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Preface

We know what is good for you better than you know yourself and we are going to make you do it.

 —Liberal economist William Graham Sumner,
1899, in a speech protesting American
colonization of the Philippines

In 1972, Ugandan President Idi Amin expelled Ugandans of Asian origin from Uganda. Many became refugees in camps in Britain.

A twenty-six-year-old Ugandan refugee named Mahmood Mamdani described his experiences in one of the camps in London in a book published in 1973. The camp directors announced one day with thirteen hours’ notice that they were moving fifty refugees to another camp sixty miles from London. Some of those to be moved already had jobs in London. Mamdani and fellow refugees refused to move. They said in a petition to the camp authorities, “We protest at being treated as objects or, at best, as cattle.”

Managers of refugee camps don’t often have to contend with refugees who demand a voice in what happens to them. The Uganda Resettlement Board in Britain was unlucky in that one of the refugees—
Mamdani—was a Harvard graduate student who had already been involved in the civil rights campaigns in America. He would go on to become a famous professor of government at Columbia and at Makerere University in Uganda. Mamdani was successful in getting press coverage of the refugee revolt.

There ensued a battle of wills between the board and the refugees. Mamdani realized that what angered the Uganda Resettlement Board was refugees wanting to run their own lives. As he said in his book the following year, “The crux of the matter was that we had refused to act as refugees, as helpless, well-behaved children, totally devoid of initiative, indiscriminately grateful for anything that may come their way.”

Mamdani acknowledged that material aid to the refugees had been generous, even including a Christmas turkey. But it was not enough to compensate them for not having a say in their own fate: “Circumstances deprived us of our possessions, but not yet of our self-respect. For that last possession, our humanity, we were willing to fight.”

In the end, the Resettlement Board moved some but left the most diehard protesters alone.1

To use the ponderous jargon of modern academics and economic development workers, Mamdani was expressing a demand for agency. Agency here roughly means the right to consent to your own progress, to simply have a voice in what affects you. It is the widespread desire of adults to not be treated as children. (Actually, my anecdotal experience as a father and grandfather makes me think that not even children like to be treated as children.)

Agency is often seen as a rather arcane concern for people experiencing extreme deprivation. Aid agencies make some effort to recognize agency by deploying even more ponderous jargon like empowerment, community-driven development, participatory development, partnerships for development, country-led development, and consultations with stakeholders and civil society. It is hard to see how the intended beneficiaries of aid really get a voice from all this. Most development debaters turn with relief away from such buzzwords to seek lower poverty rates or a higher number of Christmas turkeys.

But is material poverty relief a reliable indicator that people will be better off, if they have no agency to say so? Should poverty rates and GDP be the only measure of progress? Maybe GDP increases that happened through forced labor, forced resettlement, and violent land seizures in aid projects, as well as by supporting autocrats, jailing political protesters, shooting demonstrators, and intervening with the Western military, were not exactly equivalent to GDP increases that happen more consensually.



It is disturbing that modern development lacks a vision to decide whether violent development is a good or bad thing. It occurred to me that help might be available from four centuries of commentators on the development violence known as colonialism.

I have also been much influenced by colleagues from developing countries who related their experience with some development people telling them what was good for their countries without giving them a voice. As my Ghanaian colleague Yaw Nyarko shared in a comment on a preliminary draft of this book, he has often heard Western development people say, “Well, we should do those [development actions] to those Africans, and those Africans need this.” But Nyarko notes, “There are no Africans in the room. We haven’t asked those people.” In fact, Nyarko says, “We didn’t ask to be saved.” Throughout my career, I have heard similar comments from many of my colleagues, underscoring how condescension was as bad to them as material poverty.2 But these colleagues and I myself certainly do not reject development efforts altogether. The question is how to discriminate between good and bad development. I could look for possible answers in the long history of liberalism, the ideology defined by a love for the freedom to choose and an aversion to coercion and paternalism.

I was aware that liberal economists played a key role in this debate, as they offered consensual exchanges in the marketplace as one of the main ways that people realize agency in a mutually beneficial way. They saw that moral bans on coercion were necessary for trade to play this beneficial role.

I had not fully anticipated how central the demand for agency would be to the story from the beginning. For centuries liberal thinkers across the globe grappled with the demand for agency during the long history of colonialism, including American Indian removal, slavery, and the conquest of Asia and Africa. Liberals seldom used the modern word agency, but they used more evocative words such as consent, liberty, democracy, self-determination, voice, individual freedom, the consent of the governed, equal rights, and the right to choose. The liberals linked the demand for agency to other nonmaterial demands, like the demand for dignity and respect. Since agency is a modern word, I will usually use the word consent instead of agency throughout this history.

The value placed on material progress has always been and will always be widely shared, including by this author. The point is not to reject material values altogether. The point is that for four hundred years there has been something else besides a demand for material income—the demand for agency and dignity—and those voices also deserve to be heard. Throughout history, conquerors claimed to increase the material progress of colonial subjects while taking away their agency. But these claims have often been met by skepticism by liberals, not to mention by the colonial subjects themselves. Their simple point was that development without consent is not necessarily progress.

If there seems to be a selection bias in this history toward violence in development, it is because this is a history of violence in development. So this history is not representative of aid and development efforts in general. In this history, the liberals used the most extreme violations of consent as counterexamples to the assertion that material betterment was sufficient to show progress. But the liberal critique of violent development efforts does not aim to tarnish all development efforts. It seeks to eliminate the worst forms of violence, to make it more possible for development to be benevolent. The progress against coercion was as important as the progress against poverty to improved human well-being. Development could then wind up at today’s less extreme, even if still problematic, denial of agency.

Who was in the West and the Rest would be flexibly defined by self-labeled members of the former. It usually means Western Europe and its settler offshoots in Canada, the US, Australia, and New Zealand. Sometimes it means only upper-class white males even within Western nations. The Rest is everybody else.

The indignant response to conquest in the name of progress by some people in the Rest and liberals in the West shows that agency, far from being a meaningless buzzword, has been at the heart of the development debate for four centuries. Mamdani’s revolt in the refugee camp had a lot to do with this history. As he said at the time, “The victors always seem to forget that the vanquished have a longer historical memory.”3
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			Our Conquest of Them for  Their Own Good

			A Native American man in what later became Massachusetts appealed to philanthropists in England in 1629: “Come over and help us.”

			The Massachusetts Bay Colony featured this man on their seal after King Charles I granted them a charter to New England in 1629. The five-word appeal for help issues from his mouth. He is mostly naked and carrying a bow and arrow, fitting the image that the English had of American Indians. The native man points the arrow downward, signaling that the Indians peacefully welcomed the helpful settlers from the Massachusetts Bay Colony.

			Nobody knows the Indigenous man’s name or tribal affiliation or anything else about him, perhaps because he was entirely fictional.

			The seal accurately reflects the ideas of John Winthrop, the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony that began large-scale settlement in New England. In the winter of 1628–1629, Winthrop had sought to reassure would-be settlers about the noble mission of the colony. Before leaving England for New England, Winthrop set out to answer possible objections to the colony—of which a big one was that “we have no warrant to enter upon that land, which hath been so long possessed by others.”1

			

			But Winthrop argued that the conquerors did have a right to the land because of their ability to improve it. Surely, God had not intended “a whole Continent as fruitful and convenient for the use of man to lie waste without any improvement.” Instead, God had given man an improvement mission in the book of Genesis, namely to “increase and multiply, and replenish the earth and subdue it.” The natives in New England had failed to fulfill God’s mission. “This savage people” did not develop the land or themselves: “They enclose no land, neither have they any settled habitation, nor any tame cattle to improve the land by.”

			Winthrop expounded an idea of enormous importance for illiberal thought in the next four centuries. He argued it was lawful for the people who would improve the land, the English, to take the territory from those who had failed to improve it, the Indians, for the sake of global improvement. This book will call this idea the Development Right of Conquest. It confers the right to conquer lands on those who bring material progress to these lands.

			But what about development for the Indians? Winthrop in 1629 reassured his audience that the English seizure of Indian land was actually beneficial for the Indians, because the English would teach them the arts of improvement. Although settlement would only leave the Indians part of their former lands, he said, they would “learn from us to improve a part to more use than before they could do the whole.” Such a knowledge transfer “will yield them more benefit than all that land which we have from them.” God wanted the English to offer religious as well as secular salvation to the Indians, because “the Gospel should be preached to all nations.” The Development Right of Conquest would often apply to people as well as land. The developers had the right to subjugate people as long as they benefited those people.2

			But what did those to be saved think about this? Winthrop thought his offer of development was appealing enough that “we shall come in with the good leave of the natives.”3

			However, Winthrop thought it was possible that the natives might not appreciate the Gospel: “We know not whether those Barbarians will receive it at first or no.” Just in case the natives did not agree to their own salvation, Winthrop planned to have an army. The colony’s soldiers would have enough guns and fortifications so that five hundred settlers could defeat three thousand Indians,  Winthrop promised.4

			A fateful us and them had entered the lexicon of progress. The idea of “us” conquering “them” for their own good—the imaginative and fateful mixture of coercion, paternalism, and superiority— was destined for a momentous career for the next four centuries. The West’s conquest of the Rest in the name of progress would spawn many competing notions of what progress really is.

