusion for Iv1acpherson is that simply 

redistributing goods and services evenly within a capi-

talist society, even if it were be possible, will 

not be enough to effect equality because the class 

relations in capitalist society is a necessary measure 

of social inequality and they are viewed as obstacles 

that ought to be overcome. 78 

Marx comments on the 'f oclishness 1 of those 

socialists(especially the French and in particular 

Prudhon, though he might just as well be commenting on 

any numb~r of modern social democrats, ·revisionist, 

and Labourites - perhaps even Macpheron himself?) 'Who 

want to depict socialism as the realization of the 

ideals of bourgeois society' and argue that freedom 

and equality characteristics of that· society have simply 

been perverted by money, capital, etc. 79 For Marx, 

the unfreEdom and inequality of capitalist relations 

76. Macpherson, 'n. 5, p. 55. 

77. ibid., p. 94. 

78. ibid., p.l40 

79. Ellen Meiksins VJood, 2.12.· cit., p. 228. 
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are,of course, not perversions but realization of the form 

of freedom and equality implied by simpler forms of 

commodity exchange. Thus/while bourgeois freedom and 

_equality represent an advance over preceding forms, it 

is mistake to regard them as antithetical to capitalist 

inequality and domination. 

Macpherson does not have any conception of righ1 

of his own. He suggests that in the present prospect 

of abundance any concept of human rights which would be 

acceptable must meet at least two requirements. 80 

First, the right must be in some effective sense equal. 

The minimum acceptable equality may be stated as equal 

access to the means of 'convenient' living (not an equal 

right to a certain standard of life, but an equal right 

to attain it by one's energies). Secondly, the right 

must be rights of recipience as well as rights of action. 

That is to say that there must be an obligation on 

others to respect each man's rights. 

Despite his incisive criticism Macpherson could 

not rescue himself from the iinpacts of the school of 

natural rights. In his view human rights can only be 

asserted as a species of natural right in the S?nse 

that they must be deduced from the nature (i.e. the 

80. Macpherson n.5, p. 233. 
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needs and capacities) of men as such, whether of men 

as they now are or of m0n as they are thought capable 

f b . 81 o ecom1.ng. According to him neither legal right nor 

customary rights are a sufficient basis for human rights. 

He again argues that in the measure that abundance 

replaces scarcity, the postulate of necessary conten­

tiousness becomes increasingly unrealistic and can pro-

gressively be discarded. Macpherson hopefully thinks 

that if this canbe discarded, the prospect of a generally 

acceptable doctrine of human rights becomes rea listie. 

He concludes that the pr<"sent pro~pect for a generally 

acceptable and realistic doctrine of human rights depends 

chiefly on the generality and rapidity of the trans­

formation from the economy of scarcity to the society 

of abundance. But Macpherson has not mentioned about 

that generally acceptable and realistic doctrine of 

human right, concretely. Whenever he talks about the 

technological revolution and prospects of abundance 
82 he forgets about the negative effect of technology. 

81. Ibid., p. 236 

82. This part (i.e. damaging effect of technology) 
will be dealt elaborately in the chapter of 
democracy. 
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According to Macpherson, the theory and practice, 

or the concept and institution of property is the root 

of all evils i.e the major weaknesses of the traditional 

liberal-democratic theory. The retention of the concept 

of man as infinite consumer and appropriator, the 

denial to most rnen of equitable access to the ,means of 

life and the means of labour causing the diminution of 

powers of the non-owners, the reduction of democracy 

to a dehumanized market phenomenori, last but not the 

least the exploitation of man by ma n, a 11 these f i nd 

their origin from the concept of property. Since all 

these roads lead to property Macpherson asks how it 

came into being and whether there is an alternative to 

it. 

Macpherson says that the theory and practice of 

property both change over time (in discernlible ways with 

rise of modes capitalism} and the changes are related; 

and it is a man-n1ade device which establishes certain 

83 relation between people. In his view the concept of 

property embodied in a capitalist economy goes no fuJ?ther 

back thnn the 17th century. He detects some important 

differe:nces between pre-modern and modern concepts of 

84 
property. 

83. r·-~acpherson, n. s.' p. 121. 

84. ibid., PP. 120-140. 
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Until the 17th century, the term property was 

viewed in a broad sense to include life, limbs, liber­

ties, capacities, rights and so on. It was both material 

and non-material in nature. In Macpherson's view, 

this broad meaning of property was lost in the measure 

that modern societies became full market societies and 

the term property came to be confined to material 

property. The acquisition of property was justified 

and rationalised on the ground that in a bourgeois 

society an individual's ability to develop his capaci­

ties depended almost entirely upon the amount of material 

property owned by him. Furthermore, the ovmership of 

material means gave him control over the capacities 

and libetties of others and helped him a lot to 

accumulate. 

Second, until the advent of capitalist market 

society, i.e. 17th century ownership of property entailed 

two kinds of rights : f.rt, the right to exclude others 

from the use and enjoyme-nt of a thing and second, the 

right not to be excluded from the use and enjoyment of 

such things as com~on land, parks and roads that had 

been de~lared to be for co~~on use. Men enjoyed both 

these rishts, which constituted their property. From 

the 17th CentL~ry onwards only the first kind of right 

came to be regarded as part of their property and the 
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property reduced to that of private property - an exc lu­

sive, alienable 'absolute' individual or corporate right 

. th' 85 I h . th. b 1.n . 1.ngs. n Macp erson's v1ew, 1.s was so ecause 

a bourgeois society required the universal marketability 

of goods and services. And since only the first kind 

of right could br alienated, it came to be considered 

the essence of property. 

Third one is a really corollary consequence of 

the second-in a bourgeois society the right to dispose 

of a thing came to be considered a crucial component 

of the right to ownership of prop<?rty. It was not 
t. 

enough that one was able to use and enjoy something; one 

had to be able to sell it, destroy it and do with it 

whatever one liked. 

Finally, until the 17th century property largely 

meant the right_~g_revenue rather than to~~ _!.[ling. His 

property consisted in the revenues accruing from his 

land but not the land itself. Vii th the emergence of 

market economy the concept of property·was replaced 

and the bulk of individual property was in the form 

of frePhold land, saleable leases, physical plant and 

money. Property, therefore, came to be defined as a 

8 5. l bid . ' p . 12 7. 
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'right to things rather than a right in things' as is 

evident in such every-day expressions as 'properties 

for sale' and 'property to let•. Macpherson argues that 

as a resu 1 t of these and other changes, the right to 

property came to imply a more or less absolute and 

exclusive right to own, use and alienate material things. 

The new concept of property justified the private owner­

ship of the means of production and the appropriation 

of the products of the workers, Who, having nothing to 

sell but their labour power, offered themselves for hire. 

This new concept in turn was justified on the ground 

that the conditions of scarcity created by the hiatus 

between low productivity and infinite desires could not 

be conquered without giving the individual an absolute 

and exclusive right of ownership. 

Macpherson argues that the situation today is 

very differPnt. Thanks to the enormous development of 

productivity, scarcity is no longer the inescapable 

human predicament it once was. And thank to the 

increasingly oemocratic temper of our age. Our moral 

values have unrlergone important changes, and we now 

believe that every human being has an equal right to 
-- r ~ .. --. ~,--.--- ~-

the conditions necessary for his fullest development. 

A~; a result of both these developments, t~e concept of 
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property is undergoing significant revision. The 

developed capitalist economy is being regulated by the 

~e and the exclu_~iv~_i!nd _absolute right to pro~rty 

is being questioned. The increasingly unbearable 

pollution of the einvironnent (of air, water and so on) 

has meant that these are now being thought of as common 

property, and a right to them is coming to be regarded 

as ~ form of property from which nobody should be 

excluded. The recognition of an individual's right to 

a job, a pension or a guaranteed annual income has 

meant that property is increasingly being defined as a 

right to revenue rather than to a thing. Macpherson 

welcomes these and other attempts to break out of and, 

indeed, reverse the 1 narrowings 1 suffered by the concept 

of property from the 17th century onwards and suggests 

that our rPvisions of it should proceed along the 

following lines 'if they are to be consis.tent with the 

needs' of a fully democratic society. 

Macpherson suggests that we must 'recapture' the 

older concept of property and define it broadly to 

include ovmership not only of things and revenues but 

also of 'life and l~berty •.• the use and development 

and enjoyment of human capacities'. Macpherson goes 
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further and argues that rather than seeing it as a 

human right, we should see it as a property right. His 

1 compe1ling reason' for this is that since the institu-

· tion of property enjoys enormous prestige and sanctity 

in our society, a right is likely to be respected and 
86 enforced only if it is seen as a part of property. 

According to Macpherson,life, liberty, a guaranteed 

income, access to the means of production and even the 

right to political participation should also bee seen 

as forms of property, By defining property so widely 

and turning every right into a property right, Macpher­

son seems to.1911 victim to the bourgeois virus of 
~ -·- - ~-~ ----- ----- --·~ --~· -- -

possessive indivi.d..u.ali$m_tbst:t_h~ _§_o strongly condemns. 
87 

He has not been able to transcend the basic categories 

of bourgeois society, he merely universalizes them 

and invests them with a new content that they seem 

hardly capable of accommodating. 

The capita list concept of property, Macpherson 

tells us, involves the rights to exclude others from its 

uses. To vary the conditions of exclusion (for example, 

by opening up the property to all membr.ors of the 

community) is quite different from a chan0e in the con-

-·--"~·-----

86. Ibid., p. 138, 

87, Vikhu Parekh, ££• cit., p. 60. 
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cept of property. The attitudestowards property are 

certainly changing in the midtwentieth century as per 

Macpherson's description, but it seems curious to 

describe it as a change in this concept of property 

rather than as a claim, demand or right. 88 Again 

Macpherson contends that property as exclusive, aliena­

ble~absolute, individual right in things becomes less 

necessary bP-cause of some changes brought by the wel­

fare measures of the state. 89 But is this new situa-

tiona change in the concept of property? Is it even 

something which renders the concept of property less 

necessary? There has been no change in the pattern of 

ownership but some regulQtions have been imposed-like 

increase in taxes of revenue, regulations concerning 

possible effect on others, etc. Property is more 

hedged about by restriction of this sort, but as 

property it is not at all less absolute and exclusive 

than it used to be. The other side of the coin is that 

the agency which is taking over the regulatory work of 

the market, an agency which provokes Prof. Macpherson 

to a positive explosion of euphemisms and variants, is 

88. K.R. Minogue, op.cit., p. 388. 

89. Macpherson, n 5. p. 134. 
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not •society in general' (vvhich is non-entity) but the 

state, an agency that now exercises prop~rty .rights not 

one less exclusiv€ tha:: those of any c?.rlier period. 

Whatever welfare m0asures the state is taking n:>lf'.', is 

only to protect i ts0.lf from the immccliJte crisis. It 

is not c volunt.::ry one but out of compulsion it i~· a 

crisis-management attempt. What is not ovvned by indivi-

duals and corporations is now, as it ever was, owned by 

public authority. But these remain property (i.e. 

common property) in the sense that vvhoever owns them 

can set very precise limits to exclude people from them. 

Thus, when Macpherson tells us th"'lt governments 'will 

have to acknowledge that property can no longer be 

considered to consist solely of private property but 

must be stretched to cover the opposite kind of indi­

vidual property - an individual right not to be excluded 

from the use or b0nefi t of something, 90he is confusing 

political reality with abstract argument. 

