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“Whoever is at all acquainted with what has been done during the last two
centuries, must be aware that every generation demonstrates some events to be
regular and predictable; so that the marked tendency of advancing civilization is
to strengthen our belief in the universality of order, of method, and of law. This
being the case, it follows that if any facts, or class of facts, have not yet been
reduced to order, we, so far from pronouncing them to be irreducible, should
rather be guided by our experience of the past, and should admit the probability
that what we now call inexplicable will at some future time be explained. This
expectation of discovering regularity in the midst of confusion is so familiar to
scientific men, that among the most eminent of them it becomes an article of
faith; and if the same expectation is not generally found among historians, it
must-be ascribed partly to the greater complexity of those social phenomena with
which their studies are concerned.”

Buckrr’s History of Civiltzation in England. (Vol. 1, p. 6.)

*“We cannot but consider the universe as a series of levels of organisation and
complexity, ranging from the sub-atomic level, through the atom, the molecule,
the colloidal particle, the living nucleus and cell, to the organ and the organism,
the psychological and sociological entity. It follows that the laws or regularities
that we find at one level cannot be expected to appear at lower levels. The
conditions of their appearance do not exist there. . . . We must seek to elucidate
the regularities which occur at each of these levels without attempting either to
force the higher or coarser processes into the framework of the lower or finer
processes, or conversely to explain the lower by the higher.”

JostpH Nrrouam, Biochemistry and Morphogenesis. (pp. xiv-xv.)

“History may be servitude,
History may be freedom. See, now they vanish,
The faces and places, with the self which, as it could, loved them,
To become renewed, transfigured in another pattern.”

T.S. Evtor, Little Gidding.
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INTRODUCTION
The present book is an attempt to apply the scientific method to

the study of economic problems.

Ever since the days of Galileo, the discoverer of the scientific
method, the specific aim of scientists has been to discover how things
work, and not why they work as they do. The attitude of doctrinaire
economists towards world problems, on the other hand, is still much
the same as when more than half a century ago Engels, the friend and
collaborator of Marx, wrote—*“The economists of the day speak as if
Richard Coeur de Lion, had he only known a little economics, might
have saved six centuries of bungling, by setting up free trade instead
of wasting his time on Crusades.” Indeed, Mr. Colin Clark, lately
University Lecturer in Economic Statistics at Cambridge, as recently
as the summer of 1942, recommended that the world might do well to
adopt as a guide for its post-war trade policy a Charter proclaimed
by Edward I in 1303!

What is the explanation of this mediaeval attitude? Simply that, as
a modern historian has put it, economists are unable to grasp the
fact that every age can be analysed and understood only in terms of
the events and conditions peculiar to itself. The question to ask is not
what one would wish to happen, but what history will permit to
happen: which tendencies in the present are destined to develop and
which to perish.

Economists have evolved a theory as to how economic systems
ought to work. If practical business men fail to follow the course
thus mapped out for them, it is because they are either wicked or
stupid, or both. But, even admitting that business men are both
wicked and stupid, it still has to be explained why their wickedness
and stupidity lead them to act in one way at one time and in precisely
the contrary manner at another.

Take the perennial controversy of Free Trade versus Protection.
Here is how a contemporary Free Trade economist sums up British
experience over the past hundred years. “The great majority of
economists, both in Great Britain and the world as a whole, were and

are in favour of Free Trade. Again and again, international confer-
A I
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ences have urged reductions in tariff barriers. Yet Free Trade would
almost certainly have come in Great Britain in the nineteenth century
if no abstract reasoning had been advanced in its favour, and all the
economists—who, after all, are the specialists in the subject—were
quite powerless to stem the tide of Protection during and after 1931.
It is a sad thought.” How is this volte-face to be explained? The
answer is, by a change not in the moral attitude or intelligence of the
average British business man, but in the environment in which he
has had to work. The present book is devoted to an examination of
the forces which produce changes of the above kind in the business
environment. The behaviour of the business man, considered as a
private, independently-operating unit, is largely ignored; to avoid
idle controversy I am prepared to accept the traditional economic
explanations of that behaviour. But it is part of my thesis that it is
only on relatively rare occasions—and then only for relatively short
historical periods—that the average member of an economic com-
munity has ever been, or indeed ever will be, in a position to control
his economic destiny as freely as the classical economist supposes.
Man is never found living alone, always in groups. As groups
grow in complexity and size, group forces impinge on and restrict the
freedom of the individual unit. Now, group behaviour is not simply
a summation of the behaviours of the individual units composing it.
It is behaviour of a different kind. A group has its own special in-
dependent organisation, its own special independent life history and
its own special independent group behaviour. The relation of the
group to the individual unit is similar to that of the cloud to the
raindrop, the behaviour of the one can never be completely explained
in terms of the behaviour of the other. No microscopical examina-
tion of a stick of sealing-wax, no study of the material of which it
is composed, can enlighten us as to its electrical manifestations
or properties. Thus it comes about that it is possible to have two or
more entirely separate and distinct analyses of the same thing or
event; each may be accurate and each at its own “level”” may be able
to offer an adequate explanation of the behaviour under observation.
What cannot be done, however, is to describe fully the events studied
at one level in the terms used to describe behaviour at the others. To
employ an analogy of the biologist, Woodger: Rockets go up on

1F. H. Benham, Great Britain under Protection.
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November §th () because of a historical tradition in virtue of which
this event is repeated each year on this day, (4) because rockets con-
tain charges of gunpowder. The biography of Guido Fawkes is not
deducible from a study of the properties of gunpowder! Nor can the
evolutionary history of an economic society be derived from a
causal analysis of the “use of scarce means for alternative ends” by a
single economic man.

This book is divided into three parts. The first part sets out certain
fundamental principles which appear to govern the growth and form
of economic groups and systems; the second shows these rules at
work by means of historical illustrations; the third part leads up to
the outbreak of the present war, and explains the basic causes of the
world economic breakdown of the nineteen-thirties. In the conclud-
ing chapters an attempt is made to indicate the main trends which
are likely to give shape to the economic systems of the future.

The present book supplements the argument developed in my
Economic Consequences of Progress and various papers. The method
of analysis employed in that earlier book, written nearly ten years
ago, has been so far justified that it has been unnecessary substan-
tially to alter the forecasts and recommendations then made. There
has been an acceleration of the pace of change; that is all.

The misadventures of war have prevented me from adequately
re-checking all the references made to the work of others in this field;
in some cases it is not possible even to give the author’s name. For
this seeming discourtesy I offer my sincere apologies, and hope that
those against whom I have offended will acquit me of any desire to
claim personal credit for suggestions or ideas which should properly
belong to others. This applies only to details of analysis and not to
the method of approach as a whole, for which I alone am responsible.
Mine also is the sole responsibility for the opinions and conclusions
expressed in the final chapters, many of which are likely to provoke
strong disagreement. This is all to the good at a time when public
opinion is still fluid and reconstruction plans are still in the making.
In any event, whatever views may be held in regard to the con-
clusions drawn from the facts set forth, it cannot, I believe, be
denied that the facts themselves must form the background of any
considered survey of the future prospects of our present industrial
civilisation. To forestall attempts that might otherwise be made to
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identify British industry in its corporate capacity with views and
opinions for which I alone am responsible, I have deliberately re-
frained from all reference to the issues that will arise in the immediate
transition period following the war. The only future touched on is
the long-range future that will emerge when the accumulated short-
ages of the “duration”” have been filled and war savings exhausted.

