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Summary:

In this year’s University Lecture, I explore the questions: What do people need and what role do rights play in enabling people to satisfy their needs? What part does freedom play in shaping needs and how do the kinds of needs we have express our freedom? I suggest that thinking about freedom and right should not be limited to matters of law and institutions, but should also consider our capacity to make use of appropriate laws and institutions and to live well within them. I consider how our inner worlds shape our ability to exercise our rights, and how our capacity to turn inward and dwell in the mind makes possible that creative interchange with the world outside I take to be our goal in organizing our institutions around the ideals of freedom and right. Finally, I consider how what we do in a university bears on the development of our students’ capacities for creative living and for the exercise of rights and freedoms.

1.

Today, I am going to speak about basic concepts in political economy, specifically the concepts of need and right. I am going to organize my thinking about these concepts around two questions: What do people need? and What sorts of institutions are best designed to enable them to acquire what they need?
 Traditionally, the emphasis in political economy has been on the second question, either because the first was taken for granted or because it was judged irrelevant to the second. The early political economists took the answer to the question What do people need? for granted because they assumed that the answer was well known: people need their subsistence. Subsistence is an important concept in understanding need where need and the things that satisfy need are well known, predetermined, and do not change or change only slowly. With the notable exception of Karl Marx, he early economists favored the use of markets to provide people with the things they needed, which is to say their subsistence. More recently, economists have followed the second track, arguing that the market is the institution best suited to enable people to acquire what they need no matter what it is that they need. Thus, contemporary economists have by and large given up the idea of subsistence as all or part of the answer to the question: What do people need?

Yet, there is something wrong with both the older and more recent ways of thinking about our two questions. The difficulty has to do with the relation between subsistence and the use of markets. If subsistence is what we need, markets are not going to be much use in providing for our needs. This is because markets are not well suited to providing the things to satisfy needs whatever they might be; they are only well suited to providing things to satisfy needs that are unlike the subsistence: needs that are not well known or predetermined, but unknown and yet to be determined. If markets are not much use where what we need is the subsistence, then the second way of responding to our two questions also fails, since, for the kinds of needs that dominate in most of human history, markets are at best of marginal relevance. Political economy has not well enough appreciated the way in which our two questions are linked, how the answer to the first shapes and determines the answer to the second.

However flawed, the economist’s way of thinking about the problem of need and need satisfaction does have an important implication in that it highlights the role of rights in satisfying wants, since the market is essentially a system of rights (property rights). So, the economist’s response to the question about institutions tends to be: We should design economic institutions so that people use their rights to satisfy their needs. I would like now to explore this implication of the way political economy addresses our two questions.

What are rights, and what sorts of rights should shape the design of economic institutions? There can be different answers to these questions. But I would tend to favor those that emphasize the link between rights and freedom by emphasizing that rights are legal assurances that the individual will be able to act at his or her will. This means that our understanding of rights depends on how we understand will. For my purposes, I will define will in the following way.

Will means that what we do originates inside, that in doing we follow not an external imperative, an end imposed by nature or society, but an inner determination. This is the key point about both will and rights.

Will and right express the value we place on making what we do the expression of an inner experience. When what we do is shaped by an inner experience our doing arises out of our being to borrow a phrase from Donald Winnicott. Winnicott suggests that there are two kinds of doing:

1. Doing that expresses being

2. Doing that expresses not being

The first is creative doing; the second is compliance or adaptive doing. Will and right are only meaningful when doing is of the first kind.

2.


While we usually think of will in relation to taking action, I think the idea of exercising will refers more fundamentally to our capacity to not act. As individuals, we are driven by a variety of forces, both internal and external. These are the forces of need and want, and the subtly and not so subtly coercive forces of our social institutions and social relations. To will is to be able to say no to those forces, to not act in the face of the various imperatives operating on us.



The not acting to which I have referred can be considered the prelude to action, so will in this sense is not synonymous with doing nothing, though doing nothing can also be an act of will. When we act though we might not, our action has a special meaning in that it now originates within. We are its source and origin, even if, in the end, we decide to act so as to satisfy a need or conform with a social norm, for example.


I think we can understand something important about will if we consider for a moment what we do when we do not act. After all, if nothing happens when we do not act, will can at best only negate action. We could never will anything. What makes action the expression of will is this something that takes place before we act, during the moment when we suspend the forces impelling us to act. This something that occurs during the moment when those forces are suspended is the turning inward I will refer to as dwelling in the mind. I will speak of will, then, as a moment in the course of our affairs when we turn inward, and dwell in the mind rather than in the world outside. This dwelling in the mind as the prelude to action is what I mean by will, and right I take to be an expression of our aspiration to exercise our capacity to dwell in the mind.