			The most drastic form of the Development Right of Conquest was the one that applied to the land rather than to people. Suppose the Indigenous people were unable or unwilling to develop, or maybe Western conquerors simply did not care about them. Then the conquerors could console themselves that they were still furthering global progress by making the conquered lands more productive. They could at  least save the land if they could not save the people. They could then justify the replacement of the unprogressive people by progressive people in the name of progress.

			In Winthrop there is an early sighting of the Western policy of population removal, which would fatefully develop over the next four centuries. What is today called ethnic cleansing went on to figure importantly in debates about progress—specifically on what to do with Indians and Black people inside Western societies.

			Winthrop was willing to consider such population removal. In 1634, members of the Pequot tribe killed an English trader after he had taken two Pequots captive to be his guides. This eventually led to war between the English and the Pequots. The English had been asking the Pequots to accept white settlers along the Mystic River in Connecticut and the Pequots had said, No thanks. The Pequots apparently did not have as much demand for white saviors as they were supposed to. Whether the land wanted to be saved, it didn’t say.

			The thirty thousand Pequots were a constraint to English expansion as one of the most powerful tribes in the area. However, a smallpox epidemic had already made them more vulnerable to conquest. Although the introduction of Europeans’ diseases to the Indians was not intentional or understood by John Winthrop, he saw the epidemic as a good thing: “God hath consumed the natives with a miraculous plague, whereby the greater part of the country is left voide of inhabitants.”5

			The English enlisted the Narragansett and Mohegan Indians, enemies of the Pequots, to their side. The crucial battle that decided the war took place on May 26, 1637, at a Pequot fortified village named Mistick near the Mystic River. The English set fire to the fort. They and their Indian allies shot those fleeing the fire. Of the four hundred Pequots in the village, only five survived. John Winthrop noted that 150 of the slain were elderly men or women and children. Winthrop also notes that the English divided up Pequot women and children who survived the war among the Narragansetts, the Mohegans, other Indian allies, and English settlers. He also wrote that when Pequot captives escaped and then were recaptured, the English branded them on the shoulder. Winthrop himself took the wife of a Pequot chief named Mononotto as a servant. She had requested only of the whites that they not “abuse her body” or take away her children. Winthrop reassured a correspondent that “I have taken charge of her,” presumably nonabusively.6

			Winthrop reports that he also sent fifteen Pequot boys and two women into slavery in the Caribbean. He later noted that Massachusetts received in exchange for the Pequot slaves some cotton, tobacco, salt, and Black slaves.7

			The 1638 Treaty of Hartford that ended the war represented only the winners. The English, the Mohegan leader Uncas, and the Narragansett leader Miantonomo all agreed that any remaining Pequot holdouts should either be captured and sent to the English, beheaded on the spot, or divided between Mohegans and Narragansetts. The two tribal leaders and the English then agreed that the Pequots divided up between the two tribes “shall no more be called Pequots but Narragansetts and Mohegans.”8

			In terms of material progress, Winthrop’s faith in the English improvement mission went on to be spectacularly confirmed. From around the time that Winthrop wrote to the present, the per capita income of what is now the United States increased more than sixty­fold. For nearly four centuries, Americans’ income doubled about every sixty years (Figure 1).9

			Over a century later, Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations agreed with Winthrop’s confidence that conquest of the Americas had led and would lead to material progress. Smith describes how “the colony of a civilized nation which takes possession either of a waste country, or of one so thinly inhabited that the natives easily give place to the new settlers, advances more rapidly to wealth and greatness than any other human society.”10

			A defender of Winthrop today might point also to material progress among Native Americans. Figure 1 also shows a bar representing Native American median household income today. Native Americans today are 29 percent poorer than the US national median. There is no data on what Indian incomes were like in Winthrop’s day, but some heroic guesses about seventeenth-century incomes found that most nations’ and regions’ average incomes were about the same as for the Europeans that would make up the future United States. Rough estimates also suggest Western Europeans had many technologies that Native Americans did not, which would also suggest that Native American per capita income was at a lower level than that of Western Europeans. So a working assumption could be that Indian incomes were at least no higher than the US average in the seventeenth century. If this is true, then Native American incomes are at least forty-four times higher today than in 1650.11

			A small remnant of the Pequot tribe called the Mashantucket (Western) Pequot Tribal Nation has survived to the present day. Today’s Pequots have prospered as owners of the Foxwoods Resort Casino in Connecticut. The Mashantucket Pequot Reservation today has a pop­ulation of 117 individuals with a median household income of $158,750. This income is 2.44 times the same number for the US population.12
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Figure 1. US and Native American income in US dollars, 2011, using a logarithmic scale where every unit increase represents a doubling of income. Source: US per capita income, MPD 2020; Native American median household income as a ratio to US median household income, US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2020.




			But maybe the Development Right of Conquest was not justified by the later material progress. Maybe economists should not tell the conquered to just be quiet and enjoy the GDP. The most important European skeptic of benevolent conquest was the same one who had noticed the material success of the American settlers, Adam Smith. He noted in The Wealth of Nations in 1776 that Columbus and the Spanish had also claimed they were benefiting the natives. The conquerors had the “pious purpose of converting them to Christianity.” But the Spanish imposed the alleged benefits of Christianity by taking “possession of the countries of which the inhabitants were plainly incapable of defending themselves.” So Spanish settlers with no constraints on their violence had simply pursued their own self-interest by “plundering of the defenseless natives.” Smith then generalized the critique to include other European conquests in the Americas since the Spanish. “The savage injustice of the Europeans” in conquest and settlement had been “ruinous and destructive to several of those unfortunate countries.”13


			The disjuncture between Smith’s statements of American wealth and greatness and his critique of American savage injustice is the problem this book seeks to address.

			In the middle of his critique of conquest, Smith offered the alternative that changed history and that could have changed history a lot more—commerce. Both sides could have realized great mutual gains from exchange: “The commodities of Europe were almost all new to America, and many of those of America were new to Europe.” There could have been “a new set of exchanges” Smith lamented, “which should naturally have proved as advantageous to the new, as it certainly did to the old continent.” Smith compared two motivations for Europeans seeking contacts with the rest of the world. One was a “project of commerce”; the other was “a project of conquest.” Smith insisted commerce would have been better than conquest. But this didn’t happen, because Europeans chose conquest.14

			Winthrop had raised the idea of exchanging civilization for land with the Indians. But Winthrop’s idea of exchange was not voluntary. For Smith, in contrast, the very definition of exchange involves consent. If both sides do not consent to the exchange, it is not really an exchange. To violate “the right to free commerce” is to violate Smith’s most cherished value—the right to choose.

			Trade allows everyone to make their own choices, not have others choose for them. Each side to an exchange decides on their own wants, Smith says, and then both sides benefit: “Whoever offers to another a bargain of any kind, proposes to do this. Give me that which I want, and you shall have this which you want, is the meaning of every such offer.” Implicit in your right to choose is also whether you want to trade with me at all, if you do not consider my offer much of a bargain.15

			Smith described what he saw as the “obvious and simple system of natural liberty.” If any one sentence launched the ideology known as liberalism, it was this one: “Every man, as long as he does not violate the laws of justice, is left perfectly free to pursue his own interest his own way.”16

			He had already denounced paternalism seventeen years earlier in The Theory of Moral Sentiments: “Every man is, no doubt, by nature, first and principally recommended to his own care; and as he is fitter to take care of himself than of any other person, it is fit and right that it should be so.” There is some ambiguity here, as there would often be in liberalism, between whether he is fitter to take care of himself and whether it is right that he take care of himself. The anti-liberals would dispute the former, but liberals would often insist on the moral rightness of self-determination anyway. This was partly because well-being was purely subjective for each individual; no outside caregiver could judge it: “Every man feels his own pleasures and his own pains more sensibly than those of other people.” To use the modern language, Smith is getting close to a demand for agency and calling for respect of that demand.17

			Smith did not argue for a zero amount of coercion. In his system of natural liberty, Smith acknowledged three legitimate purposes for state coercion: defense against foreign invasion, protecting “every  member of the society from the injustice or oppression of every other member of it,” and providing public works and institutions. Coercion would be necessary to raise taxes for these purposes, and coercion would be needed to fight foreign invasion and domestic oppression. Here was also an implicit critique of the Development Right of Conquest. Smith envisioned a world where every society had a collective right to fight back against foreign conquest, with no exceptions for conquest for the sake of progress.18

			Smith did not have in mind only European nations when he discussed national self-defense. Smith made clear that he thought it unjust that non-European nations were conquered. During his critique of the West’s conquest of the Americas, he said that Western military superiority enabled them “to commit with impunity every sort of injustice in those remote countries.”