The opposite of a right to exclude is the absence 

of a right to C'Xclude, or possibly an obligation not to 

exclude. on. the part of owners. But this is not at all 

the same as a right not to be excluded, for, as we have 

seen, the situation described by Macpherson is not a 

chanqe in the concept of property, but merely the growing 

power of a nevJ type of uvmer: public aut:·writy alias 

90. Ibid., p. 143. 
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the state. And what matters is the actual behaviour of 

this new owner who is doubly powerful because, unli!<e 

a private owner, it has the legislative power to deter­

mine the conditions of ownership, and it is also a mono­

polist. It is the actual beh2viour of this new owner, 

rather than the logic of the concept of property, which 

will determine whether people have a right not to be 

excluded or whether they vvill not. Most probably Mac­

pherson has been disillusioned by the welfare measures 

of the state but one has to admit that now-a-days the 

state has acquired enormous power and is able to suppress 

any dissenting voice in the name of greater-national 

interest which actually serves the interest of the capita­

list clAss. This welfarism is a misnomer, it is to save 

capitalism from its imminent crisis by reating an illu­

sion among the masses. 

Macpherson's vJOrk bec_;.ins by taking note of the 

inconsistent epistemological foundations of the et~ical 

principles of utilitatianism and self-development. 

N'tacpherson is indeed correct to se0 the justification 

of rampant consumerism in utilitarianism and also justi­

fied in rejecting it which provides only a mediate and 

revocable defense of private property. However, the 

idealistic principle of self-develo~ment contains a 

defense of property ~'n Pntirely diff0H'nt grounns. The 
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principles of self-development presupposes an idealistic 

epistemology which can justify the notion of antonomy. 

Kant defends an exclusionary property right because it 

externalizes the individual will in the world of things. 

On the idealist epistornology, the defense of property 

is neigher mediate nor revocable, it is an essential 

prerequisite for the maintenance of individual autonomy 

in the external and social world. Development of one's 

canacities require a concrete guarantee of independence 

through posses~ion. At the very leost; a critique based 

on autonomy and self-development would have to show how 

this ethic could be disentangled from its historical 

justification of private property - a task that Mac-
91 pherson does not address. Marx is important from 

this perspective in so far as he attewpts the supersession 

of both the 'consumer' and 'autonomy' traditions through 

his analysis of labour. 

Inspite of his trenchant criticism of possessive 

individualistic assumptions, Macpherson could not rescue 

himself from the same virus. His analysis of liberal 

assumptions and his solution to it remain necessarily 

within that liberal tradition. Hence his thought is 

91. Ian H. Angus, 'On Macpherson's Developmental 
Liberalism', Can.c1dian Journal of Political Science 
XV: 1, March 1982, p. 149. 



faced with insuperable obstacle, for its starting-point 

and its goal are always, if not always consciously, an 

apologia for the existing order of things or at least 

proof of their immutability. This reflects his failure 

to understand the history. 
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CHAPTER - III 

'LIBt:.HAL Dt.JVtUCRACY : MACPHt:E~ON'S CriiTIQUE' 

For Macpherson the single and concentrated vision 

is the vision of democracy as a humanistic ontology 

accompanied by a crique of liberal ideology as possess­

ive individualism wnich has been accepted unchallengingly 

since tne time of Hobbes. The chief concern of N1acpherson 

has been with the problem of democracy in the contemporary 

world. The core of Macpherson's positive doctrine, in 

contrast to this critical work that otherwise preoccu­

pies him, emerges even more fully in his most recent work, 

'The lite and times of lib~ral Democracy'. 

Macpherson has very neatly summarised the inten­

tions of his theoretical enterprise and has opened up 

sev~ral paths of inquiry in nis effo~ts to clarify the 

limits and possibilities of liberal democracy and liberal 

democratic thought. In the book 'The lite and times of 

Liberal democracy' Wacpherson has given an account of 

changes in liberal democratic tneory p:ct=•sented as a 

series of historic~lly successive 'models' which present 

several major doctrinal Shifts since the foundAtion of 

mociArn libera 1 democracy in thP 11ti li taria nism of 

~entham and James Mill. The purpose of tnis schematic 
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history is, writes Macpherson, •to examine the limits 

and possibilities of liberal democracy; 1 that is not 

merely to examine the nature and development of the 

liberal tradition up to now, but to explore its future 

possibilities. The book is not only an intellectual 

history, but also a political programme. However, 

liberal democracy is not as surgeon would say, beyond 

operation. On Macpherson's view nearly everything that 

is attractive, essential and most cherished in liberal 

theory can be salvaged from the clutches of possessive 

i ndi vidua lism. 

Macpherson aruges that liberal democracy most of 

its life so far, has failed to realise its vision of 

good society because of its attempt to combine uneasily 

two images of man ; Consumer of utilities and developer 

and enjoyer of the humanly potentialities. He suggests 

that a liberal position need not - be taken to depend 

for ever on an acceptance of capitalistic assumption, 

though historically it has been so taken. According to 

him, the ethical principle or the appetite for indivi­

dual freedom has outgrown its capitalistic market 

envelope and can now live as well or better without it. 2 

1. C.t3. tv'iacpherson, Life and Times of Libera 1 Demo­
crocy', op.cit., p •• 

2. ibid, p. 2. 
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He again asserts th~t this change is tangible and permi­

ssible and required partly because of inherent defects, 

partly because of changed circumstance. 

Macpherson argues that although liberal state 

accepted democratic demands, its structure and basic 

assumption could allow it to accommodate them upto a 

point. The liberal democratic state was liberal and 

market oriented first and democratic later. It was the 

strongly liberal state that was democratised and in the 

process democracy was liberalized. The democratic fran­

chise was· a latter addition to -3 well established liberal 

state, the mechanism of which was competitive non-demo­

cratic parties and the purpose of which was to provide 
3 the condition for a competitive capitalist market society. 

As Macpherson puts it; 'The liberal state fulfilled its 

own logic. In so doing it neither destroyed nor weakened 

itself; it strengt~ened both itseif and the market 

society•. 4 

The marriage between liberalism and democracy took 

place in the early 19th century, and a new form of govern­

ment called liberal democracy came into existence. Even 

3. C.B. Ililacpherson, 'The Rea 1 World of Democracy' 
op.cit., p. 57 

4. lbirl., p.ll. 
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as Hobbes and Locke were the first to theorise about 

market oriented liberalism. Bentham and James Mill were 

the first to articulate the basic principles of liberal 
5 democracy. Macph~rson brands the pre-nineteenth century 

democratic vision and theories as precursors of libera 1 

democracy rather than as part of classical liberal 

democratic tradition because of the fact that the then 

democratic vision depended on or were made to fit, a non­

class divided society. According to Macpherson libera 1 

democracy is specifically associated with a class divi-

ded society; the doctrine presupposes and accepts the 

division of society into classes, and merely seeks to 

fit a democratic structure• to a class divided society. 

The prenineteenth century.democracy was utopian which 

was intended as reaction against class societies. 

The four models of liberal democracy are designa­

ted as 'Protective Democracy', 'Developmental Democracy' 

'Equilibrium Democracy', and 'Participatory Democracy'. 

Liberal democratic theory is a doctrine ~hich 

emerged only in the late 18th and early 19th century 

precisely because it was only then that some - aloeit 

limited- form of political liberal democracy no longer 

5. C.l:3. Macph~·rson, n. 1, PP. 23 ff. 
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appeared incompatible with class division and the security 

of property. This first model makes its case for demo­

cracy on the grounds that it alone can protect · 

the governed from oppression, 

is found in the utilitarianism of Bentham and James Mill, 

the reluctant democrats who Simply felt that the need 

of an essentially capitalist economy in the then pre­

vailing conditions demanded such political reforms as 

the extension of the franchise. (Although Macpherson 

does not explain why this was so, an explanation based 

on Marx's account of capitalism would serve the purpose 

very well here : with the increasing separation of pro­

ducers from the means of production what Marx calls 

•other than economic' modes of exploitation are increa­

singly replaced by 'economic' and the role of the 'poli­

tical' in the relations of production accordingly changes. 

However, Macpherson avoids any language or mode of analysis 

which suggests a Marxist conceptions of productive rela­

tions and class dominations). According to Macpherson, 

neither Bentham nor James Mill had great moral enthusiasm 

for democracy. They attempted to limit in various ways 

and saw it largely as a mechanism for no restraining the 

government and for ensuring fair competition in the poli­

tical market. 
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Moved by the inhuman condition of the working 

classes and the danger t~ey posed to property, J.S. 
6 Mill developed the developmental view of democracy 

(although Macpherson recognjses the anti-democratic 

elements in Mill).Vill first articulated the principle· 

which for Macpherson is the esse nee of the tradition, 

that aspe(:t of it he wants to pr0serve; the commitment 

to the self-development of all individuals equally. 

Mill did not, however, appreciate that his democratic 

ideal of the equal development of all conflicted with 

the capitalist relation of production and rather naively 

imagined that class inequalities were 'accidental and 

remediable'. For Macpherson Mill's· idealistic view of 

man represented an advance over that of Bentham and 

his tather. However, his view of society marked a 

'decline of realism•. Unlike them he could not fully 

appreciate the reality of class-conflict and postulated 

a universal harmony of interests. Mill's theory of man 

was subverted by his theory of society. In the 20th 

Century, this developmental model, represented by philo­

sophical idealists like Barker or Lindsay, pragmatists 

like Dewey or modified utilitarians like Hobhouse, while 

retaining Mill's ethical commitment lost his rea !ism 

6. ibid, pp. 44 ff. 
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concerning the obstacles to the fulfillment of the liberal 

goals posed by the realities of class and exploitation. 

They simply assumed that the regulatory and welfare state 

would sutfice to bring about the desired end. 

Macpherson's analysis of the first two models has 

been done excellently. Still more could have certainly 

been said about the ways in which the doctrine expressed 

the realities and structura 1 needs of capitalism at a 

particular stage of development. Something more could 

havebeen told about how the particular nature of capita­

lism at that stage and in those places which helped in 

the emergence of this version of liberal doctrine affe­

cted the nature ~nd demands of the working class. And 

no doubt a good deal needs to be said about the ways 

in which the liberal bourgeois state has been able both 

to conduct and contain class conflict and· . the domi­

nant class has maintained hegemony. It is very clear 

that both models in various ways responded to the practi­

cal demands of capitalism and were imbrued with its 

assumptions, values, and contradictions. One essential 

assumption is crystal-clear in Macpherson's analysis that 

liberal democracy whatever disinterested moral commit­

m~nt, he may attribute to it- is still the ideology of 

a class di.vided society, still an ideology expressing 



1.07 

the nee as of a c li3 s s comrni t ted to the prevailing capi-

talist relations. 

The third modPl currently prevalent one, is that 

of modern social scientist, the 'pluralist etilist equli-

brium model' inaugurated by Schumpeter and developed by 

poli~ical scientists like Robert Danl, Almond Verba 

and others. 7 This model arucJed Macpherson, lacks the 

ethical dimension of the previous one and offers a des-

cription, and a justification of stable d~moc~acy as a 

competition betweE'n elites which pro,luces equilibrium 

without much popular participation. Democracy according 

to this model is simply a m~c~anism for choosing and 

au-Lt10rizing qovert.:1Jents not .. kind of socit ty or a set 

of mora 1 ends. 8 

For them politics is a0out achievinQ an equilibrium 

between the supply of and the demand for political qoods. 