This will no doubt seem an odd way to look at things, especially in light of the normally active connotations we associate with both will and right. It is, nonetheless, important I think to understand that, at their core, both ideas depend on our capacity to begin from the inside, from within the mind, rather than from imperatives originating elsewhere.

Many would deny that the negation of desire and need required for the act of will and meaningful exercise of right is possible, some because of their convictions about the natural imperatives that drive us as members of a species, others because of their convictions about our social determination as members of a group or community. I will not engage this issue directly here, except to note that if we are, in fact, driven in this way by social or natural imperatives, then the idea of a rights-based political economy does not make much sense, and, indeed, the idea of right must be judged illusory. I do not think the core idea underlying rights-based thinking, the idea of not acting as I have formulated it, is an illusion, but I will not attempt here to offer a justification, or a critique of those who think otherwise.


To understand will and right, then, we must first understand what goes on in the mind during the moment when those external forces acting on us are suspended. Of course, many things go on in the mind. But for present purposes, I will focus on two: thinking and imagining. To bring in some language from psychoanalysis, if willing means exercising the capacity to think, and especially to imagine, then it means living in a way that is not wholly dominated by what Freud refers to as the “reality principle,” which is the principle of accepting and adapting to forces originating outside the mind. In the mind, we live the imagined life, which is to say a life constrained only by the limits of our imagination. The reality principle refers to life in a world that exists independently of our imagination. In understanding will, both thinking and imagining are important. Here, I will emphasize the second of the two mental functions.


If we understand this relationship between will and imagination, we can begin to understand the relationship between will and human creativity, which I think is essential if we are to appreciate the normative significance of the ideal of right. For this, let me offer an example from Robert Inman's novel Old Dogs and Children. In that novel a man and his young daughter have the following exchange.

"Will this road have macadam on it?” She tried to imagine a ribbon of black stuff all the way to Columbus. 


"Of course."


"How do you know?"


"Because I can see the future," [her father] said simply.


She looked up at him curiously. "How do you do that?"


"Nothing hard about it. You just think about the way you would like things to be, and then you start working to make them that way, and that's the future. One day every street in this town"--he waved in the general direction of town--"will be paved with macadam. I'll see to it.”

This is an example of will and imagination, and how they constitute creative forces. But they can equally act as destructive forces. We might imagine paved roads where none now exist, but we might also imagine the creation of a master race or an ethnically pure nation where none now exists. 

We now know a great deal about the distinction between these two forms of imagination, and therefore of will. This distinction has to do with the shape of the interaction between our inner world of fantasy and imagination, where reality is just too bad, and the world outside that is a world of others with their fantasies and imaginations, a world that comes to matter a great deal when we seek to move from not acting to acting. The distinction also has to do with the power of hate. When we hate, what we hate most of all is the obstacle that exists, or seems to exist, to realizing our imagined or wished for worlds. This obstacle exists in the form of the others whose imagined and wished for worlds differ from ours. We hate them, and wish to destroy them, or to control them in such a way that their threat to us can be eliminated.

This problem of hate and destruction arises when it matters vitally to us not only that our worlds be shaped to realize our fantasy, but also that the world be shaped to realize our fantasy. Our need, then, is not simply to pave a road, but to force others to live in a world suited to us, one in which others do and think what we need them to do and think. The destructive fantasy that has these qualities is distinguished by the denial of limits, by the conviction that the reality principle matters no more in the world we share with others than it does in our own minds. 

Originally, and I think most importantly, the ideal of right is meant to create a world that has space for individuals to have and to realize their own individual fantasies or imaginative constructions of reality so far as those do not impinge on others. That is, the world of rights is not one imagined world, but many. Right protects this system of many imagined worlds. This, I think, is what makes the ideal of right attractive. It is also what makes it difficult to apply in political economy.

3.

The idea of imagined realities can lead us to think about need in a new way. Our ability to imagine a reality is also our ability to imagine ourselves in that reality, and as having the needs suited to it. While living in the already determined reality given from outside means having already determined needs, needs framed independently of our will, living in an imagined reality means having needs not already determined, needs not prescribed for the individual but discovered and invented by him or her. Put another way, it means that our needs are not already known, but yet to be determined.

The right most naturally and easily linked to this idea of protecting a system of many imagined worlds is the right to own and use property. By owning and using property, we create a world of our own, a world within which to exercise and express our capacity for imaginative construction. Respect for property right also means that others enter our world, as we enter theirs, only by invitation. We share our lives with others who, in some important respect, share our imagined reality. 