			Then he made a remarkable prophecy of how the conquered nations would someday be able to assert their right to self-defense:

			Hereafter, perhaps, the natives of those countries may grow stronger, or those of Europe may grow weaker; and the inhabitants of all the different quarters of the world may arrive at that equality of courage and force which, by inspiring mutual fear, can alone overawe the injustice of independent nations into some sort of respect for the rights of one another.

			Trade would spread knowledge and technological improvement, making self-defense possible for non-European nations. “Mutual communication of knowledge, and of all sorts of improvements” would happen through “an extensive commerce from all countries to all countries.”19

			Two opposing ideas were emerging in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Winthrop’s Development Right of Conquest for the next two centuries justified Western conquest of Native Americans, enslavement of Africans, and colonization of everyone else. This disputes the modern view that the idea of development emerged only after the end of colonialism and in opposition to it. The real, much longer history of development challenges this view. The most influential Western thinkers of the past centuries saw colonialism as a means to development, not its opposite. Progress justified force.

			In contrast, there is the seed of anti-colonialism in Smith, with his explicit mention of “independent nations” and the national “rights of one another,” and his opposition to “force.” The vision is that commerce would replace conquest. Smith had begun to formulate a right to consent to your own progress. For Smith, the main mechanism for consent was a market economy.

			The dueling visions were of illiberalism versus liberalism, conquest versus commerce, coercion versus consent, paternalism versus self-determination, and ethnic superiority versus equality. These visions continue to contend today, albeit in less extreme forms. The debate was not always quite as simple as good versus evil. Illiberal thinkers’ idea of objective progress would help make economics more of a science by making possible tests of measurable predictions. And Smith and his heirs still celebrated material progress and scientifically searched for ways to achieve it.20

			And liberals were usually better at attacking their opponents’ solutions than offering their own. Liberal thinkers would struggle to articulate what individual and collective mechanisms were desirable for consent besides market exchange. Liberals were much clearer on the negative of what was coercion than on the positive of what was consent. Yet the liberals’ negative and sometimes hesitant vision turned out to be constructive anyway.

			The central point of this book is that these three ideas of consent, self-determination, and equality made possible positive-sum gains from commerce between groups and individuals. The opposing ideas of coercion, paternalism, and racism yielded a negative-sum world of conquest. Smith and his heirs showed how progress did not have to be at the expense of somebody else. They argued material progress alone was not enough. They argued it was necessary for material improvement to have some moral boundaries in order to make possible the positive-sum gains of commerce.

			Conquerors liked ideas about benevolent conquest, and those ideas in turn made conquest more likely. The liberals would not find it easy to overcome these incentives. Moreover, liberals had trouble resisting a paternalistic role for themselves in helping the oppressed. Yet against extremely long odds, the right to consent achieved major victories over the Development Right of Conquest. Liberals helped end slavery, extermination of Indigenous peoples, and colonialism.

			The big picture is shown in Figure 2. Some forms of violence got worse before they got better, but eventually commerce replaced conquest and consent replaced coercion.21
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Figure 2. From coercion to consent.






			Both the milder and harsher variants of the Development Right of Conquest were part of the momentous debate. The milder version is what Winthrop first embraced: conquering the Indians for their own good, seeing it as possible to civilize them. But then Winthrop invokes a harsher variant in which improving the Indians is no longer the goal, but just improving the land and removing the Indians out of the way. Winthrop did not explain how his embrace of slavery related to progress, but another future variant of the Development Right of Conquest would be enslaving some Africans to work for the slaves’ own higher consumption. But these slaves would never graduate, remaining permanently subordinate. And if even that didn’t work, Black people were to be removed somewhere else.

			In the rest of the book, the history of the Development Right of Conquest will be traced in four parts. In Part I, the dueling visions of progress in the Enlightenment see some well-intentioned philosophers (represented by Condorcet) justify conquest and removal for progress. Liberals see the Development Right of Conquest as morally objectionable. Smith and Immanuel Kant see true progress as requiring that individuals define their own progress.

			In Part II, from 1776 to 1865, there are three broad types of Western illiberal policies: (1) colonial conquest, (2) population removal, and (3) forced labor. The liberals set out their moral critique of these policies (often not very consistently) and their hope to reverse them.

			During this time, the West’s conquest of the peoples in the Rest is on the rise. Such conquest is justified by the hope of eventually civilizing the locals (the beginnings of British empire in West Africa, Napoleon’s attempted conquest of Russia, and the attempt to civilize Indians). Population removal seeks only to develop the land and gives up on civilizing the “savages” (American Indian removal and attempted colonization of American Black people back to Africa). The third type of conquest, forced labor, does not try to civilize Black people; development for them entails only some rise in their material consumption and permanent subordination (the slave trade and slavery).

			However, such egregious justifications of violence generate resistance from both its victims and moral reformers. Commerce is an appealing alternative for the economists Adam Smith, Benjamin Constant, Harriet Martineau, and John Stuart Mill. Members of oppressed groups like ex-slave Quobna Ottobah Cugoano, Cherokee preacher David Brown, female reformer Lydia Maria Child, and ex-slaves Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs resist conquest, population removal, and forced labor. There are uneven but eloquent assertions of agency, dignity, and the right to consent for victimized peoples. The United States commits to a liberal foreign policy of nonintervention in the affairs of other nations, albeit only in Europe. Removal and colonization of American Black people is defeated. After the initial wave of population removal in the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, there are no further large-scale European settlements in the Rest that have majority replacement of local people with Europeans (although the defeat of both colonization of Black people and Old World Indigenous removal probably also reflected feasibility rather than just liberal ideals). Liberals lose on  Indian removal and nonsettler types of colonial conquests, signifying their overall failure to defeat the Development Right of Conquest. Yet, there are more moral successes for liberals in this period than there will be for a long time afterward. This period ends with the enormous triumph of the right to consent in the abolition  of slavery.

			In Part III, covering 1865 to 1945, all three types of illiberal policies spread, economists mostly abandon liberal morality, and there are more feeble liberal responses, with virtually no victories. The crucial background is the apogee of colonialism. Commerce expands but without moral constraints on plunder. The US forsakes its ideal of nonintervention. Colonial nonsettler conquests include US conquest of the Philippines, the Partition of Africa, and colonial mandates after World War I. Instances of population removal include conquest of the American West in the late 1800s, eugenics practiced against “white trash” and Eastern European immigrants in the US and UK, and Hitler’s genocidal violence against Jews and Eastern Europeans. Forced labor comes back in Leopold’s Congo and some other colonies, never to be defeated while colonialism lasts.

			Economists far outside the mainstream like William Graham Sumner, E. D. Morel, Paul Reinsch, and Ludwig von Mises barely keep the ideal of consensual trade alive. A diverse band of resisters including Zitkala-Ša, Sixto López, Rabindranath Tagore, W. E. B. Du Bois, and William Monroe Trotter are marginalized, or obscured, or ignored, or all three. Freedom steadily regresses, culminating in the shocking nadir of liberty: the outbreak of World War II. Liberalism has to fight for its very survival.

			In Part IV, from 1945 to the present, there are major victories, albeit partial, for liberal ideals. The worst forms of the three policies end. Colonialism ends, and the surge in commerce partially restores agency of the intended beneficiaries. Economists Milton Friedman, P. T. Bauer, and Amartya Sen revive the ideal of individual freedom as an end in itself.

			Yet the legacy of the past is still here. While obviously not equating modern development efforts with slavery, genocide, and colonialism, the question remains of what violations of consent today in the name of progress should be out of bounds.

			

			Liberal values are the hero. The hero’s quest for freedom in development emerges in the eighteenth century. Yet there are major setbacks for the hero in the late nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth century, seemingly indicating the failure of the quest. But then in the latter part of the twentieth century, the quest is finally (partly) successful. The hero remains scarred by the traumas of the journey but still inspires continued heroism for the future.

		




	

		

		
			Part I

			Two Kinds of  Progress

			These vast lands are inhabited partly by numerous peoples who only await assistance from us to become civilized . . . .