SUMMARY OF THE ARGUMENT

Basically, the problem of constructing stable economic systems
is simply that of adjusting populations to their environments.
Communities of human beings, like those of all plants and animals,
possess a definite organisation which undergoes changes under the
influence of internal forces and the pressure of external environment.
Even a slight change in one component may produce an alteration in
others and lead to a whole chain of consequences. The convenient
size of any community will depend on the way in which it is organ-
ised in relation to the environment which has to maintain it.

An economic environment may be likened to a public hall, and a
human population to the people who occupy the hall. Used to house
a cinema audience, a hall can conveniently hold more people than
when used for dancing, and as a dance-hall can house more people
than when used to stage a boxing-match. Obviously it is quite im-
practicable to institute absolute comparisons between these three ways
of using the hall. The same is true of the ways of living in different
types of economic systems. Thus all comparisons based on money
valuations such as relative incomes and price levels are meaningless.
There will, however, be general agreement that an essential factor in
determining the personal happiness of the average individual in any
particular case will be the degree of freedom and area of space
allowed to him.

Experience teaches us that populations tend to grow to the point
of overcrowding, unless deliberate steps are taken to control
growth in numbers. Failure to check in time such growth in numbers
is the main cause of mankind’s failure to attain—or, if attained,
maintain—the Utopia of its dreams.



INTRODUCTION 5

As Malthus observed when pointing out that corn countries are
more populous than pasture countries, and rice countries more
populous than corn countries, “happiness does not depend on their
being thinly or fully inhabited, upon their poverty or their riches,
their youth or their age; but on the proportion which the population
and food bear to each other.” In the case of our public hall and its
modern industrial counterparts, we should substitute “standard of
living” for “food.”

The density of the population required to produce overcrowding
in a particular area or economic system will depend partly on the way
in which the environment is organised for living purposes and partly
on its rate of economic growth. It is usual to find that the better the
conditions of existence, the fewer the number of individuals accom-
modated in the area. The reason for this can be explained by the
analogy of a growing forest. The more favourable an area is for the
growth of trees, the more luxuriant will be the development of each
tree, and the sooner will the tree-tops begin to close above, and the
less successful or oppressed become shut out. The better the con-
ditions of existence, the more developed and the greater will be the
space occupied by every individual in the adult state; but the indi-
viduals will be fewer in number. The investigations of Sukatschev
and others show that this is a general rule for all forest species.
Economic history suggests that this rule also has application to
human communities. The principal difference is that, in the latter
case, the oppressed individuals can sometimes insist on a subsequent
redistribution of the space, opportunities and resources enjoyed by
the more fortunate.

In an economic system such as our own of today, in which a wide
divergence between rich and poor developed early, the long time
taken in effecting this redistribution has helped not only to conceal
from the average individual the speed with which it has been taking
place, but also has led him to mistake internal redistribution for an
enlargement of economic opportunity in the system as a whole. But
what he has come to regard as a general enlargement of oppor-
tunities, has often only been a concealed form of tighter “packing.”

Most people fail to realise that, because of certain natural restric-
tions on the continuing enlargement of our system as a whole, the
very poor can never hope to attain the standard of living of even the
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rich of today. Nowadays the difference in standard between rich and
poor depends increasingly on the enjoyment of such things as ample
space, rare luxuries, and articles which are an object of desire only so
long as they are restricted to the few; and lastly, personal services
which can be afforded only so long as there is a wide gap in income
between the server and the served—in other words, either things
whose value depends on their rarity, or services which tend pro-
gressively to disappear as a more equal distribution of individual
incomes proceeds.

Thus, there is no such thing as the ideal economic system, only a
number of positions of equilibrium. Each position of equilibrium,
which will be a fluctuation round a mean level rather than a fixed
line, is the result of two opposing sets of forces: (1) the pressure of
the population to grow and (2) the resistance offered to that growth
by the environment. As man’s ability to organise his environment in
order to support more life has increased, so have the numbers to be
accommodated grown. Each major step forward has involved a
discontinuity—a change in the size and/or in the internal capacity of
the “hall”—a rushing up of a new building and a rushing in of
people and goods to fill it. Naturally those in occupation of the
“hall” at the time of the discontinuity are liable to resent being dis-
turbed. Thus it is that basic changes in economic structure have
usually been achieved either by force or by an occasion being chosen
when conditions have permitted the building of the new structure to
proceed pari passu with the destruction of the old. For example, the
rapid change-over from the mediaeval to the modern system in the
eighteenth century was then achieved only because it proved possible
simultaneously (1) to take people off the land and place them in
industries being developed contemporaneously, and (2) to reorganise
the structure of farming so that those who were left on the land were
able not only to produce their own food needs as heretofore, but also
to provide a surplus for the support of those transferred to industry
and its towns. Once an existing economic system has been broken
down to its constituent elements and a fresh one built up in accord-
ance with a new and more generous ground plan—or alternatively its
internal capacity drastically reorganised—both population and out-
put are able to make a fresh spurt of growth. This new growth will
continue—but with progressive deceleration—until such time as the
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new structure in its turn becomes overcrowded or reaches a new
equilibrium position.

To avoid confusion and to provide a clear picture, the present
book has been confined to the study of “major” changes in structure
or “enlargements,” but in a smaller degree the same effects are pro-
duced by lesser structural changes. It should be added that the actual
structural “change” itself only starts the wave of new growth; its
completion may take years, and will be effected in stages, each stage
being usually separated from its predecessor by a discontinuity,
punctuated by a resting period during which certain elements are
reorganised for the next stage (so-called Trade Cycle depressions).

What makes it so difficult to achieve a stable equilibrium between
a population and its environment, i.e. a balanced economic system, is
that the factors which control growth of population on the one hand
and those which control growth in the ability of the environment to
support additional numbers on the other, have not in their historical
antecedents nor in their current working anything in common.

To take population first. Fertility, it is recognised, cannot be
regarded as a fixed quantity for a given nation, but is subject to
natural fluctuations. The proximate causes of these fluctuations are
still the subject of discussion between experts. One group inclines to
lay stress on the population aspect. Another view represented by
Udny Yule concentrates on the environmental aspect, and, in par-
ticular, on changes in economic conditions. That there is a close
connection between the two is clear from the closc correlation that
has been shown to exist between the movements of prices and the
rate of increase of population in the nineteenth century. From this
aspect the important point to stress is that what matters to the
economic system is the supply of adults. But a rise in the birth-rate in
response to an improvement in the economic environment leads in
the first place to the production of infants. These are not available for
economic production for some twenty years. Population—workers
—are demanded now: workers turn up some twenty years later when
they may not be wanted!

