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 Economics as a Moral Science? 

 Market Morality 

 John Maynard Keynes proposed that economics was a moral science, a seemingly 

self-contradictory pairing of words.  However, many, if not most economists would agree with Keynes.  

Unfortunately, their definition of morality is rather limited: people should be free to do whatever they 

want with their property.  Economic science, then, is a formal way of proving the benefits of this 

morality.  

 Economists allow that certain restrictions on behavior are consistent with laissez-faire, such as 

the punishment of failure to live up to contractual agreements. When prodded, most economists will 

accept a few limitations on the market, bowing to conventional morality.  I am thinking of support 

policies to forbid activities, especially those relating to sex or drugs; however, for the most part 

economists accept that market outcomes are not only efficient but morally desirable. 

 Keynes' Victorian concept of moral science was far more expansive than that of contemporary 

economists. He wrote: 

  I also want to emphasise strongly the point about economics being a moral science.  I 

mentioned before that it deals with introspection and with values.  I might add that it 

deals with motives, expectations, psychological uncertainties.  One has to be constantly 

on guard against treating the material as constant and homogeneous. 

 Traditionally, economists also had a deeper understanding of their "moral science."  They held a 

very negative view of human nature:  Amoral drives are a central part of the human psyche.  The 

market offered an outlet for these drives, which could ultimately be turned to productive use in that 

context.  Perhaps the most famous expression of this idea came in Smith's Wealth of Nations, in which 

he wrote, "benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their 

regard to their own interest."  Smith's words are not very explicit about the amoral drives.  He only 

wrote about the absence of benevolence, but this amorality was a constant thread among Scottish 
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philosophers and proto-economists of the time.  Their ideas spread through the Scottish clergyman who 

tutored some of the most influential framers of the Constitution.  Their idea of separation of powers was 

based on the need to rein in negative impulses. 

 This idea of amorality continued until relatively recently. Keynes, for instance, was more explicit 

when wrote, "It is better that a man should tyrannize over his bank balance than over his 

fellow-citizens."  Keynes, however, was steeped in Freudian ideas and took a condescending attitude 

toward ordinary people.  Keynes never for a moment seemed to take into account who tyranny can work 

in a market economy, which was capable of enslaving people or cutting corners by putting people in 

mortal danger in the workplace. 

 Even if the marketplace were a venue of peace and freedom, violence was an integral part of 

market societies.  Like a shark, capitalism must move forward or die.  This innate imperative for 

economic growth creates serious contradictions. 

 Ignore for the moment the environmental dangers associated with incessant growth.  Consider, 

instead, what growth means in terms of war and peace.  Successful economies quickly saturate their 

domestic markets or need increasing access to raw materials.  What happens with a market system that 

requires growth when it reaches the limits of economic activity within its borders? 

 Economic textbooks describe how peaceable trade between two consenting parties can produce 

benefits for each.  Historically, peaceable trade was not the conventional policy. 

 Historically, spices were a major objective of traders.  Many were cheap to produce and very 

valuable relative to their weight.  All European economies tried to get access to the spices.  Europeans 

discovered this continent inadvertently while searching for a shortcut to the major sources of Asian 

spices. 

 The result was an almost unending series of wars.  In effect then, in the international sphere, the 

amoral forces, which markets were intended to tame, created catastrophic consequences. 

 The indigenous people from these spice-producing lands would be treated as virtual, if not actual 
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slaves.  In what became the Americas, Europeans found precious metals, which they would first steal 

and then mine using captive labor.  While supporters of markets proclaim the sanctity of property rights, 

the property rights of the invaded lands were nowhere to be found. 

 Not infrequently, economists identify the unregulated market as an expression of God's will; 

however, the Bible, as read by powerful Europeans, told them that God wanted people to be fruitful.  In 

the conquered economies, productivity appeared low.  Naturally God would want property to be in the 

hands of those who could use it best rather than Asians or Native Americans.  The English applied the 

same logic in their enclosure movement, a massive confiscation of land that peasants had worked for 

centuries. 

 Richard Cantillon, an early 18th-century economist, who was the inspiration for almost later 

economic observed that all real property arises from theft.  Balzac was more eloquent, observing, "The 

secret of great wealth with no obvious source is some forgotten crime, forgotten because it was done 

neatly." 

 Once property is "properly" seized, it becomes sanctified by both the market and conventional 

morality.  In short, the market is not particularly successful in turning amoral urges into moral behavior. 

 The Science of Markets 

 The scientific side of the moral science of economics is supposed to show how markets work 

well.  Looking at the economy today, the scientific proof of market efficiency might not seem 

particularly convincing.  In fact, the economic problem of today is part of a constant cycle of trouble.  

First, the market runs into difficulty.  Then, those who typically benefit most from the market call upon 

the political and legal systems work to give more them power. 

  The subsequent accumulation of power allows the beneficiaries to profit for a while, but actually 

weakens the market system by making it more unbalanced.  These unbalances typically show 

themselves in increasingly unequal distributions of income.  The evidence is strong that income 

inequality leads to negative outcomes for society: shorter life expectancy -- even for the affluent, more 
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crime, more divorce, etc. 

  Unequal distribution of income also has disastrous consequences for the economy.  Here is the 

assessment from an influential book on income distribution, co-authored by the recent chair of the 

Harvard economics department: 

  The period from 1860 to 1929 is thus best described as a high uneven plateau of wealth 

inequality.  When did wealth inequality hit its historic peak? We do not yet know. We do 

know that there was a leveling across the 1860s. We also know that there was a leveling 

across the World War I decade (1912-1922), which was reversed largely or entirely by 

1929. This leaves three likely candidates for the dubious distinction of being the era of 

greatest inequality in American personal wealth: c. 1860, c. 1914, and 1929. That each of 

these pinnacles was followed by a major upheaval -- civil war and slave emancipation, 

world war, or unparalleled depression -- suggests interesting hypotheses regarding the 

effects of these episodic events on wealth inequality (or perhaps even the impact of 

inequality on these episodic events).  [Williamson and Lindert 1980, p. 51]  

 Ironically, this survey appeared in 1980, just as the US economy was beginning its ascent toward 

a fourth candidate for the most unequal period in terms of distribution of income. 

  In my book, the Confiscation of American Prosperity: From Right-Wing Extremism and 

Economic Ideology to the Next Great Depression, the publication of which coincided with the peak of 

the stock market in 2007, I showed how this maldistribution of income corroded the economy, making it 

more vulnerable to just what occurred. 

  This process should be relevant for the concerns of the Peace Institute.  With a highly unequal 

distribution of income, ordinary people cannot afford to buy enough goods and services to keep the 

process of growth going.  Access to credit can temporarily forestall the problem, but, as is obvious 

today, this approach leads to worse problems down the line. 

 Two alternative options, both of which have negative consequences for peace, are relevant.  
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First, military contracts give the government a way of creating a domestic market, where market forces 

fail.  Second, governments attempt to gain markets abroad.  To do so, they are not unwilling to make 

threats to countries to open their markets and to other countries to stay out all of these desired markets.  

This combination of a buildup of military power along with a perceived need to direct the behavior of 

other governments makes a lethal brew. 

 In conclusion, a moral science would concern itself with such matters. 