			—Marquis de Condorcet, 1793

		

		

	
		

		
			2

			The Expert and the Economist

			In 1793, the French economist the Marquis de Condorcet gave the best exposition yet of one of the best and worst ideas in intellectual history: the idea of the West developing the Rest.

			Condorcet’s vision contrasted with that of Adam Smith. Although far less known than Smith, Condorcet represented ideas that were often more successful than Smith’s, and that remain dominant today. Condorcet and Smith had much in common. They both agreed that progress did not justify conquest in the past. Condorcet was sometimes more progressive than Smith on equal rights. But Condorcet had faith in enlightened experts to guide progress in the future, which Smith did not share. And Smith offered an ideal of individual consent through commerce that Condorcet did not share.

			The dispute was anything but theoretical. In the late eighteenth century, European settlers were subjugating Indigenous peoples in North America. The British East India Company was consolidating its rule in India. Condorcet and Smith debated how their principles applied to this expansion of the West’s conquest of the Rest.

			The debate suffered from some confusion between morality and science, what today would be called normative and positive economics. Condorcet and like-minded experts then and later predicted that conquest would facilitate material progress but implied that is also what should happen. Smith and his later followers also spent much time examining what would increase the material wealth of nations but set out liberal rules to determine what was just or unjust progress.

			There was still much to clear up and left for the future. Did the right to consent refer to groups or to individuals? Were collective rights and individual rights going to conflict? Movements for collective self-determination could (and often did) violate the rights to individual self-determination. How to establish the conditions for consent?

			The illiberal side gets some credit for advancing development economics as a science, with an inspiring vision of progress against material poverty. All of today’s economists (including this author) are heirs to this vision. While it might be possible to pursue both consent and material progress, the vision failed when it justified violence in the name of progress.

			It is understandable that those who wanted lands in the Rest liked the idea of development through conquest. Yet Condorcet was not a cynical justifier of conquest out of his own self-interest. Condorcet is interesting precisely because he was so altruistic and well intentioned. It is even better for the promoters of conquest to have altruists on their side.

			In his 1793 essay “The Sketch of Human Progress,” Condorcet first offered an inspiring vision of a fight against the misery of the world’s least fortunate people. Condorcet said there were many “nations of the earth” in which “development has been arrested.” Fortunately, Condorcet said, there was a “science for predicting the progress of the human race, for directing and hastening it,” based upon “the history of the progress already achieved.” Condorcet uses interchangeably the words development, progress, and civilization.1

			If some developers hastened progress, then “the vast gulf that separates” civilized nations from uncivilized nations would gradually disappear. Such progress would mean that each generation and each person would increasingly “be better able to satisfy his needs.” The “average length of human life will be increased.” Anticipating modern development reports, Condorcet imagined “a progress that can be represented with some accuracy in figures or on a graph.” To Condorcet, material progress could be objectively measured and promoted. It was a benevolent and inspiring vision of economic development. Condorcet’s classic essay offers an early example of economists’ fight against global poverty that inspires so many (including this author) today.2

			But it was the West who had to develop the Rest. The people in the Rest could not develop themselves. According to Condorcet, they were still “vegetating in the infant condition of early times.” They represented “the infancy of the human race.” The infancy metaphor was very common among Western thinkers looking at other peoples, and it was destined to last. The picture was of children in need of the wise guidance of a father in order to grow up into full development. They had failed to develop on their own and were still stuck in “their condition of apathy,” in their “indolence of body and mind,” and in their “superstition.”3

			Our own development success made us fit to be the developers of the Rest, Condorcet said. For us, “the wonders of the arts, the discoveries in the sciences and the efforts of reason” had put us at an “immense distance” from “these men close to nature.”4

			(Note that when I say “we” and “they” here, I am quoting or paraphrasing Condorcet. It is Condorcet speaking and not me. The same will be true for all other uses of the word “we” in this book; it is always someone whom I am quoting or paraphrasing who is speaking and not me.)

			Condorcet was a member of the Physiocrats, the French economists that share credit with Adam Smith for founding the whole field of economics. He also found time during his career to be a mathematician, government official, and revolutionary leader. Condorcet was the last of the great French Enlightenment thinkers known as the philosophes.

			The Marquis de Condorcet, Jean-Antoine-Nicolas Caritat, was born on September 17, 1743, two decades after Smith’s birth. He inherited the not-very-exalted noble title from his father, a cavalry captain who died when he was five weeks old. His talent for mathematics led to his discovery by one of the leading philosophes, Jean le Rond d’Alembert.

			Some remarkable women helped launch Condorcet’s career. A few aristocratic hostesses sponsored the salons of Paris where the French Enlightenment took shape. Julie de Lespinasse, who was d’Alembert’s girlfriend, first invited Condorcet to her salon in Paris in 1769. She mothered the shy, awkward, frail, friendless, poorly spoken, and uncouth twenty-year-old recently arrived from the provinces. Her advice was practical: Don’t chew your fingernails, and don’t show up at the salon with chalk on your ears. The salon of Julie de Lespinasse noted Condorcet’s unusual combination of shyness and passion, of calm analysis and rash tantrums, nicknaming him “the enraged sheep.”5

			Condorcet had a gift for attracting women to help him. Another new friend, Amélie Suard, advised him on his tempestuous love life. He would need a lot of advice. First was his love affair with Madame Suard herself. He lived with her and her husband for seven years in what a biographer calls a “chaste ménage à trois.” Second, he fell in love with Madame de Meulan, the wife of a tax collector in Paris. Then suddenly Condorcet at the age of thirty-nine eloped with the eighteen-year-old niece of Amélie Suard herself. Madame Suard rescued her niece and hushed up the scandal.6

			Finally, at the age of forty-three, in December 1786, Condorcet married the twenty-year-old Sophie de Grouchy. Grouchy was a formidable intellect in her own right. She was an early example of a long tradition in which women restricted to traditional roles still managed to find some voice through their husbands. She and Condorcet set up their own salon, to which they attracted such prestigious intellects as Thomas Jefferson. After Condorcet founded a school to promote Enlightenment ideas called the Lycée, Grouchy became known as the Venus of the Lyceum—perhaps reflecting male tendencies to concentrate a little too much on Sophie’s physical beauty.7

			Condorcet was a remarkable forerunner in the cause of women’s rights. The debate on rights for women would sometimes (although never quite enough) intersect with rights for the Rest throughout this book.

			Two scholars note that Condorcet’s radical views on women’s rights came after marrying Sophie. Before the “Sketch,” Condorcet had already written in 1790 a remarkable piece in which he saw equal rights for women as necessarily following from universal rights—including equal rights for different races—invoking the classic reciprocity argument: “Anyone who votes against the rights of another, whatever his religion, colour or sex, automatically forfeits his own.”8

			Condorcet’s astonishing advocacy of women’s equality was far in advance of most other Enlightenment thinkers, including Smith. But Condorcet would be hampered by his general problems defining what rights actually were. It doesn’t help for women to have equal rights to men if men don’t have rights to begin with.

			Condorcet and Grouchy had many links to Adam Smith. Condorcet had attracted interest from another formidable salon ­hostess, the Duchess d’Enville. She was an eager consumer of the latest advances in social and natural sciences and became an adviser of leading Physio­crats from behind the scenes. Her son, Duke de La Rochefoucauld, was the same age as Condorcet. The duke would himself become a Physiocrat and became friends with Condorcet. None of them foresaw how these friendships would end in acrimony, betrayal, and murder almost three decades later.9

			Condorcet’s connection with the Duchess d’Enville was impor­tant, because earlier she had been a key sponsor of Adam Smith’s introduction to the salons of Paris in 1766. Smith had met her and her son in Geneva on Smith’s one and only trip to the European continent; they would remain friends and correspondents. Smith’s temporary residence in Paris in the Faubourg Saint-Germain neighborhood was near the town house of the duchess and her son. Thanks to the duchess, the forty-three-year-old Smith was visiting the Lespinasse salon that Condorcet would later attend. Smith somehow managed to participate despite his inability to make his French intelligible to actual Frenchmen. His French was so awful that the Duchess d’Enville started learning English to be able to converse with Smith.10

			There would be lifelong connections between Condorcet and Smith. Smith would later own a copy of Condorcet’s Life of Turgot, in which in turn Condorcet saluted The Wealth of Nations as “a work, unfortunately for the happiness of mankind, hitherto too little known in Europe.” Condorcet’s 1793 “Sketch,” written after Smith’s death in 1790, would celebrate the new science of political economy, advanced by “Smith and more particularly the French economists.”11

			As for Sophie de Grouchy, she drafted a commentary on Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments in 1791. After Condorcet’s death, she would publish this commentary together with her own translation of Smith’s book in 1798.12

			The first striking thing to notice about Condorcet and Smith is how similar they were. Both condemned past European conquests in the Rest, criticized colonial monopolies, and advocated free trade.