Let us now turn to the factors responsible for the growth of the
environment. The simile of a public hall has been deliberately chosen
to represent the part played by the economic environment, in order
that attention may be concentrated on the particular aspect of the
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population—environment relations—with which we are here con-
cerned. This aspect has nothing to do with the day-to-day changes or
similar short-term fluctuations, only with “major” innovations
resulting in a growth in size-or capacity of the economic system as a
whole, in the sense that more goods and more people can be perman-
ently accommodated in it than before. It is argued that, as in the case
of natural communities of plants and animals, the “structure” which
has been built up over the years as a result of the adaptation and
specialisation of the population and environment to one another
must first be broken down, either in its entirety or in substantial part,
before a new and more commodious one can be built up to take its
place. It is these demolitions and reconstructions that constitute the
discontinuities which separate one stage in the march of progress
from the next. Now, while most people would be prepared to admit
that Britain’s population could not have continued to grow at its
early nineteenth-century rate of increase much longer than it did
without converting the country into a vast slum, there is a curious
reluctance to admit the possibility of the existence of a similar limita-
tion on the economic exploitation of the environment. There is even
greater opposition to the suggestion that, because the relations of a
population to its environment are those of a dynamic balance of
forces, a slowing down in population growth inevitably connotes a
corresponding adjustment on the environment side—one cannot
change without the other changing also.

One of the reasons why what I for convenience term the S-curve
principle is so little appreciated is that production problems are
customarily viewed from the point of view of the individual firm and
individual consumer. But economic growth is primarily multiplica-
tive or compound interest growth, and this is a group phenomenon.
If we consider a whole industry we shall find that on the average each
firm tries to sell a little more next year than this. But once the first
flush of expansion is over it ceases to be possible for everyone in the
industry to continue to expand his business on the compound interest
principle in this way. To escape from the inevitable slowing down in
the rate-of-growth of their own sales the more enterprising firms
will devise ways of producing more cheaply, that is, they will invent
ways of maintaining the rate of expansion in their own sales at the
expense of a decline in those of others in their industry. Those who
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judge what is happening in the industry merely by the figures of the
firms szill left in the industry may wrongly conclude that there has
been no slowing down in the rate of growth in the industry as a
whole, especially as its aggregate sales will still be expanding, even if
at a slower rate of increase than before. Such terms as “overpro-
duction” and “unwanted surpluses,” however, are not applied to
the industry until the point is reached when even the few firms left
cease to be able to maintain their rate-of-growth against the growing
sales-resistance.

It is vital to an appreciation of the mechanism which controls
economic growth to understand that the rate-of-growth of the
aggregate of production meets with resistance quite early on in the
industry’s history, and the progressive increase in the pressure of this
resistance is largely responsible for the progressive concentration of
productive capacity that occurs. It is responsible also for the efforts
to re-stimulate the speed of growth of output, by the introduction of
larger-scale methods. But, of course, it is quite impracticable to revive
permanently the original acceleration, for, as with plants and animals,
growth on the compound interest principle, if continued for more
than a brief interval, leads to an impossible situation. Many years
ago, Raymond Pearl pointed out, for instance, that if the American
production of coal had continued to grow at the rate at which it was
growing in the 1890’s, “it would not be long before it would reach a
produced tonnage such that the entire globe would have to be solid
coal to permit its realisation.” Misunderstanding has arisen partly
because the way to revive flagging sales is to produce more cheaply.
This, for purely technical reasons, involves producing more guickly,
i.e. more output per man in a given time—in other words reducing
costs by eliminating man-power. Few produce more quickly where
previously many produced more slowly. The changes in production
methods which this speeding up will require are likely to take place
in a series of discontinuous steps, either confined to the particular
industry or affecting industry generally (i.e. involving a so-called
Trade Cycle depression) and this serves to conceal from the casual
observer what is happening. As the latest forms of large-scale pro-
duction plant can be made to pay only if they are worked at optimum
output, it has been necessary artificially to speed up the rate of growth
in consumption by such devices as hire-purchase. But the more sales



10 THE FUTURE OF ECONOMIC SOCIETY

are speeded up the more quickly saturation point is reached. People
say how marvellous the machine! They forget that while it may
increase sales today, it can do so in many directions only at the
expense of a slowing down in the fuzure. I refer not only to anticipa-
tory future purchases by means of hire-purchase credit, but also to
the using up of nature’s stored-up capital resources of soil fertility:
the consumption of the products of animal and plant populations at
a more rapid rate than they can be renewed, and the uneconomic
exploitation from the long-term point of view of natural capital
resources in the form of mines, water and land. Resources have
been used quickly and wastefully instead of slowly and conserv-
atively.

In his haste to capture the market among the present few the
individualist entrepreneur has destroyed the capacity to supply the
needs of the many in the future. Those who talk vaguely about
reviving economic expansion by removing what are termed the
“artificial controls”” on production entirely misunderstand the whole
nature of the mechanism of the production process in a present-day
economic system. There are also those who argue that the way to deal
with the people and materials which have been ejected from the system
by the operations of the machine is to use them to develop projects not
justifiable on strictly economic grounds. They fail to realise that these
suggestions can be put into operation or a large scale only at the cost
of lowering the standard of living of other sections of the com-
munity. These controls and these unwanted surpluses are inevi-
table and inescapable consequences of the process whereby, in the
process of expanding the size of the present economic system, the
standard of living of the individuals who have managed to remain az
work has continued to be maintained and raised. Had some indi-
viduals not been eliminated the standard of living of the remainder
would have been lower than in fact it is.

The “enlargement” of our present-day economicsystem was started
by the break-up in the eighteenth century of the mediaeval system
of agriculture and handicraft, based on the organisation of the en-
vironment into a number of more or less separate and independent
self-sufficient local units, and its replacement—after a large-scale
redistribution of centres of industrial and agricultural production—
by a single national unit, the separate sections of which were linked
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together first by a system of national canals and roads, later by the
railway and last of all by the electric railway and motor transport.
In the middle of the nineteenth century this national unit was,
in its turn, enlarged into a unit of international dimensions. The
effect of these major reconstructions was to make possible revol-
utionary reductions in costs of production and distribution by
enabling goods to be moved quicker in a given period of time. For
example, we read that early in the eighteenth century the price of
meat in London was 8d, while at Horsham, less than 40 miles away,
it was only 14d. Obviously, once the major cuts in costs had been
made, and their benefits had, in due time, filtered through to the
ultimate consumer, succeeding cuts became progressively more
difficult and had a progressively decreasing effect in stimulating
additional consumption. During the decades necessary for this
movement to work itself out, manufacturers experienced a progres-
sively increasing resistance to their sales drives. For a time they
overcame this by successive alterations in the structure of production
and distribution.

The view taken in this book is that this process has now been
taken to its limit within the present economic framework. Indeed,
the last stage—associated with the development of electricity and
motor transport which brought a temporary relief to the pressure in
overcrowded urban areas—owed much of its effectiveness to the
fact that it was assisted by the device of hire-purchase, a scheme for
inducing consumers to spend today the income of tomorrow. A
bigger boom is obtained today at the price of a worse slump to-
morrow. But unless hire-purchase had been devised to quicken sales,
then mass production would not have been profitable in many
directions, because it would have found itself producing goods more
quickly than they could be absorbed and prices would have had to be
raised to offset losses. Unless some new way of increasing the size or
containing capacity of our economic “hall”” can be devised, involv-
ing a radical reorganisation of its basic structure, the increasing
resistance to further growth, which both the population and the
economic exploitation of the environment have been meeting in
recent years, will lead to internal changes within the population-
environment system that will bring growth to a complete standstill
(Le Chatelier’s rule) or to the whole arrangement disintegrating
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under the pressure of competing internal forces or of external
aggression.