Clearly, property right plays a vital part in a modern economy. Indeed, a modern economy can be considered little more than a system of property rights and of transactions based on respect for property rights. The question that primarily concerns me, however, is not so much the ethical standing of private property, though that is important, but the ethical standing of other possible rights, those sometimes referred to as social and economic rights, rights that might in important ways limit the right to own and use property. I am interested in how we could see public obligations other than the obligation to protect private property as in some sense rights.

These other rights have become increasingly important, at least in those circles where the human rights agenda carries weight. And, for those of us concerned to understand the obligations of government in a modern society, the notion of social and economic rights is of interest as a possible way of justifying the sort of government that might concern itself with those who cannot satisfy their needs simply by exercising their property rights, which, if you think about it, is all of us at one time or another during our lives. In brief, the problem was to see if it was possible to consider the welfare state as grounded in the idea of right.

In attempting to see the welfare state as grounded in right, however, we run into difficulty. This is due to the fact that the social and economic rights bear a problematic relationship to the central driving force in right: will. Their relationship to will, and therefore their status as rights, is problematic because they tend to derive from need, and from specific need: the need for health care, for clean water, for education, for food, shelter, and clothing. On some level, the social-economic rights do not seem like rights at all since they seem to make need the origin of right, as some advocates of human rights have argued explicitly that it is. This hardly seems consistent, however, with the idea that right is the opportunity to exercise the capacity to not satisfy a need. 

4.

To understand the issue just raised, let me return to my original problem, which is the problem of what people need. This problem, like the problem of right, turns out to be no simple matter. One of the main tenets of political economy since its founding in the eighteenth century is that a well-designed economic system does a good job of producing and distributing to people the things they need. Whatever the specific concept of need, whether the subsistence need of the classical economists or the preferences of a modern economist influenced by the utilitarian philosophy, the problem was not knowing what we need but acquiring the things that would best satisfy our need. Yet, however important the matter of satisfying need, it can distract our attention from another problem, which is the problem of knowing what we need. Before we can go about the work of satisfying our need, we must first find out what it is that we need.

If we think of need as a requirement of life, then it follows that what we need depends on what sort of life we are intent on living. So far as the shape of this life is well known to us, it defines the things we need, which are equally well known. This was more or less the situation throughout most of human history. In political economy, the strongest language used to capture this idea of known need is the language of subsistence. As suggested earlier, the term subsistence refers to known need, a need predetermined by custom and tradition. The process we now refer to as development destroys this situation. It does not, however, simply destroy one set of known needs to replace it with another, one well-defined sort of life with another. Rather, it destroys the known life and replaces it with a life the shape of which is not known. This destructive impulse was well described by Marx and Engles at the mid-point of the nineteenth century:

All fixed, fast-frozen relationships, with their train of venerable ideas and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become obsolete before they can ossify.
One result of this development is that our need is no longer pre-determined by nature or by custom. The loss of this predetermination of need creates a situation where need is not already known, so that we do not know what we need but must instead go about the work of discovering what it is that we need.


This is, I think, an important idea, but it gets in the way of our attempt to define social and economic rights so far as those are rights to the things people need. If we do not know what people need, we cannot insist that they have a right to the things that satisfy needs, and clearly we cannot define for them what it is they need and to which they have a right. The problem, then, with the social and economic rights is two-fold. First, they are inconsistent with the idea that our right is to act at our will, which is to say to not act on our need. And, second, they require us to know something that in a modern society we cannot know, which is what it is people need.


The idea that our right is to not satisfy a need is, I think, closely linked to the idea that people do not know what they need. Not knowing what we need is a peculiar state to be in, and one not at all typical of human experience. It is the state typical of life in what we might refer to as the modern world. What distinguishes life in the modern world is not what we now know that previously we did not, though that is substantial. What is important is not what we know, but what we do not know. The modern world is characterized by not knowing, just as the earlier shape of life was characterized by what was already known. 


The closely linked rule of tradition and of God makes the older world one in which reality as we experience it is not subject to question. It is what it has been and always will be, because the way the world is is the way it was meant to be. This is the known world, which is also a world in which we know who we are, how to be, and how to act. The loss of this world is also the loss of the known and its replacement with the not known, and the yet to be discovered.

5.

These considerations lead me to the following question: Is there another way to think about the problem of welfare that is consistent with the spirit of the ideal of rights, but does not require us to apply that ideal in ways inconsistent with it? To answer this question it will be helpful, I think, to formulate the act of will that suspends need and the state of not knowing what we need as a capability. By reformulating these concepts as capabilities we focus attention on the question of what inner resources the individual must possess if he is to suspend need and place himself in a state of not knowing. These resources, or capabilities, are also the individual’s capacity to turn inward and dwell creatively in the mind.