			At first, Condorcet seemed well on his way to being an icon for equal rights of the West and the Rest. In the historical section of the “Sketch,” Condorcet condemned the Spanish and Portuguese conquerors of the New World in words similar to those of Smith. In these conquests, the “unfortunate creatures who lived in these new lands were treated as though they were not human beings.” The conquistadors were “greedy and barbarous men.” Condorcet prescribed a reversal of such oppression in the Americas to achieve true progress in the future. He called for Europe to end “her oppressive and avaricious system of monopoly.” She should call “upon all people to share her independence, freedom and enlightenment.” As these passages show, it is not quite so simple as bad guy Condorcet versus good guy Smith.13

			After establishing his impressive credentials on universal rights, however, Condorcet made the crucial swerve that would make him the vanguard of illiberalism rather than liberalism for the West’s debate on the Rest. In the forward-looking part of the “Sketch,” in the space of three remarkable pages, Condorcet set out an anti-liberal approach to the progress of the Rest that would have many echoes over the next two centuries. There would be a drastic change from what had already happened and the progress Condorcet envisioned in the future.

			In the first pages of the “Sketch,” Condorcet made clear that the purpose of the historical analysis of progress was to prescribe actions that bring progress. The analysis “will instruct us about the means we should employ” for future progress. The “should” words here transported Condorcet to prescription rather than description.14

			The crucial shift occurred when he considered a range of peoples in the Americas, Asia, and Africa, differentiated by their potential for progress. While Europeans had oppressed those peoples in the past, now, after the advent of enlightenment, he saw the Europeans as the bearers of progress and freedom for Asians and Africans. Condorcet had a “we” (Europeans) and a “them” (Asians and Africans). We would become the agents of progress for them: “We shall become for them useful instruments or generous liberators.” The good news for them was that we brought liberation. The bad news for them was that we got to define what liberation was.

			The words “for them” were so important. The choices were going to be made for them rather than by them. Condorcet assigned the leading actor role in development to Westerners. The “for them” philosophy would have enormous consequences for the future of progress.

			Condorcet had a lot of trust in European benevolence. The key break with the sorry history of colonialism was that the formerly oppressive European settlers had now become enlightened. The European settlers were no longer seeking “to amass treasure by brigandry and deceit.” We European settlers were now the agents of progress. We offered the Asians and Africans “the truths that will promote their happiness,” and we would be “teaching them about their interests and their rights.”15

			Us teaching them their rights is perhaps the most important phrase in Condorcet’s whole future vision of the progress of the Rest. He had suggested that enlightened men define rights already in an article on despotism he wrote in 1789: “The best way to procure a complete declaration of rights would be to encourage enlightened men to each draw up, separately, a model for one.” The committee of enlightened men would then reconcile differences among themselves. This article on the word despotism was rather condescendingly subtitled: “For the Benefit of Those Who Pronounce This Word Without Understanding It.” Maybe the victims of despotism understand it pretty well. But Condorcet overexplains despotism and rights. The Europeans would convey to the non-Europeans the correct definition of their rights, which did not include the right not to have someone else define your rights.16

			Some Indigenous peoples would not survive this definition of rights. European settlers’ efforts in the New World to civilize the locals might succeed. Or the efforts might fail, in which case the Europeans would have caused the extinction of Indigenous peoples: “Will not the European population in these colonies, spreading rapidly over that enormous land, either civilise or bring about the disappearance, even without conquest, of the savage nations who still inhabit vast tracts of its land?”17

			Condorcet tended to get incoherent whenever his notion of progress became contradictory. Either the European settlers in the Americas would succeed in civilizing the natives or they wouldn’t. In the latter case, Condorcet embraced the Development Right of Conquest applied to the land rather than to the people. For European settlers to develop the land, the uncivilizable people had to disappear. But Condorcet claimed the disappearance would somehow happen “without conquest.” Perhaps he meant assimilation of the conquered by the conquerors, but the assimilation was still not optional.

			While Indians in America were already disappearing, Condorcet more shockingly considered the disappearance of groups in Africa and Asia that had not yet happened. Condorcet defined four different groups inhabiting the “vast lands” of Asia and Africa, sorted by their potential for progress. The first group consisted of “numerous peoples who only await assistance from us to become civilised.” The second group was “nations oppressed by sacred despots or dull-witted conquerors.” Condorcet did not include Europeans among the dull-witted conquerors from whom the locals wanted liberation. The Europeans would conquer the locals to free them from conquest by somebody else.

			The first two groups allegedly wanted European settlers to come to civilize them and to liberate them from any local despots, which would make the rapid progress of these groups possible. At this point, the Europeans’ development mission applied to the conquered people rather than the lands. The settlers were going to assist the locals rather than replace them.

			Things looked very different for the next two groups. The third group consisted of “tribes living in a condition of almost total savagery.” This group was more backward. The fourth group was made up of “conquering hordes who know no other law but force, no other profession but piracy.” This group was apparently too lawless to appreciate or receive the blessings of civilization. The forecast for groups three and four in Africa and Asia was ominous: “The progress of these two last classes of people will be slower and stormier; and perhaps it will even be that, reduced in number as they are driven back by civilized nations, they will finally disappear imperceptibly before them or merge into them.”18

			Was Condorcet advocating extermination of some Indigenous peoples? Condorcet embodied the confusion between descriptive and prescriptive economics that would haunt the development debate for the next two centuries. Today, for example, some might predict that greater assimilation of Native Americans would increase GDP but never address whether that prediction makes such assimilation desirable.

			Was Condorcet predicting what would happen, or was he recommending what should happen? On one hand he was describing progress that had already happened and using this record to predict future progress. He wants “a science for predicting the progress of the human race.”19

			On the other hand, on the same page where he began his analysis of non-Europeans, he described his idea of progress as “the means to individual welfare.” A few pages after these passages, he celebrated “the real advantages that should result from this progress,” which would lead to “the absolute perfection of the human race,” which would lead to the “happiness of human beings.” Words like “individual welfare,” “perfection,” and “happiness” are normative. He said Europeans brought “sweet blessings of civilization” to the rest of the world.20

			Omitting further reference to the sad outlook for natives in America and groups three and four in Africa and Asia, Condorcet returned to the cheerful prospect for development of those in the Rest who were willing to be led by us European philosophes. There was again a “we” and a “they”: “The progress of these peoples is likely to be more rapid and certain than our own,” because they are so lucky to “receive from us” all “those simple truths and infallible methods” for progress. Now “all that they need to do is to follow the expositions and proofs that appear in our speeches and writings.”21

			Condorcet’s summary picture of the progress of the Rest was full of contradictions. He saw the great powers as establishing “equality between societies” and offering “respect for the independence of weak states,” yet he was describing European conquest and settlement of native lands in America, Africa, and Asia and the disappearing of some native groups.22

			To justify these contradictions, Condorcet could have noted that there might be conflicting goals, of the West fostering material progress in the Rest versus respecting the rights of their people. Condorcet did not go in this direction. A few pages later in the “Sketch,” Condorcet insisted that all goals were consistent with each other. Progress featured “the reconciliation, the identification of the interests of each with the interests of all.” His vision had no conflicting interests of different peoples: There was only “the human race” who would be “emancipated from its shackles,” overcoming the “enemies of its progress,” and “advancing with a firm and sure step along the path of truth, virtue and happiness!”23

			Everything went together: “Nature has linked together in an unbreakable chain truth, happiness and virtue.” A century and a half later, the great liberal Isaiah Berlin would cite the “unbreakable chain” quote of Condorcet as one of the roots of the totalitarian ideologies of the twentieth century. Condorcet saw only one truth, one goal, one interest. Berlin lamented how unintentional this was, because Condorcet was “one of the best men who ever lived.”24

			Condorcet’s resolution of the contradictions was given by his nearly limitless faith in enlightened men to figure it all out. In an article in 1786, Condorcet had explained: “Let men be enlightened, and soon you will see the good emerge effortlessly from the common will.” In a 1790 article, he had similarly celebrated “enlightened men of all countries” who made up “only a single body, ruled by the same principles, and heading toward a single goal.” These men were everywhere the “peaceful apostles” of “reason and freedom.” They were “superior to the inhabitant of the forests of Ohio.” Such apostles of reason were also superior to “ordinary people” not much advanced beyond the Indigenous people in Ohio. These commoners “have often simply substituted degrading vices for the brutality of the savage.”25

			We European experts could not just do nothing. We had to make progress happen. Condorcet wanted us to be guided by “maxims that favour action and energy.” We had “to learn how to recognise and so to destroy, by force of reason,” any “tyranny and superstition.” For Condorcet, the experts were to be in charge of defining and achieving rights and boosting material incomes, without questioning their right to be in charge.26

			Smith had a different view on the role of experts. As we saw in the previous chapter, Adam Smith had already offered a different vision of the West and the Rest before Condorcet wrote his “Sketch.” Smith’s critique of the West’s conquest of the Rest was central to his thought. It came in the middle of his crucial rejection of mercantilism in Book Four of The Wealth of Nations, which was among his biggest contributions to economic thinking at the time. What later became known as mercantilism was the view that a nation’s wealth consisted of its reserves of gold and silver, which it should increase by promoting exports and restricting imports. A trade surplus of exports over imports would result in an inflow of more gold and silver.27

			

			The policy experts of Smith’s time treated reserves of precious metals as an objective measure of progress. Although Condorcet was not a mercantilist, he shared their notion of some tangible index of progress that the experts could seek to increase. In contrast, Smith did not offer any single measure of progress to replace mercantilism.