Thus far we have been concerned with the reactions of the popula-
tion as a whole to the environment as @ whole. Something must next
be said about the effect of the mutual actions and reactions to the
external pressures upon the sub-groups within the main population
group on the one hand, and within the main environment group on
the other. For the sake of clarity, these latter problems may
be distinguished by calling them problems of internal redis-
tribution. How, for example, do the sub-groups of a population
behave when the group as a whole begins to experience difficulty in
maintaining its earlier rate of increase in standard of living? In
nineteenth-century Britain, for example, we know that in an attempt
to maintain the increase in the standard of living for their families
and to provide higher opportunities, the more prudent and farsighted
income groups began to practise birth-control. Similarly, those less
well off, finding their progress up the ladder of wealth and oppor-
tunity impeded, and attributing this to the increased rapacity of the
wealthier classes, began to press for a redistribution of opportunity
and wealth by way of higher wages, social services, and increased
taxation of the rich. But there is a limit to which redistribution can be
taken. In our own case, largely owing to the operation of a falling
death-rate—a “group” factor outside the control of the individual—
the stage has been reached where those with quite modest incomes
are on the one hand reducing the number of their children so as both
to maintain the family standard of living and give the individual child
a better chance in a world of rapidly shrinking opportunity, while
on the other they are being increasingly taxed to provide for the
children of the improvident and feckless. That the condition of
many of the poor is partly a result of their own failure to follow the
example of the more prudent by controlling their numbers is sug-
gested by recent investigations into the problem of poverty. Every
social worker and slum parson knows that it is the large family that
breeds poverty. The overcrowding survey of 1935 which divided the
families into two groups (1) “non-overcrowded” and (2) “over-
crowded” showed that not only were the overcrowded families, on
the average, larger than the non-overcrowded families, but also that
the overcrowded family, although it was on the average 8o per cent
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larger than the non-overcrowded family, occupied a dwelling actu-
ally 38 per cent smaller.

The problem has its qualitative as well as its quantitative side.
Professor J. S. Huxley sums up this aspect in the following words:

“We push on with our reduction of infant mortality until we save
an excess of cripples and defectives from which to breed. If this slow
relentless process is not checked, humanity will gradually destroy
itself from within.”

Let us now turn to the problems of internal adjustment on the
environment side. The environment functions in three principal ways:
(1) as a purveyor of jobs, (2) as a purveyor of goods, (3) as a pro-
vider of housing and all the various amenities, apart from food and
clothing, that go to make up what is known as the “standard of
living.”

In the early days of a new economic structure, the prices of goods
will, relatively speaking, be high. For to break down the cost and
debt structure of the preceding system and effect a redistribution of
resources and population, money inflation in some form will almost
certainly have been necessary. In addition producers in the new
structure, though they will, as a result of the relocation of industries
and rearrangement of resources, be able in due course to produce
more cheaply than under the old, are unlikely to drop their prices to
the fullest extent possible, or make the greatest use of the various new
means now open to them of reducing prices, until demand begins to
catch up with supply. Also, as in the case of the building of the
economic system as a whole, the reorganisation of production
methods to produce more cheaply will involve structural re-
organisation at certain stages in the process of productive evolution
—discontinuous changes—and these will not be made until con-
ditions have made it clear that there is no other way of overcoming
the pressure of increasing sales-resistance. Whenever the rate of
expansion of a system’s national purchasing power as a whole
slackens, the only way to maintain the flow of sales of any particular
product—or prevent an undue falling away—will be to try to
“crowd” more goods into that limited purchasing power by making
and selling each unit more cheaply. This can be done only by repeat-
ing in miniature the process employed to enlarge the capacity of the
economic system as a whole, namely, redistributing the processes and
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production centres within the industry over a “larger area,” that is,
increasing the quantity of factors of production used per unit of
labour, or by reducing the number of discontinuous hand operations
by, for example, substituting mass-production methods for ordinary
factory production methods. When the point is reached that the
increased quantity of goods sold ceases to be sufficient to recoup the
outlay on the reorganisation and new plant, manufacturers will begin
to practise “birth-control.” Combines and cartels will be formed to
prevent a collapse of prices to an unremunerative level, and monop-
olies established to check new entrants.

As in the case of the population, the specially hard-hit industries
also will press for assistance from the more successful via the State,
by means of subsidies, tariffs, public works schemes and the like.
This will add to the congestion because its effect on industrial
evolution will be similar to that produced by a decline in the death-
rate in a population practising birth-control. Here also there will be
a limit beyond which the process of internal redistribution cannot be
carried without doing more harm than good.

Developments in regard to employment and the standard of living
will be much the same. To get into the economic “hall” at all a ticket
is needed. That “ticket” is a job. Only those with jobs can occupy a
seat, participate in the amenities and enjoy the entertainment pro-
vided. The amenities and entertainment correspond to the output of
the system and the ““standard of living” it provides. In the beginning
there will be more jobs or “‘seats” than people to fill them and wages
will accordingly rise; later the rate of supply of new jobs will fall off
and wages will decline as a result of attempts to “pack’ more workers
into the system. Unions will be formed to resist this by maintaining
wages and conditions, and “birth-control” will also be practised in
regard to new entrants into the industries most seriously affected.
As, at such times, many industries will be striving to maintain their
place in the market by introducing cost-saving plant, there will be an
acceleration in the rate of discharge of labour from the older indus-
tries just at a time when the rate of creation of new industries and
employment is tending to slow down. People will also tend to work
longer hours and postpone the date of retirement. There will thus be
an increasing piling up of unemployed on the one side and an in-
creasing inelasticity in the field of employment on the other. To
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encourage redistribution of opportunities between the ‘“haves” and
the “have-nots,” public works will be started and unemployment
schemes established. Here, also, there is a limit to what can be done
without causing a breakdown in the framework of the system.

The “standard of living” which corresponds to the standard of
amenities and entertainment provided in our “hall”” will pass through
a similar train of experiences. First, under the growing pressure of
congestion there will be a progressive redistribution—by a series of
discontinuous steps—of the amenities and standards of comfort of
the rich to the poor. There will be a limit to this also if political as
well as economic breakdown is to be avoided, especially bearing in
mind that there is no truth in the illusion fostered by economists
that human needs are infinite. A great part of the new commodities
and services provided during the past thirty years have been sub-
stitutes—ways of extending to the poor rare luxuries previously
enjoyed by the rich on account of their scarcity or high prices—or
else they have been alternatives for existing forms of materials
and services. There is a limit imposed by tzime on the number
of turns that can be crowded into a given variety entertainment.
Beyond a certain point overcrowding will begin to spoil the spec-
tator’s proper enjoyment of any one turn. So he will begin to
ask for fewer turns rather than more, that is, more time to enjoy
fewer turns. The ignorant woman who cxclaimed: “But 48 hours a
week! That is only two days out of seven,” unwittingly illustrated
another side of the same trend. By working the equivalent of one
more day a week, the industrial worker of today could in theory
increase his material possessions and wealth by fifty per cent. He, in
my view rightly, prefers more leisure to more goods.

