Mill and Social Democracy

1848 was not only a year of revolution, the year in which Marx and Engels published their Manifesto of the Communist Party, but it also a marked economic low point. Following on, the fifties and sixties of the 19th century witnessed positive developments which included increasing wages and living standards of workers. The rate of development may have been slow, but at least the magnitude of misery was reducing. In the roughly two generations between 1848 and the beginning of the First World War, per capita income doubled in the industrialised countries.   In Germany, it even increased two-and-a-half-fold.  As income inequality could not get any worse than it was, the growth meant the poor and their large families got an ever-increasing slice of the pie. A kind of people's prosperity did become noticeable, not just the fortunes of the few. Unfortunately, Marx was unable to reflect this in Das Kapital which he wrote in this period, because he had cast his theory of ever decreasing wages in stone long before. Marx was unable to acknowledge just how flexible the capitalism he admired for its flexibility really was.  He could not believe that economic circumstances could change of their own accord, without a proletarian revolution. In reality, wages increased significantly because land and property owners developed some compassion and more significantly because unionisation gave workers a voice, organisation and the clout of collective bargaining. They also increased because the law of ever-decreasing wages was simply wrong. The factory owners recognised that ever more complicated manufacturing tasks required trained and experienced workers, which they did not want to lose to a competitor, merely because he offered a few more pennies. Losing a competent worker was and remains a tiresome burden for any employer.

1848, this key year in the 19th century, also saw John Stuart Mill’s publication of Principles of Political Economics. Mill (1806 - 1873) was the child prodigy of his time. He was well versed in nearly all humanities from an early age and wrote pieces of lasting value for many disciplines: he was a Mozart of philosophy. His father, also a philosopher, used him as a test subject to determine what happened if, from day one, a child was exposed only to reason, in the form of Latin and Greek grammar, logic, geometry and arithmetic, history, chemistry and zoology. Instead of a bustling governess, he was educated by Jeremy Bentham, a philosopher of high intellect, who remains famous as the founder of utilitarianism. Bentham separated young John Stuart from other children and from anything which in his opinion had no value. Mill started studying classic languages at the age of three and read Plato’s Dialogues in the original at the age of seven. For relaxation there was Plutarch and for dessert some of Hume’s History of England. By the age of ten, he had read most classical literature and spoke the classic languages at university level. He had mastered German and French as well, fluent enough to conduct business. Relatively late in his education, at 13, he started studying the writings of Adam Smith and David Ricardo.  This will of course be in part because Ricardo’s Principles of Political Economy and Taxation was only published in 1817 when Mill was already eleven years old.