In their view, the masses are apathetic, incapable of 

ta .k inCJ an effecti. v· and i nte lliqent part in the conduct 

of public affairs and nence the,only via!::lle form of demo-

cracy is one in whicn votersfrcPly choose betwr:en compe-

ting elites, whose main job is to forge from a mass of 

chaotic popular oni nio ns a c r ~her ent set of political goals 

and noliciPs. 

7. inid. pp 77 tf. 

8. ibi.rl, pp 78. 
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Much of the validity of Macpherson's analysis is 

lost in his account of Model-3 which is by far the weakest; 

and the weakness is serious and apparent since this model 

is the currently prevailing one and reflects the reali­

ties of capitalism today. Moreover, it is in his analysis 

of this model that the shortcomings of Macpherson's 

whole approach becomes most glaring. 

Macpherson analyses this model as a description 

an explanation and sometimes a justification of the 

actual system in western democracies, while conceding 

that these theoretical functions cannot always be kept 

distinct. Macpherson's ~irst and most extraordinary 

judgement on this model; however, is as follows: As a 

description of the actual system now prevailing in wes­

tern libjral democratic nations, Model-3 must be adju­

dged as substantially accurate. 9 With this apparent 

acceptance of the pluralist-elitist democratic descrip­

tion of politics in capitalist society, Macpherson sweeps 

away most important aspects to know about capitalism as 

a system of class relation, about class power in capi­

talist society, about political powers as a means of 

maintaining class dominance and about the liberal bour­

geois stat(:> as a class state. 10 iv:acp71erson's apprent 

9. ibid., p. 83. 

10. Ellen Meiksins Wood, op. cit.,~- p. 222. 
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delibt~rate ideological mystification of the pluralist 

democratic model liKe that of Dahl, calls into question 

his earlier useful insights about liberal democracy as 

a class ideology and it seems as if there is no such 

thing as 'class power' or 'ruling class'. Above all 

there is no concPption of the state as otJ institution 

whosr> function is to sustaitJ a particular soci<:~l order, 

t~at is, a particular set of productive relations and a 

particular system of class dominance. 11 Indeed, his 

very criticism of the moue! only s0rves to confirm thct 

he Slla-res its most fundamental premises and is unwilling 

to confront in more than the most s uperf icia 1 ways the 

co nsec,ue nee s of class power and the nature of the state 

in a class sochty. 

Having critically examined each of these models 

in turn, explaining the reason for their successive 

failures and eventual replacement by a new model, Mac­

pherson finally turns to the emerging model of 'partici­

patory democracy' which began as a slogan of the New 
12 Left Student Movement. He proposes to develop this 

11. 

12. Macpherson, n-1, p~ 93ff. 
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into a complete model to supersede the earlier ones, em­

bodying a specific political programme and some sugges­

tions about the kinds of social and ideological changes 

which Would be needed to make the political programme 

realisable and feasible. For him democracy is a 'pyra­

midal system' with direct self-govPrnment at the base 

and indirect self-government at every level above that. 

Delegates are manda-ted and subject to recall. Macpher­

son appreciates that any system of gover.nment in modern 

industrialised society requires political parties, but 

he is worried lest these should acquire a monopoly of 

political initiative and power. He attempts to combine 

the two by introducing pyramidal organisations within 

the structures of the political parties themselves. He 

acknowledges that participatory cannot be sustained un­

less the citizens see themselves primarily as exerters 

of capacities and unless prevailing social and economic 

inequalities are drastically reduced · (not eliminated}. 

N,acpherson visual.:_ses the vicious circle i.-e- , change 

of image of man as consumer and great reduction of 

social and economic inequalities are prerequisitesof 

participatory democracy and again the change of the 

image of man and reduction of economic and social 

inequality is scarcely possible without democratic 
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participation - but instead of finding an outlet he 

hirnse lf has been circurnsc:cibed within it "' Macpherson 

rejects both Mill's and Marx's way of finding out the 

outlet from the vicious circle because of their obsolence. 

After offering somewhat. an unconventional tracing 

of the pedegr~e of current liberal democratic theory and 

a vivid picture of his own model i.e. participatory 

Democracy, Macph~rson has clarified his stand and asserts 

that his model would be in the best tradition of liberal 

democracy rather than a denial of it. According to him 
. 0 

democracy is not merely a mechan1sm for chpsing and 

authorizing government rather a society where the ega­

litarian principl~ inherent in it requires not only one 

man one \'ote but also one man, one equal effective right 
13 to live as fully humanly as he may wish. 

He also argues that contrary to widespread belief 

in the western world, democracy should not be equated 

only with liberal democracy, which is only one of several 

forms. In the contemporary world he traces out two 'non­

liberal' variants of democracy - the Communist variant 

and that of the Third World - both of which have a 
14 'gent'ine historical claim to the title democracy'. 

13. G.B. Macpherson, 'Democratic Theory :Essays in 
Retrieval',~· cit., p. 51. 

14. Macph~:rson, n 3, p. 3. 
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According to Macpherson Communist society aims at the 

fullest self-realization of all its members; and if the 

term 'democracy' is defined in its broader sense and is 

used to refer a type of society, then a Communist Society 

may be called democratic, at least so long as it remains 

true to its purpose. 15 In Macpherson's view Communist 

soc~eties are democratic but states are not. The 

'undeveloped variant• of non-liberal democracy is nei­

ther communist nor capitalist but is based on a rejection 

of both the possessive individualism of the liberals 

and the class analysis of the communists. It is rather 

based on the Rousseauean General Will. 16 

According to Macpherson it was scarcity in related 

to unlimited desire that made the drama of liberal society. 

a tragedy which has now become a melodrama where scarcity 

in relation to unlimited desire can be seen merely the 

villain. 17 He alleged that the scarcity in relation to 

unlimited desire is the exclusive creation of the capita­

list market society which emerged only after the advent 

of capitalist market society in the 17th century. Man 

is not by nature an infinitely desirous creature but 

has been made so by the market society. The capitalist 

15. ibid., PP. 18-22. 

16. ibi.d. , pp 27-31. . 
17. ibid., PP. 61-62. 
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market society has created an overwhelming and all-per­

vassive consciousness of scarcity only to rationalize 

itself and to give it its driving force. 

Macpherson advises that the west can retrieve 

i t·self from its imminent crisis by only discaraing the 

contraCiction implicit in the market concept of freedom 

and human essence. The level of productivity and 

abundance makes it no longer necessary to maintain the 

pervasive, artifical and temporary concept of man; and 

in one possibly crucial respect the passage of time 

itself may be though~ to have weakened the concept as 

a whole, or at the very least to have diminished its 

vulger appeal. In its assurance about the imminent 

transcendence of scarcity his position was fully stated 

with their confidence in the assured persistence of 

industria 1 aff lue nee. Anxiety over the depletion of fuel 

reserves, the costs of putting an end to industrial 

pollution and the Dersisting ecological deterioration 

of the large areas of the world has made scarcity a focus 

of urgent concern once again. In a world of plenty, 

according to Macpherson, a social system organised around 

compulsive greed does seem not merely morally ugly but 
. 

also Slightly absurd. But today it takes a more bracing 
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imagination to see the world as a whole as a world of 

plenty that it did earlier. The ending of scarcity has 

appeared in Macpherson's writing as an available condi­

tion, both necessary and sufficient, for abandonment of 

the psychology of possessive individualism and consequent 

liberation from the toils of the market. It may, however, 

be preferabl? to treat it as a sufficient condition for 

our capacity to make that escape. The defects of market 

as a system of distributive justice, painstakingly out­

lined by Macpherson, do not depend in any way upon an 

attitude, satisfied or dissatisfied, to the total supply 

of goocs. The persuasive eftect upon capitalist socie­

ties of the existence of contrasting social systems in 

other parts of the world is another component of his 

arguments, much insisted on in 'The Real World of Demo­

cracy•, which might serve as an alternative mechanism 

of release. 

If the 'Political Theory of Possessive Individua­

lism• records the negative side of Machperson•s doctrine, 

with its account of how shades of the prison house began 

to close around the growing capitalist labour force, the 

treatment of the conditions for the development of human 

powers in the first six chapters of 'Democratic Theory' 

gives a firm statement of his positiv~ doctrine. The 
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Key element is the claim that an adequate theory of 

democracy would have to be a theory in which all citi­

zens had an equal right to enjoy~ themselves (unposs·e­

ssively) and to develop their human powers to the full. 19 

What Macpherson does attempt_ to do (that to successfully) 

is to show that no theory Which gives all citizens an 

equal right to develop their human powers to the full 

is compatible with the institutions of a society in 

which labour is treated as a commodity and in which 

there exists any significant measure of private property 

in the means of production. But since western democra­

cies are still preponderantly capitalist societies with 

their productive systems operating on a (sometimes hea­

vily doctored) form of market and since their population 

are not universally educated in the deficiencies of the 

market as a system of distributive justice, the weary 

sense of deja lu which someties comes over the reader 

may fairly be rejected as unworthy; and the patience anq 

doggedness of Macpherson's exposition ought to make it 

far harder for those who read him through to lose sight 
20 of these important truths. 

19. See Macpherson, n. 13, Chap. II and especially 
Chap. III 

20. John Dunn - Review Article ; Democracy U~etrieved 
Up.cit., p. 494. 
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Macpherson's explicit political programme is far 

too sketchy to sustain close analysis. His characteri­

sation of liberal democracy and his own programme as 

extension of that tradition obscures the realities of 

capitalist society and one of its hegemonistic doct-

rines in ways which have serious programmatic consequences. 

He puts stress in the wrong place and has missed the 

chance to illuminate the aspects of the liberal legacy 

which may be of great relevance to his programme. 

Macpherson's own account of the foundation of 

liberal democracy as class ideology makes the rest of 

the argument rather ambiguous, futile and invalid. If 

it is so then his characterization, of this doctrine as 

a commitment to the free and equal development of all 

individuals is questionable. Another crucial question 

arises =egarding Matpherson•s simplistic analysis of 
• 

scarcity and its abandonment. Is it so easy to dissociate 

the liberal democracy from its foundation in capitalism 

by simply assuming away the 'economy of scarcity'? It 

seems that Macpherson treats Capitalism as if it were 

merely the transitional and temporary instrument of 

liberal democracy and its ethical goal; and it can be 

withered away by abandoning the economy of scarcity. 
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It may, in retrospect, be significant that through­

' out the book, Life and Times of Liberal Democracy' he 

consistently speaks of '~anitalist market relations' 

rather than capitalist relation of production, even 

though he seems most conscious of its importance and 

he also avoids the concept of class. 21 On this score 

Macpherson steps into the legacy of Max VJeber who so 

often serv'- s those who want to evade the iss~ es posed 

by Marx. The idea of class as d rel~tion is conspicuously 

absent in Weber's definition o-r class; and cl.1ss struggles 

seem to amoU11t to 11ttle more than extensions of the 

competition for soods and services.
22 

Even ~acpherson's 
ground-brakinCJ work Possessive ltldividualism apparantly 

Lacks the concept of class. More recently in an article 
ck . , 

in Hobin Blaburn's edited book ideology in Social Science' 
I 

21. 