			Smith said the mercantilists’ measure of progress was nonsense. He ridicules those who thought that “to heap up gold and silver in any country is supposed to be the readiest way to enrich it.” They thought that “to multiply those metals is the great object of national industry and commerce.” From this stupid point of view, “it necessarily became the great object of political economy to diminish as much as possible the importation of foreign goods.” For Smith, “the mercantile system” sought to maximize domestic production, as if it were “the ultimate end and object of all industry and commerce.”

			Mercantilist views are still around today, as if the object of policy should be to make everything at home. Smith’s original insight is as compelling as ever. If achieving trade surpluses is the goal, there is an unresolvable conflict between nations. If one nation is running a surplus, one or more other nations must be running a trade deficit. Mercantilism sees trade as a zero-sum game. Policymakers compete with each other to make their nation the one with the trade surplus by restricting imports. The competition will kill off international trade and both sides will be worse off.28

			Smith defined progress by what people wanted rather than by what the mercantilist experts said they should want. Trade “carries out that surplus part of the produce of their land and labour for which there is no demand among them, and brings back in return for it something else for which there is a demand.” The crucial word here is “demand.”29

			Smith now suddenly brought up the conquest of America as an example of his key anti-mercantilist point: “It is not by the importation of gold and silver that the discovery of America has enriched Europe.” The enrichment was the opportunity to realize new gains from trade, which should have benefited both sides. The two sides had different goods to offer and different wants for those goods, the ideal conditions for beneficial trade. Like mercantilism, conquest took what could have been a positive-sum game and made it into a zero-sum game.

			Beginning with the Spanish, the mania for precious metals motivated conquest instead of commerce, as they seized “possession of the countries of which the inhabitants were plainly incapable of defending themselves.” They got gold through “the plundering of the defenceless natives,” until the natives were “stript of all that they had.” According to the mercantilist definition of success, brutal conquest was indeed successful.30

			Smith took particular relish in denouncing the Spanish, a safe attack to make in eighteenth-century Britain. But later in the chapter, Smith extended the critique to all European conquerors in both Asia and the Americas. He saw that “the discovery of America, and that of a passage to the East Indies by the Cape of Good Hope, are the two greatest and most important events recorded in the history of mankind.” The possibility of trade would seem to make these events beneficial to both sides: “By uniting in some measure the most distant parts of the world, by enabling them to relieve one another’s wants, to increase one another’s enjoyments, and to encourage one another’s industry, their general tendency would seem to be beneficial.” But the Europeans’ conquest ruined the benefits for the non-European side: “To the natives, however, both of the East and West Indies, all the commercial benefits which can have resulted from those events have been sunk and lost . . . .”31

			Smith was hardly an anti-colonial saint. Like virtually every European writer in the eighteenth century, Smith referred to the American natives (although not to the Aztecs or Incans) as “savages.” Moreover, Smith spent a lot of time in The Wealth of Nations describing the development successes of the European settler colonies compared to the “savages” as a descriptive fact, and relatively little time on moral condemnation. Perhaps because of this, Smith’s normative critique of conquest was overlooked by many readers then  (and now).

			

			Despite Smith’s fierce critique of the Spanish conquest of the Americas, he described even this conquest as progress by objective measures like population: “The progress even of the Spanish colonies, however, in population and improvement, has certainly been very rapid and very great.” If the Spanish had not come, it would have been impossible for these lands to “have been so much improved or so well cultivated as at present.” On one hand, he noted “the cruel destruction of the natives.” On the other hand, he pointed out that the lands of the Incas and Aztec were “more populous now than they ever were before” and this population now had better development potential because “the Spanish creoles are in many respects superior to the ancient Indians.” Smith singled out the future United States as an even greater success: “But there are no colonies of which the progress has been more rapid than that of the English in North America. Plenty of good land, and liberty to manage their own affairs their own way, seem to be the two great causes of the prosperity of all new colonies.” He omitted noticing that the plenitude of land came from somebody else, and that this somebody else did not have  liberty.32

			Smith repeatedly used the words progress, improvement, and prosperity in ways similar to modern uses of the phrase economic development. Like Condorcet, Smith was often not that clear whether this was what should have happened as opposed to what did happen. And Smith’s main contribution was correctly seen as making the case for liberty because it facilitated material progress.

			But the crucial distinction between Condorcet and Smith is that Condorcet saw European settlers as agents of progress for non-Europeans, while Smith saw the settlers as benefiting only themselves. Smith never claimed that European settlement was good for the natives, either in the present or the future. Smith was deeply skeptical about those who claimed to be acting in the interests of others.

			The other critical difference between Condorcet and Smith is on individual freedom. Throughout The Wealth of Nations, Smith insisted on individual freedom of choice in all market transactions as an end in itself. In his critique of British policy toward the European settlers in North America, Smith saw free trade as a moral good. The British banned the settlers from constructing steel furnaces or other manufactures, forcing them to buy manufactured goods from British merchants. Smith was appalled at this violation of the settlers’ freedom even though the policy’s empirical effect on their prosperity was small: It was “a manifest violation of the most sacred rights of mankind.”33

			Variations on the noun “choice” or verb “choose” occur forty- eight times in The Wealth of Nations, usually referring to individual choice. Smith mentions “consent” twenty-four times.34

			Interestingly for the subsequent history of philanthropy, Smith thought even the recipients of charity should be free to choose. He noted that charitable foundations offering college scholarships decided which college the recipients should go to. He thought the students should choose and that this would force the colleges to provide something worth choosing.35

			In contrast to Condorcet, Smith doubted the philosophes knew what was best for everyone else. Whoever thought they knew what was best for others was just suffering from “innumerable delusions.” “No human wisdom or knowledge could ever be sufficient” for “superintending the industry of private people.”36

			Smith’s moral critique of the experts puts the two most famous passages of The Wealth of Nations in a different-from-usual light. Both are about self-interest:

			It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity, but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities, but of their advantages.37

			The butcher offers himself as a selfish trader. He is not a savior. We are OK with that. In Smith’s most famous quote, the trader

			

			intends only his own gain; and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest, he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it.38

			In contrast, Smith doubted the claims of some merchants to be selfless: “I have never known much good done by those who affected to trade for the public good.” Smith’s great paradox was that the selfish do more good than the saviors do. Many readers of Smith ever since have expressed disbelief that others’ self-interest could be so benevolent for us. In fact, reviewing Smith’s views outside of these famous quotes, he was actually saying to these readers: You are right.39

			Smith insisted the evaluation of progress needed normative guidelines, a theory of justice. He had already set forth his theory of justice in 1759 in The Theory of Moral Sentiments. He periodically revised his first classic until his death in 1790. In the space of two pages in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith sought to outline moral principles that would guide the future course of economics. That he did not succeed is one of the tragedies of intellectual history.

			He asked us to imagine an “impartial spectator,” who is neutral between us and the other party we are dealing with. A transaction is just if this impartial spectator would approve. Our transaction with another person might use force “to take from him what is of real use to him merely because it may be of equal or of more use to us,” but this would fail the test: “No impartial spectator can go along with” such robbery.

			The impartial spectator allows us to see things from the other side. What is important is not how “we may naturally appear to ourselves.” What matters is how “we naturally appear to others.” The spectator directs us to dealings in which our “self-love” is constrained to be “something which other men can go along with.” The impartial spectator is a test of reciprocity—would you be okay with him doing to you what you are doing to him? If yes, then it is just. If no, then it is unjust. This reciprocity principle was destined for a long career in liberal thought.40

			Trade by mutual agreement passes the reciprocity test—we respect the other’s right to agree to the trade just as they respected our right to agree. The invisible hand requires mutual assent for our selfishness to be beneficial.