One further possible source of economic breakdown remains to
be considered. For this, the analogy of a public hall is inappropriate
as this presupposes a structure at once too rigid and limited. An
economic system such as that of Britain in the nineteenth century
was not held together by anything comparable in rigidity to the walls
of a building; the ties holding together the different parts of its
structure were less tangible and so much more pliable; such things as
market connections, trade agreements, complementary relations,
established habits and customs and, last but by no means least, a
complex web of money debts and price relations.
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As by a process of enlargement a system of this kind expands over
an increasing geographical radius, the point is almost certain to be
reached when one or more of these insubstantial links, which alone
bind the areas on the circumference to the centre, will become over-
strained and snap. This is especially likely to happen when, as in the
case of the British system, specialisation reaches the point at which one
set of overseas areas concentrates almost exclusively on producing
agricultural and mining materials, while another—the mother
country—geographically remote from the overseas areas, concen-
trates on supplying the common industrial needs.

To keep the two sets of areas in step will become harder the more
the “climates” of their respective environments differ from one
another and the more widely separated their respective positions are
on the ladder of economic evolution. The reason is that the rates of
growth of the different components of the two environments and
populations will be too disparate to reconcile in any common under-
standing. It was to be expected on these grounds alone that the
British overseas Dominions would not be bound for more than a
limited period of time by the unwritten understanding of our
nineteenth-century international system which required them to
concentrate almost exclusively on agriculture and mining, leaving
to Britain the task of supplying their industrial needs. To have
attempted to insist on their being so bound for more than a limited
period would have led to a political as well as an economic breach, as
had happened when an attempt was made to control the develop-
ment of our American colonies in the second half of the eighteenth
century. It was inevitable also that once the basic link of complemen-
tary trading binding these areas into a single common whole was
broken, it would be only a matter of time before the forces of growth
reached the point of causing an almost complete split-up of the
original international entity into a series of independent self-
contained national units, which then would proceed to try to sell to
one another surpluses of food and manufactured goods, in many of
which they were one and all tending to make more than enough for
their own domestic needs.

To recapitulate, the process of overseas expansion was started by
the home country raising a loan to finance the export of population
and equipment to develop the land and the mines of a new overseas



INTRODUCTION 17

area, part of the produce of which was in due course remitted to
provide for the interest and repayment of the loan; the second stage
was the export of manufactured consumers’ goods from the home
country in exchange for the produce of the overseas mines and land;
the third stage was the sale of machinery and plant to the overseas
area to enable it to make its own industrial manufactures; the fourth
stage was reached when the overseas area was not only able to make
increasing quantities of its own internal needs of industrial manu-
factures, but was also able to embark on the manufacture of its own
industrial plant and equipment; in the final stage the overseas area in
its turn began both to export manufactured goods and to embark on
foreign investment. The repercussions of these developments on the
home country were, first, a progressive decline in its exportation of
industrial manufactures and, later, the adoption of Protection and ex-
change control in order to safeguard its balance of payments and
domestic employment. Indirectly, this encouraged a movement for
the redevelopment of domestic agriculture and the manufacture of
synthetic substitutes for imported materials, partly to provide what
could not now be afforded owing to the decline of exports, and partly
to employ some of the people for whom openings could no longer be
found in export work.

If, in an international system undergoing this process of dis-
integration, it is possible to arrange that by the time the final stages
are reached the populations of the overseas areas have managed to
grow to the point at which they are able to consume the bulk of their
home-grown food and mining produce and, similarly, for the popu-
lation of the home area to decline to a size which can be fed comfort-
ably off its own land, separation can be effected without causing
undue hardship. But this has rarely happened. The partial break-
away by the U.S.A. after the last war left the countries of Europe
faced not only with a lack of balance between agriculture and indus-
try, but with grave over-population as well. The population issue
was stated bluntly by Sir Percy Bates, Chairman of the Cunard
Company, in his annual statement in 1941. After the last war, he said,
his company’s building programme was based on the desire of many
inhabitants of these islands and Europe to travel to North America;
and it was dislocated by the restrictions which were placed by the

United States, Canada and Australia, and the rest of the world upon
B
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immigration. “But for these restrictions, there would by 1939 have
been some twenty million fewer people in Europe.” Sir Percy Bates
may have exaggerated in saying that, in that event, “there might not
have been enough steam in Europe for Hitler to have been able to
cook up this war.” But it is certain that over-population in Europe
coupled with persisting unemployment was an important feature of
the background out of which were to emerge the forces that led to
world war.

The Dominions, on the other hand, still along way from maturity,
found themselves left with overdeveloped agriculture and, relatively
to their ultimate capacity, underpopulated. But, owing to the lack of
balance between their industrial and agricultural sections, and the
general atmosphere of trade stagnation, they were forced to restrict
rather than encourage fresh migrants. Once the period of reconstruc-
tion and recovery after the last war had been completed, unwanted
surpluses of many agricultural and industrial products began to
appear on the world markets. These, together with the international
financial disorder which accompanied them, were responsible for the
international breakdown in the nineteen-thirties.

Itis of interest to observe that Arnold Toynbee, who has examined
the problem of the collapse of civilisations both present and past from
a different angle in his monumental Study of History, arrives, in his
own terminology, at much the same fundamental explanation of the
causes of such breakdowns.

Pointing out that the degree of command over environment which
is possessed by any given society can be measured, for practical
purposes, in terms of geographical expansion he observes that—

“On an empirical test a good case can be made out for a correlation of geogra-
phical expansion, not with social growth, but on the contrary with social dis-
integration. This indicative conclusion is supported by two a priori considera-
tions. In the first place, one of the commonest forms in which the breakdown of
a civilisation declares itself is an outbreak of fratricidal warfare between the
states members of the Society. The second and more fundamental consideration
which makes it probable, a priori, that a widely and rapidly expanding Society
will prove to be also a disintegrating Society arises from the fact that the social
radiation of a Society into the life of alien bodies attains its greatest
penetrative power when the different elements in the radiating Society are being
radiated separately; the economic elements penetrating in the van, the political
elements following in the next wave of attack, and the cultural elements—which
are the essence of a civilisation—bringing up the rear in order to occupy and
organise captured ground. So long as a civilisation is in the growth stage, all
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its elements cohere to constitute an indivisible whole . . . the civilisation radiates
abroad either in its totality or not at all.””?

In other words, when further enlargement and growth by elabora-
tion of the basic ground plan ceases to be practicable, breakdown
ensues; thereafter growth in any one direction or part becomes
competitive instead of complementary to that in others.

The position, so far as our present civilisation is concerned, may
be summed up by saying that while argument may still be possible
about the actual position of individual countries on the curve of
decline, there can be no doubt about the existence of the breakdown
itself. The days of the present “economic society” are numbered.
Difference is possible only in regard to the actual number. Since this
change is a wave movement, not all countries will be affected at the
same time or in the same degree; while some will be in the process of
breakdown, others not yet at maturity will still be on the up-grade.
Nevertheless it is idle to suppose that even the latter can escape
unscathed. For, viewed in the large, the present collapse is scen to be
the result, not of the failure of this or that group ina particular country
or of this or that national area in a particular international system,
but of the breakdown of a structure built up on a particular idea—the
economic idea: the individual pursuit of unlimited wealth.