22. 

"For concepts and notions are never innocent and 
by employing the notions of adversary to reply 
to him, one legitimizes them and permits their 
persistence. Every r~tion or concept only has 
meaning within a wholE' theoretical problPmatic 
that founds it. They always surface when they 
least expected, and constantly risk clouding 
scientific analysis. This is more serious ; for 
it is then no longer a question merely of external 
notions imported to Marxism, but of principles 
that risk vitiating the use made of Marxist 
concepts themselves" (~icos Poulantzas - The 
Problem of Capitalist State - (ed) Blackburn­
op.cit., pp.241-42. 

Max Wa ber, _t::conomy and :.>ociety' (New York 
Bedminister Press, 1968), p~ 2~7-228. 
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Macpherson defines capitalism by oestensibly attacking 

the mystification of contemporary economics. 23 Although 

this purports to be an att0ck on th-e ideological mysti-

fication of conventional social science still there lies 

the typical obfuscation of the nature of capitalism. 

Indeed Macpherson's cr1aracterization of capitalism is 

significant. precisely because of the extent to which 

it shares the fundamental premises of modern economics: 

the reduction of relations of production to market rela­

tions, the transformation of social to individual rela­

tions and relation of exploitation to relations among 

equally free and soverign individuals, and even an 
24 acceptance of the marginal utility theory of value. 

All these premises obscures the ways in which the mode 

of production structures the 'free' choices of indi­

viduals. Furthermore there is nothing in Macpherson• s 

account of state intervention in capitalism in reprodu­

cing capitalist relation of production or maintaining 

the structure of class domination characteristic of that 

d f d t . 25 moe o· pro uc lon. 

23. G.B. Macpherson 'Politics: Post liberal Democracy' 
in R. 3lackburn ed. 'Ideology in Social Science' 
(London, Fantana/Collins, 1972), PP. 29-30. 

24. Ellen Meiksins Wood- op.cit.r p. 225 

25. Ralph Milliband, n. 11. 
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Macpherson's own model i.e. participatory demo­

cracy is the most controversial part which is content 

with sketchy suggestions and largely with unsupported 

arguments. The problem as he sees, is not so much how 

to make a participatory system wor~: but as how to bring 

about it. More significant is the project implicit in 

his ~nalysis of liberal democratic theory : what that 

analysis says and fails to say about the nature of the 

society that spawned the doctrine and what it implies 

about the conditions and possibilities for transforming 

that society. What institutions are most likely and 

most hopeful for participatory democracy, has been dealt 

in his closing pages which needs detailed elaboration 

if it is to be work2d out. 

He notes the failure of a pyramidal re~resenta­

tive system to produce participatory democracy in the 

Soviet Union. He believes that participatory democracy 

will only be sutcessful if it is brought about democra­

tically with broad and solid popular support after the 

great moderation of social and e·conomic inequalities. 

But he does not mention how these conditions are to be 

obtained especially the removal of inequality. He does 

not recommend to follow the Soviet pattern (apparently 

because of his obsession for liberalis1o and because 
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it won't get the neces::ary support within liberal tra­

dition). Macpherson puts a great deal of reliance on 

the political parties in the operation of the pyramidal 

system. No more detail is vouch-safed. In view of the 

record of indirect elections in ensuring top-down con­

trol, this seems a curious path for reforms aimed at 

increasing responsiveness. Macpherson visualizes the 

non-class divided society for the success of participa­

tory system but never says how existing classes are to 

be eliminated or even moderated. This problem seems to 

be serious for Macpherson because of his belief that it 

is social and economic institutions that shape man and 

his political institutions. 

It is necessary to consider Macpherson's most 

cherished beliefs, the core of his doctrine. Macpherson, 

it seems clear, substjtutes participatory democracy and 

a command economy for both representative government and 

the laws of the market. But as John Chapman points out, 
26 Macpherson's position raises numerous doubts. Chapp-

man alleged that Macpherson's call for participatory 

26. John w. Chapman, 'Justice, Freedom and Property' 
Unpublished paper prepared for the meeting of 
the European Consortium for Political Research, 
Grenoble, April 6-12, 1978 • (cited from 'Kirk 
E. K.oernPr- 'Liberalism and its Critique' 
Op. Cit, p • 104) • 
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democracy rests upon a fatally incoherent moral psycho­

logy. Could individualism and collectivism fuse in the 

manner Macpherson assumes? In Chapman's view Macpherson's 

call for participatory democracy is fatally flawed in 

that it rests upon an incoherent moral psychology. Mac-

pherson wants both individual freedom and social 

&,~~~: . ...,, solidarity but never tells us how these two goals are 

~~~,;->.\,.to be brought about or reconciled. It is not enough, 
J·~f .. 't •. 
~~~· ~ .,l-}'i) •• 
~\. J ·pJChapman aruges, to con]oJ.n command-economy socialism and 

·~~ participatory democracy and to atfirm that the canjunc-

tion will work. 
27 

If Macpherson's case for participatory democracy 

is fatally flawed, so too is the call for •vanguardism' 

to bring about the type of society he desires. Macpher­

son is quite ready, it will be recalled, to allow for the 

'moral regeneration• of a debased mass by manipulative 

elite or dictator. The rationalisation, of course, is 

that 'if it is not done by a vanguard it will not be 

done at all'. 28 The vanguard state, aruges Macpherson, 

will m0rgeo into the- dernor.ratic st<1te when the people 

'freely support the kind of society that the vanguard 

27. ibid, p. 15 

28. Macpherson, 'Real World of Democracy', 2.£.• ill· 
pp. 19-20. 
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29 state has brought into being•. But what if the people 

do not want it, do not accept it or want to change it7 

Will a plurality of values and goals and responses and 

feeling and choices and chances be allowed for which 

he is striving? This question too remains unanswered. 

In the real world of Macpherson's democracy, it seems, 

both democracy and freedom may be effectively prescribed 

or postponed indefinitely. 30 

Macpherson's own, model suggests, however, 

schematically, cautiously, superficially, and often 

naively - somethin~ beyond a merely reformed bourgeois 

liberal state ground~d in capitalist relations of 

production. It is fair to say that Macpherson's pro­

gramme does at least appear implictly, though not· expli­

ctly, to take for granted that social conditions must 

be radically transformed if participatory democracy is 

to work; and the bourgeois state apparatus must not 

simply be appropriated by the right people but must be 

replaced by radically different political forms. His 

account of how the transformation might be achieved places 

considerable faith in some of the currently fashionable 

expressions of social protest ; environmentalism, neigh­

bourhood organisation and movements for 'decesion-making' 

2.9. {bid 
30. K.E. Koerner op.cit., p. 105. 



in the work place, and ;~general, growing doubts about 

the ability of corporate capitalism to meet consumer 

expectations in the old way. 31 

In shor~his own sketchy proqramme is less signi­

ficant even programmatically than the analysis of libe­

ralism on which most of his efforts are concentrated. 

His treatment of phase four is quite unconvincing even 

self-contradictory, in theory,· and almost wholly lacking 

in practical detail. However radical the explicit pro­

gramme may be, the analysis essentially con~radicts it 

b t . "tl" . •t t 32 y accep 1ng cap1 a 1sm 1n 1 s own erms. 

Macpherson aruges that there has been a historic 

linkage between democratic liberalism and capitalist 

market assumptions and the link between them seems to 

hinge largely upon the ideas and perceptions of parti­

cular thinkers in the particular period; and capitalism 

almost appears as an instrument of liberalism whose· 

contribution to the capitalist system is secondary, 

31. Macpherson- n.l, P.- 105 

32. Ellen Meiksins Wood-op.cit., p. 226. 



tangential contingent and transitional. 33 His arguments 

provide no explanation of how and what in the fundamen­

tal nature o capitalist relations of production that 

made the linkage with liberal democracy possible, it 

not actually necessary under given historic conditions. 

Macpherson's mode of analysis totally obscures (though 

not oblivious of) the explanation that how and why capi-

talist relations of production 

have historically been a necessary (if not sufficient) 

condition for the development of liberal democracy, and 

to what extent and in what ways liberal demor.racy has 

been able to sustain those productive relations. This 

treatment of liberal democracy as merely a reflection 

of capitalism must be regarded as simply a deception, 

33. It is because of these assL·:nptions which is 
implicit in Macpherson, Social Democratic 
revisionism seems to have been based on a 
strategy of 'pathwork reform' and passive 
faith in some 'peaceful process of dissolu­
tion' which would eventually and more or less 
automatically transform capitalism into 
socialism. It is because of this lack of 
scientific insight t.~ go into deeper reality 
(or deliberate avoidance of true nature of 
capitalism), the thinkers(who support this 
view) are popularly knowr. as 'petty-bourgeois 
thi n~ers'. 
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34 a mistification and a travesty of truth. 

However, Macpherson's assumption is not only that 

democratic transformation is possible, but also that it 

is the only justifiable route for social cha~ge in 

liberal democracies. He also admits in his'Maximiza-

tion of Democracy' that the 'absence or severe restric­

tion of civil and prlitical liberty must be held, on 

ethical concept of powers, to diminish men's powers more 
35 

than does the market transfer of powers'. Again after 

constructing his third model of democracy he apprt:·ciates 

one p~sitive feature in it that is its protection-against 

34 A proper evaluation of liberal democracy implies 
an analysis of the ways in which the capitalist 
state contains the class struggle, the ways in 
which political powers are deployed in the 
interest of the dominant class, how the state­
enters into directly into the relation of 
production; the ways in which the repressive 
organ of the state i.e. legal apparatus and 
police function of the state are the necessary 
foundation of the contraction at·relationship 
among the 'equals' which constitute the domina­
tion of the working class by the capitalists. 
An analysis of the link between capitalism and 
liberalism must recognise that the 'autonomy' 
and 'universality' of the caoitalist state are 
pretisely the essence of its' perfection as 
class state; that this 'autonomy' and universa­
lity, the appearance of class neutrality which 
is the soecial characteristic of the capitalist 
state, a~e all made possible ~nd necessary by 
precisely th<Jt condition '"'IIich also makes 
capitalism the most perfect form of class 
exploitation. · 

35. Macpherson, n. 13, p. 14. 
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tyranny function. 36 The implication of thiS is undispu-

table: existing liberal market societies are more prefe-

rable than a tyrannical or dictatorial system. Then 

social transformation must be based on the co.=nsent of 
e a sizable part of the population. This implied view of 

I 

Macpherson entails the Lockean liberal assumption that 

individuals must be treated as natural governors of their 

own person. Here it sp~aks in a decidedly liberal tone, 

advocating the equal treatment of every person to deve­

lop and ·exert their human capacities or not to do so-

a position which, incidentally, would oblige Macpherson 

to treat capita list market institutions as legitimate 
37 at least until they are revoked by consent. 

Macpherson remarked in his discussion of method 

that 'we find inconsistent positions being taken in a 

single sentence we are entitled to ask whether any 

assumption the writer may then have had in mind can 
38 account for such statements. There are such major 

inconsistencies in Macpherson's thought. He holds that 

liberal democracies need not face the problem of 

imposing moral regen~ration and that liberal society 

36. Macpherson, n 1, p. 91. 

37. John w. Seaman and Thomas J. Lewis- op. cit., 
pp. 726-727. 

38. Macpherson, "The Political Theory of Possessive 
Individualism ; HobbPs to Locke", op;cit., p. 8. 
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debases human beings. Why does Macpherson not claim 

that a large number o people living in Western demo­

cracies have been deb ed by their society? It is 

obvious that if tastes are manipulated ·and labour is 

alienated, the kind of moral intellectual and creative 

development prescribed by Mill is being frustrated. 