			Similarly, the positive role that profit incentives play in economic prosperity holds only if they are constrained by freedom. Yes, profits are “useful and proper for rousing the industry and attention of mankind.” Yes, “success in every sort of business” is “the reward most proper for encouraging industry, prudence, and circumspection.” But profit incentives for robbery also exist, and these are not “proper.” Our stealing the lands of others could have a balance sheet identical to an enterprise based on voluntary exchange. The impartial observer cannot tell the difference between proper and improper profit by some objective indicator like our rate of profit. The observer needs to know whether we are using force. For Smith, profits were proper only if they come from voluntary market transactions for land, labor, capital, or goods.41

			Smith was not claiming that justice is in our own individual self-interest. Justice is not self-enforcing. I may well be worse off by not stealing: “It could not surely be better for you, that I should possess what is my own, than that you should possess it.” Sometimes crime does pay. So justice can only be a purely moral principle: We ought “to abstain from whatever belongs to” someone else.42

			Smith made clear that he was applying the analysis of injustice to our interactions with faraway parts of the earth, not just within our own societies. In a famous passage, he imagined how a Briton would feel if “the great empire of China, with all its myriads of inhabitants, was suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake.” Sadly, “provided he never saw them, he will snore with the most profound security over the ruin of a hundred millions of his brethren.” He would care a lot more about any “paltry misfortune of his own.”

			This is usually where the quote stops, but what Smith said next is the most important part. Would it really be okay for the Briton to act on his indifference to others? Should he prevent a tiny loss for himself by ruining a hundred million Chinese? According to Smith, only a villain full of the “greatest depravity and corruption” could say yes. No matter how little the Briton cared about the distant others, justice required that he not gain at the expense of those others.43

			In a passage seventeen years later in The Wealth of Nations, Smith used the earthquake metaphor again on another set of British villains who sacrificed others for their own gains—the East India Company officials and traders colonizing India. Every company official wanted to loot India and then get out of India. The day after leaving India with his loot, the official would not care if India “was swallowed up by an earthquake.” Again, Smith applied principles of justice to Europeans’ interactions with the rest of the world and not just with each other.44

			One quake-like disaster in India occurred shortly before Smith wrote these words. In 1770, a horrific drought and famine struck the Indian region of Bengal. Rice production fell by 70 percent. Peasants ate leaves and grass. They sold their children to pay the astronomical prices for rice. In the middle of this, the East India Company maintained its heavy taxes. Company soldiers set up scaffolds in the countryside to hang anyone who resisted the revenue assessments, which for some peasants the company raised by 10 percent. As a company official said, the revenues were “violently kept up to their former standards.” In the midst of one of the worst famines in Bengal history, East India Company revenue did not decline. Its share price even went up. The famine killed about one-fifth of the population.45

			Smith indeed thought the Company’s heavy taxation of starving peasants had turned “that dearth into a famine.” The East India Company left Bengal only with “want, famine, and mortality.” The Company had “exactly the same tendency” as other colonial governments to be “so perfectly destructive a system.” 46

			The famine was not the only disaster the colonial rule caused in India. The British from the beginning had destroyed opportunities for mutual gains from trade. In 1755, “the spirit of war and conquest seems to have taken possession of” East India Company officials in India, Smith said, and it seemed “never since to have left them.” By this time they had “acquired the revenues of a rich and extensive territory,” which included Madras, Pondicherry, and Calcutta (the capital of Bengal). By 1773, the company had “extended either their dominion or their depredations over a vast accession of some of the richest and most fertile countries in India,” with the result that “all was wasted and destroyed.” 47

			The East India Company now commanded “obedience only by the military force with which they are accompanied.” Once again for Smith, the crucial issue was force versus choice. Indians had not agreed to what the company called trade.

			The trade the company offered Indians at the point of a gun aimed to sell British goods at the highest possible price an armed monopoly could impose, Smith noted. Then the armed monopoly would buy Indian goods at the cheapest possible price. The East India Company’s “military and despotical” rule excluded any competitors who might offer Indians a better deal. Colonial rulers acted in “the interest of monopoly,” which perverted “Justice.” Their policy was “to harass and ruin those who interfere with them in any branch of commerce.” 48

			Smith was more convincing on what was wrong than on how to fix it. Smith’s implied recommendations were so far only negative—don’t conquer, don’t steal, don’t destroy, don’t oppress, don’t starve, don’t kill. And he did not say how to enforce even these negative principles.

			A critic of Smith pointed out this lacuna for the case of India. The poet William Julius Mickle in 1779 criticized Smith’s idea of replacing the East India Company with “free trade with Asia.” What was Smith’s plan to protect the traders from robbery and expropriation? Mickle thought that the naive Smith just assumed away the problem: “It is, according to the Doctor, as safe to settle in, and trade with India, as to take a counting-house near London-bridge, or to buy a peck of peas at Covent-Garden.” Some liberals in the future would be tempted to embrace colonialism for the sake of enforcing free trade and other individual rights.49

			

			Smith did not even have a plan for ending British colonialism. Smith was alert as always to incentives, such as the incentives for Britain to maintain colonialism. “The private interest of the governing part” of the colonizing country wanted colonial opportunities for political patronage and enrichment. The bad incentives existed even though replacing colonial monopolies with free trade with independent nations would be in the economic interest of the majority of Britons, Smith said. But Britons also had a nonmaterial want for national status. The majority still supported empire, because losing an empire would be “mortifying to the pride of every nation.”

			So Smith saw no hope for replacing colonialism with inde­pendence for colonial subjects. Voluntary renunciation of conquests was “a measure as never was, and never will be, adopted by any nation in the world,” whatever “the most visionary enthusiasts” might  want.50

			But blaming Smith for not having an expert plan is to misunderstand Smith. Progress did not come from experts. Even the success of free markets at home in Britain was not due to expert advice. As Smith wrote, the system “from which so many advantages are derived, is not originally the effect of any human wisdom.” Nobody “foresees and intends that general opulence to which it gives occasion.” The trading system just evolved by some combination of historical and geographic accidents.51

			Smith believed markets functioned with nobody guiding the outcome, hence the “invisible hand.” The institutions that supported markets had also emerged without anyone intending the results.

			As the political scientist Jennifer Pitts (whose work this chapter partially exposits) pithily summarizes Smith’s relentless skepticism about those European experts:

			Smith reminds us, to live under a good system is not necessarily to understand how it evolved, or even exactly how it works: even if Europeans benefited from a fortunate set of circumstances to produce relatively free and effective governments, they might not be in a position to export those institutions.52

			In contrast to Condorcet’s celebration of Western agents of progress, Smith saw us experts as rather pathetic. We solution-mongers suffered from “a certain spirit of system” in which we “value the means more than the end,” in which we fell in love with our own “view to perfect and improve a certain beautiful and orderly system.” Supposedly, we were “eager to promote the happiness of our fellow– creatures.” But Smith did not trust us reformers to know what others want, as we lacked “any immediate sense or feeling of what they either suffer or enjoy.”53

			Smith wrote a remarkably fierce passage against the philosophers’ claims to be able to engineer what is best for others. He added it to his revision of The Theory of Moral Sentiments right before his death in 1790:

			The man of system, on the contrary, is apt to be very wise in his own conceit; and is often so enamored with the supposed beauty of his own ideal plan of government, that he cannot suffer the smallest deviation from any part of it.

			The problem yet again is that the man of system does not allow the intended beneficiaries of the system to reject the system. In one of intellectual history’s most important passages, Smith identified the reformer’s key delusion:

			He seems to imagine that he can arrange the different members of a great society with as much ease as the hand arranges the different pieces upon a chessboard.

			But there is a big difference between chess pieces and humans. Chess pieces cannot move themselves. However, human pieces want to make their own moves, different from what the reformer “might chuse to impress upon” them. The man of system does not realize that the chess pieces might want to run their own lives.54

			The philosophe’s central illiberalism was to think he alone was qualified to say what was best for others and should therefore force his solution on them. Smith says that for the guys with the great reform idea “to insist upon establishing, and upon establishing all at once, and in spite of all opposition, everything which that idea may seem to require, must often be the highest degree of arrogance.” They “entertain no doubt of the immense superiority of their own judgment.”55

			Condorcet had focused on whether the people in the Rest were fit to develop themselves. Smith questioned how fit philosophes in the West were to develop anyone else. The issue was not whether they were fit to be free, but whether we were fit to coerce them.