If, as seems quite possible, the structure that will in time take its
place will be built for an entirely different purpose and be activated
by an entirely different principle, then we must expect a revolu-
tionary change in the attitude towards material wealth on the part of
the mass of individuals who are to form the “bricks” of the new
structure.

In the past, every major step in evolutionary progress has been a
discontinuous break followed by an outburst of change. But just as it
would have been impossible for a mediaeval serf to imagine life under
a modern industrial system, so present-day man cannot expect to
foreknow what his future system will be. The formulation of future
human purpose cannot be decided on the basis of the past. The new
situation that will arise will differ in quality from that to which we
have been accustomed, and will bring new problems which will have
to be solved on their own merits. But the history of the ten or twenty
million years that have elapsed since his ancestral stock first branched

1 Op. cit., Vol. IV, p. 56.
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off from the rest of the anthropoids justifies man the individual
believing in his own future destiny.

The centre of the immediate struggle is between two opposed
ideals—that of the subordination of the individual to the community
and that of the intrinsic uniqueness of individual man.

CoLesHILL, Bucks ROY GLENDAY
June 1943

Readers who are not interested in the t./zeory which provides
the background of the argument, are recommended to start
with Chapter IV,



PART I
LAWS OF GROWTH AND STRUCTURE

CHAPTER I
THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE GROUP

Scientists have come to see a complicated structure where they
thought everything was simple. In particular, the whole of their
ideas about “‘units’” have undergone a revolution. Nowadays when
the scientist speaks of the properties of a “‘unit,” it will nearly always
be found that his “unit” is no more than a mental concept designed
to typify certain representative properties of a group.

Solitary units are never found in nature, only groups.

Since this discovery was made, nearly all the basic so-called
“laws” of nature have been shown to be “group” laws, not, as was
at one time supposed, laws dealing with the behaviour of single
units. The difference between the behaviour of the group and the
behaviour of the unit is well illustrated by an example given by
Clerk Maxwell to the British Association at Bradford in 1893—“We
cannot do better than observe a swarm of bees, where every individ-
ual bee is flying furiously, first in one direction and then in another,
while the swarm as a whole is either at rest or sails slowly through the
air.”

As a group can undergo change through the operation of forces
within itself, there is no need always to invoke the assistance of some
external cause. Accordingly, the present-day scientist rarely speaks
of “cause” and “effect.”

The notion of cause and effect arose out of man’s natural tendency
to look at nature from his own point of view, not from the point of
view of a man anxious to find out the truth about nature as iz is
in itself. In recent centuries, man has taken pleasure in featuring
himself as a kind of god, able to command nature to do his bidding.
Thus it is that the word “cause” has come to imply compulsion. The
scientist looks at nature from the point of view of a practical person

anxious to find the conditions that will give him the results he wants.
21
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All the other conditions which go to make up the “assemblage of
conditions” which constitute the “cause” of an event do not interest
him. As the conditions of any event are quite possibly infinite in
number, the particular “condition” in which the scientist is interested
may in fact be a quite unimportant item in the chain of events which
produces the desired result.

Professor R. G. Collingwood points out that if the vocabulary of
practical science were overhauled with a view to eliminating all
traces of anthropomorphism, language about “causes” even in this
sense would disappear, and language about means and ends would
take its place. He illustrates the distinction between ‘““cause” in its
strict sense, and “cause” in the relative and partial sense in whichitis
used in science, by a homely example.! “A car skids while cornering
at a certain point, strikes the curb, and turns turtle. From the car
driver’s point of view the cause of the accident was driving too fast,
and the lesson is that one must learn to drive more carefully. From the
county surveyor’s point of view the cause was a defect in the surface or
camber of the road, and the lesson is that greater care must be taken
to make roads skid-proof. From the motor manufacturer’s point of
view the cause was defective design in the car, and the lesson is that
one must place the centre of gravity lower.” If the three parties
concerned take these three lessons respectively to heart, accidents
will become rarer and motoring more comfortable. But we still
cannot say that we have found zke cause of the accident. For there
are still many other conditions to be taken into account.

Some of these conditions are ‘“causes” in the scientific sense,
others are not. For example, the managing director of the car-owner’s
insurance company, who says that his experience has convinced him
that the cause of all motor accidents is driving too fast, is making a
statement that has no meaning from the strictly scientific point of
view. This is not surprising since, as Collingwood observes, “the
manager of the insurance company is not occupied in any activity
which can either produce or prevent motor accidents, but simply
with making money out of them—a very different matter.” What the
scientist wishes to discover is something practical that will reduce
the number of accidents. The difference between these two methods
of approach may be illustrated by assuming that an increase in motor-

1 Essays in Metaphysics.
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car accidents occurs and that, as a result of an agitation by, let us say,
insurance companies, the police attempt to deal with the situation by
pressing for heavier fines on the individual motorist. A statistical
examination of the data covering the various conditions affecting
motoring may on the other hand reveal a significant correlation
between the increase in accidents and some factor quite outside the
personal control of the individual motorist such as, for example, the
“black-out” regulations of the present war period. This discovery
may suggest another and possibly a more immediately practical
method of reducing the number of motor accidents than prosecution
of the individual motorist.

Group factors of this kind intervene just as surely to modify the
consequences of human behaviour in other directions. Most of
them,however, unlike the “black-out,” intervene notdramatically, but
subtly and unobtrusively. Their presence cannot usually be detected
directly or immediately; it needs an analysis by trained statistical
experts of all the relevant clues, and this must be done over a period
of time. It is because modern scientific laws are the result of “imper-
sonal” statistical investigations of this type that they are commonly
known as “statistical” laws. They never assert certainties, only
probabilities. These probabilities are true only within certain limits,
but these limits can usually be determined with a considerable degree
of accuracy. Thus, in place of “causes,” the scientist now seeks for
“group regularities,” that is, sequences of events, which over periods
of time either repeat themselves more or less automatically, like the
seasons, or can be made to repeat themselves approximately by a
suitable adjustment or selection of the components, as is done, for
instance, by farmers when operating a rotation of crops, or by a
chemist investigating chemical reactions in the laboratory. The
repetition obtained is never exact, as no event in nature ever repeats
itself.

This has been termed the “historical” method of approach because
the present behaviour of a group can only be understood from a
knowledge of its past behaviour, just as its future behaviour will
emerge by a more or less orderly process from its present condition.
Applying this method to social and economic problems it means
that when we ask why such and such a group of people at
such and such a time behaved in such and such a way, we are not
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permitted to identify the cause of the Aistorical fact in question by
attributing it to something outside history, such as the personal,
physical or psychological characteristics of the human beings com-
prising the group, or to their refusal as individuals to conform to
certain abstract laws of the kind expounded by economists.

The question is a significant one, if it expects an answer in the
form: Because they or their predecessors, from whom they had
inherited their civilisation, had previously behaved in such and such
ways, and because such and such a process of change converted the
one form of behaviour into the other.

It will be observed that this method of analysis rules out all
“personal” questions such as, for example, whether any particular
form of social or economic behaviour is moral or not. Morality is a
question for the individual; the group—as a group—is amoral;
morality as applied to a “group” has no meaning. “History is a priori
amoral; it has no conscience.”