The solution to this p blem se~ms to lie in Macpherson's 

assumption that 'peopl who have been debased by their 

society cannot be mora y r0generated except by the 

society being reformed nd this requires political power'. 

It is resonable to surm se that Macpherson has been 

hesitant to face of to consequences of his own 

assumption and he cover over the problem by stating 

that the liberal democr ies have already undergone 

their revolution. 39 He oes not will to believe that 

large segment of populat on must be forced to be free, 

if freedom means human d velopment in ethical sense. 

Macpherson holds, beral-dernocracy is justified 

by a commitment to human evelopment and the liberal 

society frustrates human 'evelopment. Macpherson pro­

claims the ultimate moral ty of libPral democracy and 

denounces the immorality liberal society because, 

given his failure to will he means to overcoming 

39. JV:ichael A. Weinste · , 'c.L. Macpherson ; The 
Roots of Democracy nd Liberalism'- Qg.cit. 
pp. 269-270. 
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human dabasement, he must attempt to rescue whatever 

human values are present in liberal-democracy and hope 

that they will eventually leaven the mass. 40 The final 

assumption, is that, given an aversion to imposing 

moral regenfration on significant numbers of debased 

people, the rescue of 1ibera1-democrqcy is the best 

hope for the west. ·aut this assumption does not resolve 

the inconsistency, but does expose clearly enough the 

limitation and directions of Macpherson's myopic vision. 

'Macpherson accepts the logic of revolution but not the 

1 t . . 1 . ' 41 revo u ~on ~n og~c • 

In Macpherson's writings the market, despite its 

repeatedly affirmed moral obsolescence, appears as 

virtually the sole agency in social processes with the 

capacity to impose real structure on society. At no 

--------------------------------
40. lbid, p. 270. 

41. Macpherson's vision is that of an int<:·llectual 
who cannot condone the use of force to impose 
moral transformation, but who believes that 
force is necessary to lead the unregenerate 
masses towards mora 1 fulfillment. This funda­
mental dilemma leads a 'humanistic political 
scientist with socialistic leanings to launch 
a rescue opPration to save liberal democracy 
and its accompaniments the power-seeking nation­
states. Yet the operation is doomed to failure 
from the beginning because Macpherson can 
hardly avoid attacking liberal society at its 
very roots and showing how it is intrinsically 
related to liberal democracy. 



point does he devote serious discussion to institutions 

other than those connected with market exchange which 

might be tr10ught to otfer potential obstructions to the 

realisation of democracy. This restriction of attention 

seems oversanguine in itself. But if it is accepted 

as in any measure realistic, it also raises grave 

doubts about the p.>inttulness of Macpherson's entire 

undertaking; and if it is right to see the market as a 

social agency of such unique structural potency, it is 

hard to imagine it softly and silently vanishing away 

merely because of a shift even a unanimous shitt, in 

the moral affection of the professional guild of politi­

cal theorists. 42 It seems apparent that the sway of 

the market is sustained by something more robust than 

the moral affections of political theorists. 43 But 

Macpherson's assumptions regarding it is extremely simple-

42. John Dunn- Qg.cit., pp 495-496. 

43. The rationality of market operations, however 
rigqed, cannot be eluded merely by looking 
down one's moral nose at them. What keeps 
markets operating is not on the whole moral 
credulity. What stops them operating has 
never b~en simply a shift in moral tastes. 
It is their difficulties in functioning effec­
tively which are likely to imperil their con­
tinuation, not the mass character of their 
moral self-descriptions. 
(bill Warren, Imperialism and Capitalist 
industrialization', i\lew Left Review, 81(1973) 
pp 3-'111). 

' 
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minoed and more than a little airy. What Macpherson 

invokes is the prospect of peaceful transition to libe­

ratarian socialism for the mechanics of v-Jhich he fails 

to give any plausible characterization whatever. 

Today technology has become an integral part of 

our thinking and doing. And Macpherson is also not an 

exception. He has been circumscribed by the ramifica­

tion of technocratic rationality and precludes a full 

understanding of the all-inclusive nature and impact 

of tech1~centric rationality on man's domination of man 
44 and nature. Hwa Yol Jung hos pointed out the possi-

bilities and limits of Macphersor1's sociologistic 

thinking with reference to liberal pholosophy and to 

explore the internal, structural weaknesses of concep-

tual framework resulting from his treatment of Hobbes's 

scier~icism as mere superstructure of bourgeois indi­

vidualism and, conversely, his failurP to confront some 

of the basic aspects of technology and its damaging 
45 effects on men today. Macpherson's view of the role 

44. Jaques Ellul, '!he Technological Soci~ty' trans. 
John Wilkinson (New York : Alfred A. Knopf, 1964) 

Herbert Marcuse, 'ur.e-Dime nsio na 1 Man : Studies 
in the ideolo of Advanced industrial Societ ' 
boston: beacon Press, 1~:4 • 

45. Hwa Yol Jung - Democratic Lntology and Technology: 
A critique of G.B. Macpherson, 'Polity' vol. xi 
No. 2, 'Winter 1978, pp. 254-267. 
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of the technology with r0gard to ontology emerges clearly 
46 from his statement that •technology assists ontology'. 

Secause of his fascination tor tec,:nology Macpherson 

fails to explore the utilitarian tendency of 'labour' 

and 'work' to exploit nature thereby strengthening and 

perpetuating the ethos of technocentric culture as an 

. t f k 1' 1" 47 
1.n egra 1 part o L)c ea n 1bera 1sm. The ideology of 

Lockean libe]alism promotes the ethos of technological 

civilization. Based on the subjugation and r1egation of 

nature by human labour and industry, it builds the society 

of acquisitive 'economic men'. Technological thinking 

minus its antihumanistic tendencies and its extractive 

power over human development is necessarily utilitarian, 

ir1strumental, exploitative and manipulative. In contem-

porary technocentric culture, technology abs8rbs onto-

logy rrl ther than, as t/,a cpherso t) s ugqf-' s ts, tech no logy 

assists entology. ~~cpherson fails to come to grips 

with thE' destructive, antihumAnistic tendencies of 

techr1oloc]y as tt1e mJin drivirKJ force of contemporary 

thought bettause he separates relation of men to men 

and of mEn to natur~ and vie~s technology as a morally, 

-. t t48 though not ideologically neutral 1ns rumen • 

46. ,·3cph('rson n.l3, p. 37. 

111. Thi:. h.-:.- OP<•n DTO"'•ht to 0 ~.narp tocu~ in victor 
F e1 :<.iss, 1 T_l1e r'uturc oi Tccnnological Civiliza­
tion' (t,.e\\' YorK; George ::razillier, 1974). 

48. :-:v;a Yo1 .;ung .op. cit. p. 26b. 
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Now we may inquire whether Macpherson looks 

revolution as a practical exigency of the transition 

from possessive market society to a fully democratic 

society. But perhaps we are Knocking at the wrong door 

and asking the wrong question, since his view of theory 

does not see it instrumentally, but rather as a mode 

of penetrating, providing insights and 'seeing' the 

material conditions of society are taken to be a 

'setting' from which a 'problem' is abstracted. 49 Then 

what is Macpherson's view of the historical process of 

transition? At this crucial juncture this ·inevitable 

question is very vita 1 because when a vision of good 

society is linked with the view that history is con-

scious transformational process, and when that process 

is seen to be only step away from yielding the vision 

as reality how can the step be accomplished? 

It is extremely difficult to find out a blue­

print of any particularist and clear-cut theory of trans­

ition. In some places, Macpherson has scatterdly con­

fined himself to rather unspecific general remarks on 

49. Macpherson, 'The Economic Penetration of Political 
Theory' : Some Hypothesis', revised version of a 
paper presented at the Conference for the study 
of Political Thought, 19 April 1974, 4a, cited 
from Victor Svack, 'The Elusive Maixism of C.B. 
M~cph~rson', op. clt. p. 416. 
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the prospects of change towards socialism, without ela­

borating any theory of transition whatsoever. 50 Indeed 

there was none-forthcor1ing. Macpherson in any case does 

not accept the traditional Marxist theory of revolution; 51 

it is therefore almost needless to say that he does not 

recommend the practice of it either. But the silence 

or rejection of one do~s not necessarily imply the affi­

rmation of any other particular alternative. Ultimately, 

a close review of his works show that, with the excep­

tion of hoped-for breakdowns and break-throughs, Mac-

pherson does not provide a theory of transition to the 

fully human classless society from capitalist market 

society which he prescribes. 

50. Nlacpht-rson, 'The Maximisation of Democracy', 
'Problems of Non-Market Theory of Democracy', 
'A Political Theory of Property', 'Revolutions 
and Ideology in the Late Twentieth Century' -
in the Gook Democratic Theory - ~ssays in Retrie­
val', op.cit. 

51. It is expected that Macpherson should have assumed 
to accept revolution by implication, though he 
suggested to the contrary. It is worth-mentioning 
that just as the appropriation of material goods, 
utilities, is relatively meaninglPss in essen­
tially human terms to the extent that a person 
does not consciously, directly participate in 
the process of production of these utilities; 
the ap~ropriation of thP good life, the fully 
human society, is relatively meaningless unless 
those who are to make up tne society participate 
consciously in its creation and direction. 
(Victor Svacek op.cit., c. 420) The right to a 
good society, if viev:ed as an enforceable claim 
to a set of power relations, must entail th: . 
duty to exert om'self in creating and susta1n1ng 
tnose relations. hevolution now may be seen as 
cons i dera bl y more than an i nstrume nta li ty for 
achieving the good lite : it may be considered 
a oart of aood lite_ 
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Then next quPs'tion comes why there is the absence 

of a transition-theory in Macpherson's work? The absence 

of a theory of transition in Macpherson's work now 

appears as an oversight, an as-yet-uncultivated plot in 

the whole terrain of his other assumptions. 52 \Vhether 

the theorist is waiting for the fertility of the soil 

to bP demonstrated? Vihether this is a scarcity derived 

from the assumptions about the unchanging nature of man, 

his inherent revolutionary infertility, or, rather a 

scarcity due to the niggardly provisions of the earth 

in combination with man's productive powers? Whether 

Macpherson• s subscribes to the Marcusia n one-dimension-

ali ty of working class as a rea 1 phenomenon that a 11 the 

seedlings are mildewed and tools wor.n away? But the 

questions remain unanswered. 

53 Macpherson's answer to these questions is quite 

52. Victor Svacek 2£.cit., p. 420. 

53. M2cpherson aruges that 'the times have changed and 
are still changing. Because they have changed since 
Marx's time his prognosis may require alteration. 
Or perhaps only a more informed understanding of 
his full prognosis may be required. Because times 
are still changing it would be foolish for a 
theorist to offer a definitive alternative blue 
print". (Macpherson 'Humanist and elusive Marxism: 
A response to Minogue and Suacek' - ~anadian Journal 
of Political Science,VPlix, No. 3, Sept 1976, p. 423). 