If we think of will not simply as an action, but as a capability, then it is possible to consider how that capability develops, which is to consider it as the end of a development process.  It is, then, possible to consider how the individual might fail to one degree or another in the effort to acquire the capability, and therefore fail to live creatively in an imagined reality. The language I have used to describe the failure to develop and use the capability to suspend need and to tolerate the state of not knowing is the language of impairment. Those with impaired capabilities, or capabilities that have yet to develop, cannot live independently in a world designed for the exercise of will. They need assistance in doing so. I have also argued that we all spend at least a part of our lives in this state of undeveloped or impaired capability. If we accept these conclusions, we can begin to see what it is the welfare state needs to do that is both consistent with the spirit of rights, but yet not quite the implementation of rights.


We can speak of impairment in the economist’s language of resources or assets. Where economics tends to be weak is in accounting for those who are excluded from economic life because they lack any asset of adequate value, especially the capability we refer to as skilled labor. By and large our economic system works well for those who have such assets, but not well at all for those who do not, which is to say for those whose capabilities are for some reason poorly developed or impaired.


These considerations lead me to the following suggestion: Rather than think about the welfare state as the institutionalization of a new and expanding set of economic rights, we can think of it as providing stewardship for those whose capacity to exercise their rights is impaired. The welfare state, then, deals with the problem implied in a modern economy, which is the problem that some individuals will not have access to it.  Because of their impaired capabilities, some will not be able to use their right to satisfy their needs, especially by exchanging their capacity to work for the means to acquire what they need.   


If we assume that the capability to which I have just referred is not simply present or absent, but always subject to a greater or lesser degree of impairment, then the problem of institutions is not simply to offer protection for the already developed capacity to exercise right, but also to facilitate both the development of the capacity and its exercise to the degree that the individual is capable of doing so. The protection of right is not, then, an either/or matter, as would be implied by the policy that requires that the government do no more than protect or implement rights. The capabilities language enables us to consider the matter of rights and government obligations in a context where matters of degree are important.

Why does it matter that we speak more carefully about economic and social rights to take into account that the welfare state concerns itself with those not in a position to exercise right? Why not use the term right simply to refer to a legal entitlement so that whatever the welfare state does to support its citizens becomes a matter of right? I think the answer is that if we do so we lose sight of the fact that it is the job of our institutions to foster the development of the individual’s capacity to live creatively to whatever limit is effective for each individual. By doing so, the government enables individuals to live in the modern world as that is designed to be lived in, which is to live in a world where we are not already known either to others or to ourselves. This is an important goal of policy not because the modern world is inherently superior to other worlds, but because the modern world is the world we live in, and people want to be able to live in their world. The task of government includes enabling them to do so up to the limits of their capabilities.

6.

Since this is the University Lecture, let me conclude by offering some observations on how what I have said might have implications for what we do in a university. It is my impression that the answer to the question What do we do in a university? is today strongly contested. This makes the work of the university administration difficult, since the administration must take the lead in defining what the university does. 

Here, I would like to take the opportunity of the University Lecture to offer a suggestion on this matter by observing that the idea that to live in the modern world we must call on a special capacity has a bearing on what we do in the university. In thinking about what a university does we cannot, I think, place too much emphasis on the development of and the exercise of the capacity for not knowing, which also calls on, and is really an aspect of, the capacity to dwell in the mind. I wonder lately if we are placing enough emphasis on this aspect of education, or if perhaps we have shifted overly in the direction of placing our students into a reality they must contend with before their capacity to do so is well-enough developed, and if we are demanding that they know rather than that they learn to cope with and thrive in a state of not knowing.

I wrote a paper recently on learning from experience. It was based on a course I teach, the objective of which is to help students learn from experience. The theme of the paper is that if we are to learn from experience, we must not only have the experience, but also remove ourselves from it, so that we can think about it. While teaching this course one term, a student voiced a loud and heart-felt objection to what I was asking her to do. What she said was that in the “real world,” as she termed it, there is no time to reflect on what we are doing, to stand apart from experience and dwell in the mind. When I sought to reassure her that in the real world this is not inevitably or even normally the case, she rejected my effort out of hand, even though, so far as I could tell, her experience in what she thought of as the real world was a very limited one. You will not be surprised if I tell you that this student did not learn much in my course. My hypothesis about her was that her capacity to learn was seriously impaired since she could not get herself out of her experience in the external or “real” world. Since learning does not take place in the external but in the internal world, by refusing to dwell in that world, she assured that she would not learn.

The message in this is that the university needs to make itself a place where students can escape external experience, can find themselves in the only place learning can happen, which is in the mind. By facilitating the capacity to dwell in the mind, we facilitate the capacity for creative living, which is the capacity to lead the sort of life suitable to a society of rights and freedoms, a society of the kind many of us imagine we are preparing our students to live in.
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