Obviously, if our economic system were composed of individuals
all subscribing to a common body of ideas, and each one prepared
voluntarily to sacrifice his private benefit to the commonweal, our
problem would be greatly simplified. But it would not be solved.
Even given the greatest possible individual goodwill, “group”
obstacles might, nevertheless, make it impossible to realise at a given
moment of history the solution which theoretically might appear to
be the most desirable. This being the case, it would be as well to
know something of the nature of group economic behaviour. It is
with this problem that this book is primarily concerned.

Traditional economics analyses economic experience largely in
terms of an abstract unit—economic man. The behaviour of an eco-
nomic “‘system” is by implication regarded not as the group aspect
of the behaviours of all the unit “economic men” comprised in it, but
as an average of all those unit behaviours. Such a method of approach
can be fruitful in results only so long as the economic system con-
cerned remains fluid and freedom of individual action is not seriously
impeded by mutual interference or overcrowding. But what justifica-
tion is there for presuming that these conditions will continue to hold
good once the first flush of pioneering is over and the system begins
both to acquire a structure of its own and to experience a progressive
limitation of individual liberty of choice and movement under the
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pressure of increasing population? The degree of mobility, for
example, enjoyed by an average individual is not the same in a
crowded modern town as it was when the same area was a piece of
open country; nor can the same degree of personal responsibility for,
say, motoring accidents that occur be laid at the door of the individ-
ual driver of today as in the case of a driver in an earlier period. The
argument developed in this book suggests that, as an economic system
grows in age and complexity, forces of congestion exercise a pro-
gressively increasing measure of limitation on the freedom of action
of its constituent individuals. It starts by being an unorganised
collection of individuals and ends by being an organised combination
of individuals.

Such an organised combination not only has a life history—and a
continuity of existence—of its own, different from, and independent
of, that of its constituent units, but it also, in its capacity as an organ-
ised group, possesses properties and embarks on forms of behaviour
which have no meaning, if an attempt is made to describe them in
terms appropriate to “individual” behaviour. The difference is
similar in kind to that between the behaviour of a single drop of water
and the behaviour of a stream, or the problems of the tree and the
problems of the forest. The behaviour of the group has gualities and
characteristics which are entirely different from those of the unit. A
drop of water taken from a stream can tell us nothing of the stream’s
pace, direction or depth; neither can we learn the secrets of the forest
from a study of the life of the individual tree.

The suggestion is not that analysis in terms of the “unit” leads to
incorrect results, but that such analysis is incomplete; it requires to
be supplemented by analysis in terms of a higher level of organisation
—the economic group—before really effective practical action is
possible. The value of analysis at this higher level is that it reveals
economic behaviour in a different—and usually a more manageable—
form. In addition it enables, as does the same method applied in the
natural sciences, predictions to be made of future trends, given
certain limiting conditions.

The group or historical method of approach begins by enquiring:
Why do firmly established economic habits and methods of economic
thought and action change? The kind of answer this question de-
mands is: Because the economic habits and behaviour of any given
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society at any given phase in its history form a pattern or structure
which is subject to “strains™ of a greater or lesser degree of intensity,
which may be taken up in various ways, but never annihilated. If the
strains are too great, the structure collapses and is replaced in time by
another, which may be a modification of the old with the strains
removed; a modification not necessarily consciously devised, for it
may be created by a process of unconscious action, that is, by natural
group forces. Economics from this aspect is concerned with the
economic habits that have been formed by various peoples at various
times in tackling various economic problems.

A historical “phase”—an economic civilisation—is not a static
thing, the relations of which with other phases can be adequately
studied by comparing them and noting resemblances and differences.
The essential thing about historical “phases” is that each of them
gives place to another; not because one is violently destroyed by alien
forces impinging on its structure from without by war, or within by
revolution, but because each of them while it lives is working at
turning itself into the next. One phase changes into another because
the first phase was in unstable equilibrium and had, in itself, the
seeds of change and, indeed, of that particular change. Its structure
was not at rest; it was always under strain. I am, of course, referring
here to a changing system and not to a static one. The internal strains
to which a given economic system is subjected in its process of
growth, and the means by which it “takes up” these strains or pre-
vents them from breaking it in pieces, form the subject matter of
what, for want of a better name, I call “Group” economics.

“Where there is no strain there is no history,” observes Professor
Collingwood. An economic system does not get going by the appli-
cation of a pre-determined set of static formulae. It works itself out
by the dynamic act of /iving. Like parties united in face of the enemy,
the parts of the system are kept together by dint of a certain necessary
compromise. Whenever the compulsion to co-operate slackens, a
struggle between them commences. The saying attributed to Hera-
clitus that “War is the father of all things” is also another way of
saying that antagonism is the cause of all growth, that harmony is
born only of a conflict of forces.

There is, of course, no justification for the view that group pheno-
mena dominate human affairs. It is possible for a single unpredictable
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discontinuous event to alter the course of human history. A single
nucleus dropped into a cooling liquid can start a crystallisation which
in time alters entirely the condition and organisation of the whole.
Like every thunderstorm and every tornado, every major change in
the evolution not only of the organs of plants and animals, including
man, but also of the social and economic organisation of their popu-
lations, has depended upon something which started from quite a
small beginning.

Religions afford vivid examples of crystallisations of this kind in
human history. They come into being at times of crisis as the sudden
creations of individual men or moments. There is a transformation,
either unique or by stages, but no gradual coming to birth. In the
secular sphere we also find moments of crisis when unsuspected
forces awake in individuals; a host of institutions from which life has
long since departed are swept away; there is a triumphant blossoming
forth of new vitality; the historical process is suddenly accelerated;
developments which otherwise might occupy centuries emerge in a
few months or weeks and are fulfilled. These individuals may be
termed the organisers of group changes.

In the present book we are concerned less with the behaviour of
these organisers than with the course of the group changes which they
help to bring into being.

The statement that man is subject to group laws, and that, so great
are some of the regularities of group behaviour, future events can
often be forecast, may worry some people. They will retort that a
human society is made up of free and independent units able to act
as they please; its conduct is, therefore, unpredictable. But the two
views are not necessarily mutually inconsistent.

We can, if we please, describe human events in terms of the be-
haviour of apparently free-moving independentunitsor,alternatively,
they can be described in terms of group behaviour. Our choice will
be determined by the particular features of that behaviour which
happen to interest us. Itis, however, important carefully to distinguish
between these different “levels” of organisation, and the information
which each supplies; in particular not to fall into the error of trying
to describe events at one level in terms of those of another. So far as
economics is concerned, investigations up to date have been princi-
pally confined to the “unit” level. I am suggesting that we should
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greatly enhance our understanding of economic behaviour by
conducting investigations at the next higher level—the social or
economic “‘group” level. This is to follow the practice of the biolo-
gist who is careful to distinguish between the quality of the problems
of organisation and development that arise at different levels. Within
the individual cell he is concerned with the microscopic machinery of
the genes and the chromosomes, the mode of cellular aggregation and
tissue growth; at the “individual” level with the type of reproduc-
tion, the way of life and the method of development; beyond the
individual level, the size and structure of the group of which the
individual is a unit, and its relations with other groups—all these and
many besides have their effect on evolution.