It is quite admiSsible that time is never constant, 
is changing and wi 11 change. It is also sheer 
foolishness to accept Marx's theory of revolution 
without any modification to suit the time. But 
still a changed theory of transition can be and 
should be prescribed for a particular period to 
change the situation, 
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unconvincing; and he deliberately avoids this question; 

regarding the theory of transition, though he is very 

conscious of its i~portance. If Macpherson really wants 

to have a true humanistic and classless society, he 

should atleast corneforward with a theory of transition 

which can overthrow all circumstances in which man is 

humiliated enslaved abandoned and despaired and not 

allowed to live a fully humanly life. Macpherson's 

plea shows the vagueness and superficial commitment; 

and all his analysis becomes meaningless and invalid. 

The extreme vagueness with which Macpherson e11visages 

the external competitive pressure on capitalist ideology 

is matched by the absence of any plausible identifica­

tion of the mechanism of transition in which western 

societies are to reject the market concept of the essence 

of man. It is also matched by a persisting obscurity 

as to just what audiance he supposes himself to be 

addressing, an issue which is plainly important for a 

thinker intent on fostering desirable changes in the 

world. 

Macpherson tries to establish a link between 

liberalism and socialism by arguing that the essence of 

liberal democracy is an ethical commitment to individual 

self-development for all, a commitment that issues logi-
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cally in socialism. This is rather empty formula, how­

ever. To extract this 'ethic<"l com:1itment' from liberal 

democracy as its essential principle is to evacuate its 

socio-historical substance and to forget the association 

of lioeral individualism with class exploitation and 

class domination. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CHITI.QLJE OF [!V'-;CP!!EHSOB 

For Macpherson, Po 1 i tiCci 1 theory is two-dime ns iona 1 

inquiry : explanatory and normative 1 He argues that in 

so far as it has an explanatory intention, political theory 

analysis the nature of political system, the ways its 

various parts are held together, the pattern of causal 

and other ndations between them and so on. However, a 

politic a 1 theory does not exist in a vacuum; it is an 

inte~ral part of, and is profoundly shaped by, wider ~ociety. 

Political theory is also normative prescriptive, 

justificatory or advocatory. i·/ta cpherso n uses these terms 

interchangeably. According to Macpherson to justify a 

social order is to find a moral basis for it. In his 

view the adequacy of a political theory is to be assessed 

by, among other things, the penetration of its analysis 

2 
of human nature. 

;,',acpherson argues that no poli tica 1 theory is ever 

1. I.':acpherson, 'Do we need a theory of State·/' 
European Jourpal of SosJ-_olos:;y, ,\VIII, 1977, po. 
223f. 
DacphPrson, 'Democr~tic Theory ~ssays in Retrieval, 
op.cit., pp. 10~:).£. 

2. ~acpherson, 1 Democr2tic Theory: Essays in Retrieval' 
op.cit., p. 202. 
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exclusively explanatory or nonnative. In his opinion, a 

well considered political theory must pay adequate atten­

tion to both explanation and justification. He regrets 

the increasingly sharp division of labour betv.,reen the two 

' types of theory on the ground that it.imjloverishes them 

and prevents them from giving adequate accounts of poli­

tical life. 3 

Macpherson is right to insist that every political 

theory is inescapably historical in nature. First, poli­

tical theory is undertaken by socially situated men at a 

specific time, in a specific society, about a specific 

subject matter to which they stand in a specific relatipn. 

ship. The political theorists subject matter consists of 

man and society as they are in specific historical epoch. 

Second, political theory is not a transcendental activity 

operating in a historical vacuun. Political theorist is 

a member of, and is shaped by, a.specific society at a 

specific stage of its dev0lopmPnt.
4 

According to .Macpherson, then, every political 

~1eory has a 'time-bound quality• 5 i.e. it is applicable 

accurate and relevant only for a specific period and 

scecific situation. For ~acpherson, the so called perm~nent 

si~nificance of a theory 'is usually only a recurrent 

---------------·--
3. Macpherson, 'Political Theory of Possessive Indivi­

dualism', op.cit., p. 15·. 

4. lbid., pp 6 f. 

5. Ibi~., P:J 100, 104. 
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. . f. ' 6 s1gn1 1cance • 1\!o political theorist can hope to give 

a satisfactory account of his subject matter unless he has 

a can•fully v!or:<:ed out theory of the nature of society 

and the relations ~etwecn its major institutions. 

hlacpherson has argued that the political theorists 

commit two fallacies when they end up universalising the 

basic features of contempor~ry man and society and in 

turning 'an historically valid relationship into necessary 

-and univPrsal principle. 7 First, they have been guilty 

of historical-anachronism, and second by claiming univer­

sal validity for their historically derived vievJs of man 

and society. They have presented the latter as if they 

were natural and unatterable. In so doing they have 

idealized prevailing types of man and society and have 

placed them above all criticisms. 

Macpherson has pointed out four basic problems of 

the time-bound nature of political theory are set by its 

age. DifferE·nt historical epochs throw up different pro-

blems and the theorists concentrate on that particular set 

of agenda. I.\a cpherso n has mentioned that with the er.1erge nee 

6. Macpherson, Canadian Journal of Economic and 
Poll.tical SclEnce,-·x.xL'\., 1963, p: 566, cited 
from Vikhu Parekh QQ..ci t., p. :0. 

7, 1,\,Jcphn-c-.on, n.3., p. <)(). 



140 

of market society, basic problems were no longer·moral 

but economic. MacphPrson says that the unprecedented 

'economic penetration of political theory in the modern 

age completely changed the latter's character and 

structure. 8 

Second, every· political theory vests on several 

unarticulated assumotions w~ich constitute thr limits of 

its th 0 ugh t . Its ascumptions Sh~pe its questions, methods 

of a~alysis, basic concepts·and answer~. The most 

effective way to criticize it, therefore, is to articulate 

and ~.crutl..ni?e its b. sic assumptions. Tl!is i~· how Mac-

pherson analyses HobbF·:s, Loc 1~P, :_:>.entham, Jomes Uiill, J.S. 

tv:ill and others. Of course, it is not that easy to 

identify the assumptions of a thinker specially when he 

belongs to a particular type of society of which one 

is oneself a part, as in the case with most of the 

thin 1:e' s whom Macphersun discusses. 

Third, in Ivlacpherson's view, the r;1osT. satisfact0ry 

way to understand a tradition of political thought is to 

unoerstand a tradition of nolitical thought is to under-

stand its terms of the chanoinq fort11nes of its basic 
0 

assumptions./ According to Macpnorson a tradition of 

--·------·---
H. r: . .~rr,]Jr'r~·on, '"ltw I cnrJOI!lic ]•t·n0Lrz1tion of ]'oliti.col 

Theory', ·~--~J .. of tl1c History of [cJcc:,2.', XXXIX 
197(:), pp~ 101 f ~. 

9 • ; .·.a c ph • -r s o n - n. 2 , p c 1 ') :.... f f • . . 
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of thought can be best st~died in terms of how different 

writers see or fa i 1 to S~"P, the nf" ed to revise their 

assumptions, of how they may only partially revise them, 

juxtapose old and the new assumptions and so on. 

Fourth, Macpherson argues that the 'strength' of 

a oolitical theorv lies in its ability to oenetrate and 
I. ~ • I 

articulate the basic fe~tures of its aqe. The deeper it 

penetrate~ into the innermost structure of its age, the 

greater its power to explain it and the more persuasive 

povver its prescriptions Jcquire. A phil(Jsophically satis­

factory political theory is one that best articulates its 

age, and that tnere is less tensions bet~ee~ its histori-

cal and philosophical cnarocter. Its historcity, there-

fore, does not impugn its philosophical i~teqrity. On 

t11e contrary, a poLitical theory th<.Jl air11s to transcend 

its hi stori ca 1 epoch i r1 se2 rcr~ of abstract u 11i vr-·r s la 

truths will turn out to be neigher historically nor 

philosophically illuminctina. For Macphrrson, the truer 

a theory is to its age the more philosophically satisfac­

tory it is likely to be. 

Macpherson is primarily concerned to construct not 

a universally valid theory but one that is specific to the 

modc:,rn age. Such a historically relevant theory has two 



theory of man's capacities and needs; and second, to 

explain the character of tlw modern state and society 

and to explore how tl1ey can be so s, ructured as to :teal is e· 

10 human CC3]Jacities and need:: .• 

Ayain J..'iacph'rson is f,:lly ric.ht to insist that a 

politiccl theorist cannot rise above the oolitical and 

ideolo9ical battles of his socioty. Althouqh he operates 

at : highly genPral and broader level, he remains rooted 

in his society and is prohbundly infruc·nc0d by its contra-

versies. For I\.tacphcrson the issue of value judc:emcnt, 

Wt1ich is centrzd to modPrn ::,ocial theory is not pririlarily 

methJdological.hatr,er under • .... :,e veil of v.'31ue neutrality 

ultimate supnort for status quo finos its lTationale. The 

clash bet~cen po~~essive individualism and Macpherson's 

humanistic ontology is an ethical onP i.e. valuational. 

Therefore, primary importance is assigned to a social 

theory not to whicl; is methodologically and or cpistemolo-

gically 'tr~e' or 'false' but which better serves the 

perception of rec-;lity ancl the futurr> fulfillment of 'the 

essence oi man'. The f0nction of more adr,quate social 

tlleory is to ernptlasize t!J' tristori_cal connrctions br>tween 

tr, inc s in order to qrarY• le v: i th prob 1 em at its roots and 

to study thin··s in a cc:-1::tant st(tc of flux and cllange. 

10. ;\ .. c'CphrTson, 'Do \·:e no. d a tt1eory of Stotf•"t', QQ..cit. 
p. 243. 



It is to look into thE: p ast to understand the present 

in order to o L; n tr1e future thus ta 1< ing uo e\'er y pt10 no-

menan in all its threP dimensions. Consequently the 

study of ttle nast t~as u didc:;ctic pur~osr. f:lacohcrson 

tells t:1c:.it, 'the purpose of scholarly reoppris~ls of 

political theories is to help us to see the limits and 

possibilities of a oreat tr6~ition as ap~lied to our 

ovm day ••• 11 Thus :'.·.acoherson set's tlw ft'nction of theory 

as both interpreting tbe world 2nd im~roving.it. 

Despite at the enumrr.:Jtions i.'ac;;hf'rson's viFW of 

poditiccl theory is not v.ho:ily free from ditficulties. 

He is i.liSt<Jt<en in his view that Poli tied theory is wholly 

historical or time-bou~d and lacks a universal dimension. 

Further, when he stre~~c·s that the explanatory tasK of 

political theory, he· defim·s explc;nation almost in 

empir ic.J 1 terms. He fails to notice that a 1 though the 

so-call0d grand political t~~ory and empirical theory are 

hott1 explanatory, they offer rlifCerent types of explana­

tion, the former being interested in the philosophical~ 

the latter in scientific explanation. Again whlle he is 

right to stress the justificatory dimension of political 

theory, hP fa i 1 s to apprec iatC' that it is subordinate and 

derivative, and that philosophical justification is much 

more s·ubtle and complex than 1nere advocc1cy of a specific 

11. ;\·~,~cp:.e1son, •:-lalevy's century I\(:?visited!, Sci~?nc{~ 
and ~cciety, .51, ::o. 1, (\.,'inter 1967)p. 37. Ci·ted 
I·. '.. 1 1 A I' • t -. t ') r::~ 
~l/ ,,lcnae • vj('liJS en .££.•:::2:......·' p. LJL. 
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. 1 --' 12 soc1a orc:er. Further Macpherson does not adequately 

analyse the complex logical relationship between expla­

nation and justification and suggests that the two some-

how lie side by side in a theoretical system. 