			There is some evidence that Smith may have been reacting here to the French Physiocrats. Although Condorcet had not yet written his “Sketch of Progress,” other Physiocrats had prefigured Condorcet’s endorsement of salvation by force. Smith in The Wealth of Nations had already criticized the Physiocrats for excessive faith in their own solutions. The Physiocrats wanted to force on society a “certain precise regimen,” Smith said, “the exact regimen of perfect liberty and perfect justice.” Smith rejected something like what today would be called shock therapy. Smith’s denunciation of drastic reforms, even when they imposed his own principles, was a crucial difference between him and Condorcet.56

			Smith had in his library four pamphlets written by Condorcet in the early stages of the French revolution about constitutional reform, as late as September 1789. In one, Condorcet proposed a legislative chamber made up of wise men, which he said in Britain would have included Adam Smith.

			As for Condorcet, he failed to get to a conception of individual freedom to choose. In an article on freedom he wrote in 1793 and 1794, he did see freedom as missing when there was coercion: “I am not free as I no longer have the power to determine my course of action.”57

			

			So far, so good. Yet Condorcet could not quite resist his characteristic instinct to tell individuals which kind of freedom was good for them. He saw freedom as listening to reason, doing what was objectively the useful thing. If the individual was instead ruled by passions then he didn’t cut it as a free person: “Freedom ceases when there is just one desire to which the will succumbs automatically.”58

			In his “Sketch of Progress,” Condorcet described one area where passion often ruled. He denounced those whose excessive childbearing was “foolishly to encumber the world with useless and wretched beings.” Instead of individuals making these bad fertility choices, “their aim should be to promote the general welfare of the human race, or of the society in which they live or of the family to which they belong.” It is the philosopher who tells the family how they should behave in their own interest. This opened the door to coercion of individuals for the sake of the general welfare. Advocacy of compulsion in the name of lowering population growth would recur throughout the history of development.59

			Who makes the rules on whether individuals are really free? Condorcet answered this in his Freedom article. Historically, Condorcet thought, people had not gotten to the right ideal of freedom on their own. They could not be trusted to fight for the right kind of individual rights. They had only “a vague sense of these rights,” based only on “customs respected for superstitious reasons.” Once again, Condorcet put Enlightenment intellectuals in charge. Once again, their job was defining what “rights” should mean for others. Condorcet congratulated himself and his fellow philosophes on “an extensive, and already very precise, understanding of the rights  of man.” 60

			Smith’s critique of intellectual arrogance is compelling in principle. Nevertheless, the passivity implicit in this critique made Smith’s idea of humility the hardest sell imaginable to economists. Experts have an incentive to embrace a big role for experts. Smith’s ideas have a fatal flaw for intellectuals then and now: They do not give intellectuals anything to do. He seemed to be saying that the intellectuals should just shut the f—— up and let people run their own lives.

			

			Condorcet did not shut up. The French Revolution had made clear his attitude toward violence in the name of progress before he wrote the “Sketch.” He had become president of the Legislative Assembly in February 1792. He would not be a Jacobin, and he did not advocate the escalating violence, but he accommodated himself to it. From September 2 through September 7, 1792, revolutionary mobs massacred one thousand prisoners whom the Committee of Vigilance had just arrested as suspected royalists. The murdered included forty-three teenage boys and more than forty supposedly royalist prostitutes.61

			On September 4, 1792, the mobs also lynched La Rochefoucauld, Condorcet’s old friend and fellow Physiocrat. The mob paraded his body in front of the coach of his mother the Duchess d’Enville, who had been the favorite society hostess of both Condorcet and  Smith.62

			On these murders of the prisoners and his friend La Rochefoucauld, Condorcet just blathered. “We must draw a curtain over these events whose number and consequences it would be too difficult to appreciate just now.” He saw “a naturally good and generous people” as somehow “constrained to devote itself to such vengeance.” 63

			The Duchess d’Enville did not appreciate that Condorcet called her son’s murderers naturally good and generous. She threw her bust of Condorcet on the manure pile.64

			In November 1792, Condorcet further justified the use of force in the revolution. There was the “necessity and the obligation” to obey “not one’s own reason,” but instead “the collective reason of the greatest number.” The collective could force submission when it was just imposing reason. Who would define what was reason was already clear: the philosophers.65

			In a 1793 letter, Condorcet was torn on the violence for progress. He wrote, “The French Revolution was certainly much bloodier than would have been desirable for the happiness and swift emancipation of humankind.”66 Condorcet compared peaceful and violent change in his “Sketch of Progress.” Violent revolutions were “swifter and more thorough.” They bought “freedom and happiness,” paying “the price of transient evils.” Peaceful revolution would avoid such evils, “but it might be at the price of long delaying the harvest of the fruits.” 67

			In another 1793 piece, “On Revolution,” Condorcet further justified violence for progress. He said that “opposition from the defenders of royalty and abuse soon required the adoption of harsh measures necessitated by circumstances.” He thought that “the counter-revolutionaries” just appealed to reciprocity to embarrass him. They said if Condorcet had joined the revolution to protect his own rights, he should respect the same rights for his opponents.

			Condorcet’s rejoinder to the reciprocity argument was one of those tortured passages he came up with whenever he needed to reconcile the irreconcilable. Yes, the new social pact was to be “founded on mutual assurance of those rights.” But wait, these rights did not “apply to those individuals wishing to dissolve the pact.” Condorcet announced that “our treatment of them is constrained only by limitations to the exercise of our natural right to defend ourselves.” What were these limitations? Well there really weren’t any. “If a more important right is threatened,” Condorcet says, “we need to sacrifice another, less important, right in order to preserve it.” Our right to impose the correct answer trumped the individual’s rights to choose the answer.68

			“Let us make revolutionary laws,” Condorcet said, in a foreshadowing of Lenin, “but only to advance the moment when we no longer need them.” The revolutionaries did not intend “to shed more blood,” but only “to bring the revolution to fruition and to speed up its conclusion.” 69

			But the revolutionary violence kept getting more and more extreme. Eventually Condorcet had had enough. In June 1793, he denounced the arrests of moderate legislators and the censorship of the press. On July 8, a member of the National Convention denounced him in turn, and the Convention ordered his arrest. Condorcet went into hiding with a Parisian landlady, Madame Vernet, where he remained until March 1794. It was during this time undercover that he wrote the “Sketch of Progress.”70

			

			His wife, Sophie, now again played an important role. Condorcet had started to write a tedious defense of his role in the revolution, but Sophie persuaded him that this had little social value. She convinced him to return to a long-standing project on the history of progress, and so he wrote the “Sketch” as a summary for this never-to-be-completed project. She took him books during clandestine visits.71

			She was also to prove indispensable in editing the “Sketch” (with some added passages on women’s rights that she probably inserted) and seeing it published. Although Sophie helped make the “Sketch” the success that it would be, later intellectual historians failed to note her role. Not for the last time, a female participant in the debate on progress did not get enough—or really any—credit.72

			In March 1794, meanwhile, another announcement threatened anybody hiding Condorcet with the guillotine. To protect his landlady, Madame Vernet, Condorcet fled into the countryside. His former friend Amelie Suard and her husband refused him refuge when he arrived at their home south of Paris on March 27. They may have feared for their own safety, or they may have hated Condorcet for his failure to condemn the murder of La Rochefoucauld. Or maybe they just wanted to avoid Condorcet running off with another one of their nieces.73

			Condorcet’s bumbling disguise as a worker on his own estate did not fool the locals, who had the suspicious character arrested. On March 29, 1794, at the age of fifty, he was found dead in his jail cell. Nobody ever established whether it was a suicide or an execution.74

			Condorcet had left behind a eulogy for himself at the end of the “Sketch.” He found it “consoling for the philosopher” that he leaves behind the fruits of “his efforts to assist the progress of reason.” Characteristically for Condorcet, he saw the other expert philosophers and himself as having a starring role in progress.75

			Condorcet was most problematic when he considered the two versions of the Development Right of Conquest: develop the people, or develop the land and acquiesce in the disappearance of the people. The way Condorcet almost accidentally backed into the second would be a bitter legacy of his approach.

			Smith had challenged the developers’ claims of superiority, their blindness to their own self-interest, and their willingness to use violent means to attain good ends.

			Condorcet never became famous, but his ideas would appear in works of those who did. When Karl Marx issued his famous dictum “The philosophers have only interpreted the world. . . . The point is to change it,” he was speaking like Condorcet.76 When Harry S. Truman launched the modern era of development in 1949 by saying “We must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas,” he was unknowingly channeling Condorcet. Virtually all development economists, including this author, are in some way heirs to Condorcet.

			Unlike Condorcet, Smith would become famous. But the fight between Smith’s defense of consent and Condorcet’s neglect of it would last for more than two centuries, with Smith’s side usually losing. Smith had created only an ideal that a minority of liberal advocates would keep passing along from one generation to the next.
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