The groups or societies in which human beings live almost in-
variably possess a more or less determinate structure. Mobs do not
remain in being for more than a few hours unless they develop a
structure. Structure arises as soon as people begin to do something
together. All civilisation depends ultimately upon the establishment
of social routines and their accompanying structures. Not all groups
have a formal structure but there can be no such thing as a persisting
group devoid of some kind of informal structure. Social routines are
usually highly complex and are built up more by habit and custom
than conscious will, and there is no better way of failing to under-
stand social phenomena than to assume that each action or thought
happens because of some one cause.

Few realise the extent to which our social and economic lives are
determined by routine and custom—the repetition of more or less
regular sequences of group movements. Indeed, in a modern con-
gested industrial society, man is so ringed about by custom that it is
becoming increasingly difficult to distinguish the individual from the
herd. Regularly he gets up every morning at much about the same
time, goes off to his daily work by bus, train or tram, breaks off for
a mid-day meal and rest, returns to work in the afternoon, back
home in the evening, a meal, then a visit to the club, cinema, or
“pub,” a pipe, a drink, and so to bed! This routine is so regular
that, even when allowance is made for individual variations
in personal habits and interruptions due to illness and accident,
those who cater for man’s various requirements of materials,
food, drink, transport and amusement, experience no difficulty in
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making calculations beforehand of the national “group” require-
ments within a very narrow margin of error. Indeed, it is not too
much to say that the orderly organisation and conduct of modern
society depends on group statistical calculations on matters of this
kind. This statement covers not only such things as insurance, but
also the operations of industry and public services.

In all these group studies, the question concerning the behaviour
of any one particular constituent member of a group which is being
studied will be answered by applying to him some general regularity
of the group as a whole, expressed in terms of a probability. The
practice of insurance companies may be quoted to illustrate the
point.

The group that is being studied is likely to be unconscious of the
fact, or that its regularities of behaviour are known or that, as a result,
its desires are being directed and controlled. But control goes even
further than this; for those responsible for running society will deem
it their duty to look akead and arrange for future group regularities.
Raw material and food supplies must be organised and systematic
transport, communications and public services arranged. Thus, to
cater for one set of regularities involves arranging for other and
future types of regularities, and it is these that are taken for granted
by the individuals, to supply whose needs they are provided.

Ignorance of the part played by group laws in modern societies
has been the cause of much political and economic confusion. As
Hyman Levy has recently observed:—

“The complexities and confusions of modern social life are
associated with the fact that we do not yet appreciate the conse-
quences that flow from the establishment of such regularities as are
made by man. They are set up for one purpose, and have, in ad-
dition, other systematic effects that are of no interest, and may even
be unknown to those who have set them in being.”

Custom has been called the “habit” of society, and since habit
changes, it must be regarded, not as something fixed, but as a process
with a “before” and an “after”; that is to say, it is a historical pro-
cess, which is conditioned by past activity as well as by present
conditions, and so always incomplete. But, because custom both
changes and is incomplete we cannot dismiss it as something evanes-
cent and unimportant, any more than we can dismiss the structure of
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plants and animals, or their habits, as unimportant because they, too,
vary.

Every society has a history and its structure will be determined by
that history. Its history will have two aspects: (1) custom, that is,
approximate repetition in similar circumstances, and (2) a degree of
freedom, permitting custom to be modified and evolution to con-
tinue.

What do we mean when we speak of custom? The answer is,
“society.” “The very notion of custom implies society,” says J. C.
McKerrow. It is primarily society—not the individual—that has
customs. It is society that endures, while the generations com-
prising it pass. It is society that “learns better,” over the period of
years, in virtue of the ability to modify custom. It is society that
continues and acts as a “whole,” unless it distintegrates and ceases
any more to be a living “organism.” Society may, as a group, do
things that are distasteful to every single individual in it and against
his personal interests as such. It may, for example, declare war even
though each person in that nation may as an individual neither hope
to derive any benefit from it, nor wish to risk being killed or suffer
loss for the national objective involved. So there has always to be a
compromise—a balancing of individual and communal interests.
Collective living for human beings appears always to have been in
the nature of a compromise between their natural desire as individ-
uals to conduct their own lives in the manner they pleased and the
necessity to work together imposed by numbers in relation to
territory, and the benefits to be derived from a group system of
exploiting the economic resources of that territory.

‘The only way of finally resolving this opposition is a union in a
new way of the individual and the community. The solution com-
mended by nature is to imitate the social insects, like the bee and the
termite, and abolish individuality, as we know it, by absorbing it
into a larger unit where it will have no meaning. In these insect
communities the social group itself as a whole constitutes the bio-
logical unit. Each individual in the group lives its life and makes its
contribution to the communal welfare because there is no alternative
open to it. The community is made up of castes that are differenti-
ated functionally and, from the point of view of general behaviour,
have to do certain things in the common interest. Individuals,
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seemingly, have no yearning to alter their station in life; indeed such
a yearning can have no meaning for them. In such a form of social
organisation no vestige is left of what we understand by individual
incentive, opportunity or originality. The basic objective is to ensure
the survival of the community; whether the individual survives or not
does not matter, except in so far as he may happen to be the sole
representative of some highly specialised function such as reproduc-
tion. Admitting that these insect groups may have certain obvious
points of superiority over our own social patterns, especially their
greater efficiency and stability, it does not follow that they are
acceptable. Nevertheless, in the absence of suitable alternatives man
may with the passage of years find himself impelled to evolve further
in the direction of these insect patterns. Just as these insects devote
themselves to the service of their community, so human beings can,
and do, realise themselves more fully in causes wider than themselves.



CHAPTER II
ON BEING A CONVENIENT SIZE

The scientist no longer studies “things” but “changes”—move-
ments of a group from one condition of stability to another. It
is this circumstance which enables him to make predictions. For the
number of ways in which a group of units can be arranged to serve a
particular purpose will usually be limited, and changes from one
type of arrangement to another will have to conform to some kind of
order or sequence if the group as a whole is to maintain its unity and
not disintegrate.

Suppose, for example, we wish to group units to form stable solids
of regular shape, then the laws of mechanics will tell us that only five
regular solids are possible. Again, having discovered that an atom is
made up of a central positive electric charge surrounded by a ring of
satellites consisting of rotating negative charges, physicists are able to
calculate that the number of possible stable arrangements is the same
as the number of different chemical elements found in nature. And,
true enough, the many thousands of different kinds of matter to be
found on this planet when examined closely turn out to consist of no
more than ninety substances—the elements, as they are called. Like
the musician who is able to produce many melodies from a few
simple notes, nature seems able to produce a large number of com-
pounds from relatively few elementary substances. But there will
always be a limit; a limit which will depend upon the function that
the new arrangement is designed to carry out.

To take a homely example, let us suppose that our purpose is to
arrange a group of spectators to view a football match. Given that
the intention is that as many people as possible should view the
match conveniently, it is clear that the number of ways in which the
seats or other form of accommodation can be arranged will be
limited; the seating accommodation of practically every football
stadium conforms to the same common ground-plan. The more
people are accommodated in a given stadium the less freedom of
movement and comfort each individual spectator will be able to
enjoy. For ever