Desoite his valuable insiohts ~acoherson's thought 
. ~ ' 

is prone to sevC'ral criticism. Altl10ugh the conceot of 

human essence is pivotal to ;---,is social and political theory, 

[.',acphErson's analysis of it is not adequate enough:t: to 

stand scvrral criticisms made against him. He is ombigaiOUS 

ahout VihE'ther or not man has:" hi~-Lorically invariant 

t S t . l . 1 f . t• 13 no ure. or:1e· unes 1e answers 1n t.,,e a 1rmd 1ve. Some-

times he says that man has 1 no pc rm:. nr> nt u nchcl ng i ng nature 1 

and tLat he 'changes his nature by changinq his relation 

to other men and the m.~t(rial environrr:ent. 14 On yPt 

another occasion he dr<::vv·s an inter0sting distinction. 

Alt~wugh he l2c 1:~ much c L::.ri ty, he divides humc1n nature 

into two tl1ings ; first, we may refer to highly formal 

Cdpacitirs as r0ason, 'cnse oPrce;;ti.on, Lm<:v:ination and 

memory; secondly, to the subs~antive contents of human 

' . d . . 15 OPS1ros an mot1ves. !-IE:· seems ta suggest irnplic;tly 

12 • Vi k: h u P a r e k h , QQ. c i t . , o • . G8 

13. ;:,Jcrhcrson, n.2, p. 3t3. 

14 • I b i : ; . , p • 34 • 

15. L'.a c ph ~:r s o n, n. 3 , p • lS • 
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that t':1E: forrncl' are historically invariant and charac-

terize the human Jnirnnl as such wht:rc,:s a' the latter 

16 is subj•'ct to historic'1 c: . .:on(]r>S. i''acpherson's distin-

ction of this is q1Ji te nr.:-rr lexinc:, it do0s not dPv0lop 

distinction nor do•s it exnlain how to decide which 

human charGcteristies belong tJ which catrgory and whether 

they can be compartmentJlizPL~ so nPatly. 

;.:acpherson subordinotes epistemological and metho-

doloC]ical to ontolonical i~,:.ucs, as the main function of 

theory is to clarify the human ccndition substantively 

in a social and hi~;torical perspective. lle is primarily 

concerned with liberalism as on antoloc:JY and the ethics 

of its possessive individuolis. This, his critique of 

Friedman's elegant ternbstone 1 of economics and Dovm's 

economic theory of c~emocracy is not primarily aimed at 

their positivistic r::cthodolOCJY- positivistic economics 

and postivistic po 1 itics rrspectively- but at their 

ontological assumptions of man and society, that is, 

possessive individualism as an ontology which reduces the 

f t L t • t 17 es~ ence of man to he economic reLcJtions of marK.e soc1e y. 

18 Sheldon S. ~otin'~ criticism against Lacke is quite 

16. vi'-: h u Pare k h , .QQ. c it . , r . 70 

17. Hwa Yo l Ju nc1, .... 
QQ.~., p. 249. 

18. Sheldon s. \ioin, 'Politics CJ'ld Vision', (Boston; 
Little .. rown, l9(;0Ql, pp 28C-4J4. 
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applicable here. The reduction of human es~ence to the 

economic rt=>lations of mar'cPt soci0ty contributes to tne 

decline of political philosophy and the sublimation of 

politirs by subordinating horne politicus to horno eco:1o-

micus. Tht-· root of the problem is 1 C'con,'mism 1 , viewed 

in the hedornistic ;.hilosonhy of homo-faber as Ene of 

life '.'.'ithout li:ni+s to econor.Jic gain and growt!i and this 

leqacy bJsically start"c.\ from Loc!~e who sa\N nonhur:1an 

extrrnc_il natur0 simply as means to SJtisfy human need and 

desiros. 

The problematic aspect of ~~cph rson's conception 

of the function of theory, and thus U1e rPlationshio 

betweE·n theory and pr:·ctice, finds its divwgence in his 

critique of liberal ideology as possessiveiindividualism. 

r,:acph<"rson dors not admit that possessive individualsim 

is inh<:crently or os:::entially faulty rLJthrr he maintains 

that it is i aulty becausP of its 'cultural lag' since the 

assurnption~; of no~~f'~,~.ivr individuDli~-m, the product of 

the l~th century bourgeois culture, w~ich was scientific 

and l7.Jtlonet.l for tl1e t!l0n soci' ty no lonoer rnCJtch tl1e 

conditions of the twentieth century. 19 This is the Achilles 

19. I.'acpherson, n. 2, p. 1:12. 



14'7 

heel of N1acpherson's conception of theory in relation to 

practice, which has a venerable tradition in Karl Manheim's 

2() sociology of ~no~ledgc. Junq calls Macpherson's views 

'sociologistic' and argurs thot the function of theory 

as a critique of ideology or reduction of theory to a 

sociologistic orientation underrrines the normative purpose 

of his own democratic ontoloay of fulfilling PSSence of 

man Leyond the postula 1 es of possessi\'e individualsrh both 

21 now and in future. This socjologistic Pxpl~nation of 

r .. ::acph0rson fin6s its exempdlifioation in his critique of 

2> 
]:obilf'S. Ther<'for(' it is not ~~t.rpri',in<:J th<Jt rv·.acphc:rson, 

who ignores Hobbes scienticisrn, also ignores the basic 

issuEs of tecr:nology- tE chnolO\)ical rationality as the 

a 11-inc lusi y(::_ lO\jOS of r:.d n' s domination of other men as 

well as nature - in the construction of hisown democratic 

onto logy. 

20. Hwa Yol Jung, £Q.._ cit., p. 2:0. 

22. However prolific and penetrating, ~acpherson's 
critique of Jlobbes is one sided since it does 
not ta'<e Hobbes's scienticism seriously enough 
rather treats it merely as superstructure or an 
epiphenorrenon of the market society. As a 
result h~ fAils to cnmprehend the profound and 
indelible i~pact of ~cienticism on human onto­
logy in his 2nalysis of Hob'.es's philosophy. 



Macpherson being dis~ilusioned ~y the technological 

rotiionality has succumhPd to the instrumental and utili­

tarian rationality though hP is oblivious of it. The 

difficulty of this utilitarianism, as Arendt points out, 

is it innate inability to unuerstand the distinction 

between utility and meaning-fulness in which all ends are 

bound to have a short duration and to be transformed into 

m ans for some other ends. She writes that "the perplexity 

of utilitarianism is that it qets caught in the unending 

chain of means and ends without even arriving at some 

principle which could justify the category of means and 

ends, that is of utility itself •.. In other words, utility 
23 • 

established as meaning generates meaninglessn0ss". In 

the utilitarianism of homo faber, technology gains a life 

of its own independently of r:1an who fabricates, and man 

becomFs a mere appendage to machine - a condition which 

Marx called objectification. If Marx's and Arendt's 

analysis is right, a new ontolo(ly of man must envisage 

possibility of liberating him from the 'necessity' of 

labour and •utility' of work (an(j technology) with which 

Macpherson unfortunately fails to come to grips in his 

democratic ontology. Only because of this, for Macoherson 

scarcity is a form of the 'r~ification' of a market 
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. t 24 soc1e y. As a result this und~rmines the quality of 

life, which is the essence and rationale of Macpherson's 

democratic ontology. 

Mocpherson as a critique of possessive individual-

ism definitely writes from a perspective that rejects the 

consPquence of capitalism but the rejection of capita-

lism is not consistently Qrounced in a commonsurate 

analy$is of capitalist social rel3tions. Even someti~es 

iv~acpherson's analysis of canitalism a:,cears to acce0t 

that system at its own valudtion bec~u~e ui his avoidance 

of the role of the state and capitalism as an ideology 

24. For reificJtio~ (starcity is reified) is the way 
ol uefining social relations of men by the 
mechanism of producin(J, buying, selling and 
consuming cormnodities in the market system. 
Macpherson is aware of the danger of technology 
in cont1 iving wants, needs and demands for 
more and more moterial things and in perpetua­
ti nc: a co nsurnPr soc i· ty. lloVi(:?Ver, to view 
st:arcity as a cultural varial:l0 of the market 
socioty along is ta'~r: the 'ban.:lity of Pv·i 11 

inhf·Jcnt in technoloqy too li~htly. Morr 
importantly, to view scarcity solely as a 
cultural or social variable of the m<Jr!(pt 
s .::-,c i e t y is to fa i 1 to see it as an u nr e if i e d 
pro''lem of the economies of the finite 
earth (Hwa Yol Jung, ?r· ·cit., p. 265). 
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25 
in maintaining the class-hogemony. As a result at such 

times, the effectiveness and validity of his argument 

does not dif er so much from the very theories he attacks; 

and he concludes by confirrnin.-; their ioeoloqical mysti-

fication. 

It is very difficult anu risky to characterize 

Macphrr~on's stand point espc>cia1ly bec3u~e of its 

f luct·.;atio'!. Throuqhout his cJrecr he has vehernen-:ly 

criticised mocern political theo~y for obscurinQ social 

n--,.d;_tic~) :JnlJ particulorly for- rvglccting thr· consequences 

of cLss relaLions. He has riqhtly stressed that the 

uec>pcr it pcnctrot(·S into the innr:r-most strucyure of 

its age, the (:rr-•,.tPr its nov·,er to exolain thP reality. 

3ut unfortun.Jtely l'v'iacolwrsan h.J5 failf'd to (!rapple with 

2~. The Capitalist ideology was able not only to 
fulfil the functions cJiscovrred and analysed by 
Marx and E n9e ls bl1 t also to rnov.-: on to new 
even more ambitious tas~. The bourqcois 
ideology as a tranquiliser has been able to 
control the very thouqht structure of the people 
and their very thoug~t proces~ has become 
unidirection~l. "It no lonq0r serves merely 
as a brake on people's stri0ing for a better 
society, it no longer represents merely a barbed 
~ire entailiglcment keoping p0oplr· from s~lis­
fying their basic needs ~nd ootentidlities - it 
~as now reached ~h2~ mi~~t t0 called its ultimate 
taroet: it has crinolPcl t1>1t s·trivinq itself, 
it l~iJ s driven a pov ~ rf 'J 1 v1e dne between burna n 
1 needs 1 and r.uman 1 v!cnts 1 • ',•iith bourCJE'OiS 
taboos and morCJl injunctions intcrnc:d.izcd, people 
'',tP0pC'd in tl c culttn(· 01 n1onopn.ly copil.:·li<;m 
do nol w.11ll. wh.-ll. lhe"'i need .Jrld do nol r.Pr·d 
w!I<Jt tlH·y 'v\'~nt".(P~ul A. P,aron /Longe-r Y-:c.w; E~~''Y-' 
tC>'>la•'c\s C..Ti\ig,e of Polit.iC211 Economy~ Ed-l>y ~fohn 0' 

N t'i.l , rv,",dl..,ly Re-vit..'L'\1 P·re~.; J NE.'W YC·'t'k, 15;~;<3. fP. :2..~-30) 



1.51 

the totality of social forces with all its interconnec-

tions and undercur-rents for V·!hich he ic;3no:::-ed completely 

the structural and functional i:lS v.'f'll as ideological role 

of the 1 i be r a 1 cap i td 1 is t stat P in ratio na 1 is i ng the 

class -rule. 

His socialist programme enshrined in his 'Life and 

Times of Lib0ra 1 Democracy' is contrasted by its theoreti-

ce:l Democracy' is contrasted by its theoretical under-

pinninqs. His releuctance to deal with class VJith all 

its i~plications unmasks a more fundamental methodologi-

cal problem and his veiled intentions. Even if he 

explictly prescribes some political and social changes 

that can hardly go beyond the mere reform of capitalism • 
• 

He has never gone to the root of the problem to find 

out the solution ratter kept himself busy merely at 

trimr;;in<J the branch•s. 

Although Macpherson's analysis combines a pene­

trating critique of present-day liberal market societies 

with an alluring vision of human possibilities, his 

proposPJ retrieval of liberi:ll democracy has been found 

v'anting ';:;y liberals and socialists alike. There is a 

curious mixture of individuolism and ·comrunal sentiment 

in Macphrrson's thouqht and that he is likPly to be 

a::.~<ailcd lJy lirwrcJJ.~. for tl.o cumr''Unol lJias of his poli-

tical theory which harbours the seeds of totalitarianism 



and dU:truction of liberal indivicluali5m, yet attacked 

by the socialists for his wtention of liberal (or bourgeois) 

individualism in his theorizing trat he can not generate 

the revolutionary doctrine needed to get the development 

and classless society he advocates. 26 

Macpherson's straddling position is not fully 

reconcila~le. The source of tension in his political 

theory lies within his etl1ical principle itself, and 

also between his ethical principle (or its vision of 

clas~,lc·ss sociE·ty) on the one hJnd and some other fea-

tures of his political theory - for example his critique 

of capitalism, his views or1 soci<::il trc:nsforrrwtion, or 

his continued attachment to the liberal notion of negative 

liberty - on the other. All these tensions or contra-

dictions loom largely because of his failure to intE'gnate 

the essential in~,i_ 1hts of litera ~i5m (more specially 

thoughts of Mill) and Marxism into a harmonious conce~tual 

whole, c::llthouqh ~,trictly spcC!I.:inq he belongs to no 

school of thought. 

Macphers.on retains not only the individualism ano 

some· of the possr·ssivist Ptr~o~, but also several other 

j_rnoortC.Jnt featurr-s of Jitcr.:Jism. Li':e the liber,Jls, he 

26. I<.R. l1'\ir10llqtJ:-, or•. rii., r'. :59·1. 
_lohn .~. ~t··un1"n .J:J•l l!Jor::.~ .. .:-. Lcwi:., .2Q. ::i_!:. 
pp. '107-708. 



appears t,o think that t:1e es~.encr of man mutely inhers 

in eoch inaividual rather than in the ensemble of social 

relJtions. Macpherson's sociali~t and bourgrois man only 

differ in their objectives but ~· are the samr' basic vic:w 

of lifP in general and rr ason in rarticular. Liberal 

utilitariEnism has its w0ighty infou0nce on Macpherson's 

thoc<;;ht. 

about the injusticE of ex~loitation and the unfair trans-

fer of oov~E:rs in Ciopitdlisi · o;~:·ty than the atoi.li?iltion 

anci aehu:.~anization of r.~2:n u:t·· tht cli~tcrtion and corrup-

tion of human potential. In these cdses Marx has hardly 

been able to influence )\i.acoherson. {.·:arX 1 S influence iS 

largely confined to his analysis of soci•ty and that to 

a li~ited extent but it does :tot extend to his concep-

tion of man. Macoherson wants to create a socialist 

society of his own ariety for the realization of 2. libe-

value of libnalism on his oV'm br,:1nr: of socialism i.e. 

an extension of liberalism devoici ot its evils. Mac-

phcrson is primurily comrnit.J_ed to lU·,erclism and absorbs 

as much as Marxism as his litcr~l assumptions permit and 

l 'h i' 27 luriJ 1sm. r.,acohcrscn' s t::coretica 1 enterpr is•, despite 



its socio-historical fuundation, nece~sarily dwells to a 

great extent within the mctl:odological conventions of 

traditional political philosophy i.e. abstracting politi­

cal theory from its social realities that underlie it, 

to v\'hich he himse]f has vi(Jorous1y attacked. 

His failure to give an analysis in proportion with 

his apparent ethical commitmPnt to socialism is a part 

of a political and intellectual tradition which has too 

mud--. of ohsf'ssion for ] ibt-TCJlism despi tP all its limi-

tations. This is a tradition which has produced a form 

of socialism ridcled with contradictions bo'ween its moral 

idignation at capitalism and its 'inadequate understanoing 

f tl . 1 h th t k th t . d. t. 28 
o 1c soc1a p enomencn a provo es a 1n 1.gna 1.on. 

Although N.acpherso..-- does not reorrsent the typicality of 

that tr-1dition, it· an be ar<Jut.·cl that his inadequate 

analysis - n'gdrclin. class and stdte, tlle true nature of 

capitalism, the organic lin~ be'wecn capitalism and libe-

ralism, his abstraction of li~eralism from its soci0l his-

torical foundation, his emphasi~· on economism and scienti-

cism; lack of structural articulation and elahoration of 

humanistic nnloloqy- c~Jn h: explainr-d by th(~ L;ct that 

he h2s takc·n un Pr the spell of libr·rc.dism lil·e other 

librrc:ls. 

28. EllPn MPiksins Wood, .QQ. cit., p. 217. 
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More truely Mocphrrson steps into the legacy of J.S. 

Mill. Like Mill, Macpherson represents the crisis-phase 

of liberalism when its very survival is at stake and libe­

ralism as an ideology is unable to face the imminent 

menace with its own justificatory theory. Macpherson here 

plays the role of a transitional figure in the develop­

ment of liberalism by traying to ~ridge up the gap 

between possessive and socialist individualism. Like 

Mill, Macpherson's is a crisis-management theory who 

only prescribes some piecemeal changes. Macpherson's 

critique of Mill i.e. contradiction between Mill's ethical 

position and his conception of capitalist relations of 

production as such, hits him back since his own argument 

is not less plagued by the same condradictions. Mac-

pherson's tran~·itionc;l role end his reluctance to renounce 

liberal (or bour~eo~s) inoividualism left him to quite 

trenchant criticism. Hence, Prof. Macph1rson can now 

be seE'n to be in Marxist tradition but not necessarily 

of it.
29 

Although Macpherson's critique of possessive indi-

vidualism is tenacious, systP~atic, detailed and conclu-

sive, his c:enlOCic'tic ontoJ"CJY still requirr·s ~ tlt1ctural 

art icu ... .:Jtion a no elaboration, si !CP it is more a nenative 
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a positive ono. It is this 'outoloyical turn• exceeding 

methodological and epistemological is:,urs that deserves 

the serious attention of politiccl theory, although he is 

oblivious to ~he implication of ep0stemology for the onto­

logh of democratic man. In attempt to prrscribe new 

ontology of democratic man as an alternative to bour-

geois individualism, t~e logic of Macpherson's orientation 

20 encountPrs an impasse, which seems to be unintentional. 

By avoiding a theory of transit ion Macpherson necessarily 

denies the truely crt','Jtivc function of theory in trans-

formation of society. i\ccordinq to t>\arx man is human 

precisely because he is cJp~ble of transforming or trans-

conding a given social condition he considers und0rsivable; 

he is the only crec!ture wLo is conscious of his own 

activities and l:nows that hr-· is makincJ and changing history 

30. 11 Unintentior .. Jl does not mean lac:(ing in 'meaning'. 
Beyond the fi~ld of his conscious activities, 
the domain of the unintentional is not, for 
man a silent desert in which he suddenly petrifies 
into a 'thing' like the rest, but is the other 
face of his world in which all hisbehaviour 
finds part of its meaning. It is the place 
where the hidden regulators are organised that 
cor1espond to the deeo-lying logic of the system 
of action he invents and practices. It is the h 
hidden aspect of our social relations where 
oart of the 'meaninn' of our behaviour is 
actively organised." (~aurice Godelier, 
'Rationality and irrationality in Economics' 
Tr. from the French by Barian Pearce. London 
;!Li~, 107?, p. 317. 
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that is, he is capable of thinkin~ an alternative future 

and achieving it at the s~'me time. To deny this to deny 

t~1e very es~.ence of ma.n. t.".ocph('rson is vvell aware of 

this but the logic of his sociologistic thin~ing denies 

him that possibility. Thus Iv':acnhP.rson's philosophy finds 

itself historically in the par.:cdoxical position that it 

is concerned to find a philosoDhy that would mean the end 

of bourgeois society, and to r•surrect in thought a 

humanity destroyed in that soci~ty and by it. In the 

upshort, howevrr, it did not manage to do more than 

provice a complete intellectual copy a_nu a priori 

deduction of bourgeois society. This antinomy is 

a dm i tie dl y thcj mcs t profound and the rnos t mag ni f ice nt 

intellectual expression of those antinomies which lie at 

the roots of liberal society and which are unceasingly 

produced and reprodlced by it- albeit in confused and 

i nf e rio r f o rm • 

DespitE' all limit:=Jtions, some of which are not 

inherent and deliberate in his aporoach but incidental 

and tangential to his rionrrring application of it, much 

of his vJorks offers a stirn,:latinq and thought provokin;J 

peEspective on the nature and history of political 

thouqht. Macph•rson hJs certai~ly contributed a lot in 

cnricllin<~ onliticzll philo:-ophy by rcpoliticisincJ it and 

groundin~ it firmly in its socie-historical context and 
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rev~aling its ideological function. To acknowledge 

that his novel analysis 6f history of liberalism illu­

minate its ideas in a fresh way is implicitly to acknow­

led<Je the value not only of his historical methodology 

but also of his co,ception of the mtur~'> of political 

theory. His negAtive criti(juq, thouqh a preconditionfor 

his positive thin'<inl], is his mon' valuable contribution. 

Mac~herson is definit0ly J serious and constructive coli­

tical philoso8her and his basic moral and intellectual 

commitments to the enhancement 0f creative freedom and 

to socialist hur.1anism is bPyond dispute. He has really 

championed the cause of liberalism by providing a mora 1 

founoation to liberal ~emocratic theory by a more huma­

ni~tic and democratic idea of the essence of man. It 

will be worthwhile to asses Macpherson's position by his 

own appra is a 1. "What I havP been tryi nq to cb a 11 

alonq and am still tryinq to do is to work out a revision 

of lilJ0ral-dE'mocrdtic tbcory, a rPvision which clearly 

owes a good deal to Marx, in the hope of making that 

theory mon' derr:ocvatic whilr- rescuing that valuable part 

of the liberal tradition which is submerged when libe­

ralism is identified with capit<.list markrt relation". 

Fin.:.dly it can bt> cunclllckd that thrre should be 

a symmetry between subject a'!d object, theory and practice, 

mc•.:1ns ,Jnd end:., form Cind CiliYE"nt, individual and socic·ty, 

v:hich co::t~;indly form a cohrrent whole; to weaken one is 

to we~ken the other. 
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