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An essential part of understanding political economy rests in the relationship not only between markets and current politics and between economics and social structures, but in the commonality between economic behavior and political theory. James Buchanan’s lecture, Morals, Politics, and Institutional Reform addressed many of the issues found in Hobbes, Locke, Plato, and Marx. James Buchanan is an advocate of constitutional political economy, meaning that constitutions are set as a guideline for the rules governing politics, markets, and social structures. Similarly, Hobbes and Locke introduce the role of covenants as the way out of conflict and into civilization. Plato and Marx describe a community-based relationship resulting from such covenants while Locke and Hobbes describe an alternative, individual-based relationship. Buchanan addresses each type of relationship and develops his understanding of the best moral economic society as a compromise between these opposing political philosophies.


The most striking relationship between Hobbes and Buchanan is in their understanding of human nature without government. Hobbes calls this reality the “natural condition of mankind” while Locke terms it “the state of nature.” In this natural state of human condition, people quarrel for competition, protection, or pride; each ignites a perpetual state of war in which “every man is enemy to every man” (Hobbes 76:6-8). As a result of these quarrels, people live in “continual fear and danger of violent death, and the life of man [is] solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short” (Hobbes 76:9). In comparison, Buchanan describes three models for morality in political economy: moral anarchy, moral community, and moral order. Strikingly similar to the state of nature, Buchanan says “Moral anarchy describes the attitude in which there is no sense of commonality among persons, and hence no sense of reciprocation that sets up human interaction as something apart from interaction with nature” (Buchanan, 215). Buchanan also refers to this state of nature as “tribal conflict.” In both descriptions mankind acts uncivilized with no recognition of others interests or the benefits of engaging in society.


Hobbes found the solution to man’s natural state in the formation of covenants. Perpetual fear within the state of nature eventually encourages people to compromise and document their agreements as guidelines for civilization. Government is formed to regulate and honor these covenants. The first covenants must be honored, according to Hobbes, for the sole reason that they removed man from such a brutish existence (Hobbes 86). Without government the covenants could not be honored. Hobbes says that “covenants without the sword are but words and of no strength to secure man at all” (Hobbes 106:2). Similarly, Hobbes argues that “where there is no common power, there is no law; where [there is] no law, [there is] no injustice” (Hobbes 78:13). Rightfully, where there is no injustice there also is no immorality. Even though many influential authors, such as Aristotle and Machiavelli, including Hobbes, argue that morality is subjective to the regime in which people reside, it is nonetheless necessary for a properly functioning society (Aristotle 90:30, Hobbes 67:12, Machiavelli 69-70). Government acts as the common power in both honoring covenants and in enforcing morality.


Besides the formation of government, covenants and morality form a second necessary institution: economics. The first of Buchanan’s models for economic behavior, moral anarchy, in a sense, requires economic behavior without compromise, common power, or even common interaction between people’s interests. As addressed by Hobbes, this type of relation among people only creates hostility, conflict, and eventually warlike behavior (i.e. plunder in the realm of economics). To get out of the economic state of nature, people engage in market transactions. As Buchanan states, “markets may work to channel such behavior [found in moral anarchy] toward mutually beneficial ends, provided that property and personal rights are well defined and enforced, and that the laws against force and fraud are in place” (Buchanan 215). Political economy emerges once man exits the state of nature and realizes that covenants concerning law and other social issues, without regards to market transactions, are not sufficient for a completely civilized life; at least when taken into the context of seventeenth century philosophy.  Political covenants, or constitutions, are necessary because all persons engaging in any economic behavior must first fulfill their “desire to belong to, [or] to be part of, some community” (Buchanan 214). Thus Buchanan writes, “Until and unless persons, as citizens, can trust each other, as citizens and as agents, neither the economy nor the polity can function effectively” (Buchanan 221). Once again it is proven essential that man emerge from the state of nature and develop both social skills and a sense of morality in order for politics and markets to exist.


The second model for economic behavior as addressed by Buchanan is moral community. By description, moral community is an economic situation in which members “treat others in the community as extensions of their own selves and behave as if the inclusive community is the relevant moral unity” above all self-interests, meaning that there is “no interpersonal conflict within communities” (Buchanan 209). Buchanan’s second model fulfills the criteria that both he and Hobbes lay out for an effective civilization, but is it efficient? It covers man’s desire to be part of a community, enforces a moral structure, and certainly removes man from his state of nature, but members within a moral community are stripped of their individuality.


Two political philosophers, Plato and Marx, describe a regime similar to moral community. In The Republic, Plato records a conversation of Socrates’ in which Socrates describes the best regime as a communal society. Nothing is owned, all children are raised by the community rather than by biological parents, careers are assigned based on natural ability, and everything done in the community is geared towards the best of the community. Justice and morality in Plato’s recording is “minding one’s own business,” but because everyone’s business is the business of the community, “minding one’s own business” is really minding everyone’s business (Plato 111: 433b). Marx also believed that the best way of life was in communal setting. He argued that every regime would eventually progress through a linear sequence towards Communism. Because Buchanan describes moral community as a situation in which all peoples interests are the interests of the community, there is a direct correlation between Buchanan’s moral community and the philosophy of Plato and Marx. 

Buchanan, however, disagrees with these authors in pinpointing moral community as the “ideal society.” Buchanan exemplifies the fall of both Communism and Rome as proof that moral community is not an efficient means of moral political economy (Buchanan 212-213). Although both Communism and Rome were built upon high moral standards, strict laws and a strong sense of belonging, they both lacked something that “could command and capture personal attention” (Buchanan, 213).  Without the liberty to express personal self interests, a society cannot last. Moral anarchy, like the state of nature, permits the freedom to express personal self interests, but lacks the trust, rights, and laws necessary for those interests to be maintained; moral community provides the trust, rights and laws, but lacks the freedom for self expression and individuality. Hobbes and Locke introduce the state of nature which moral anarchy identifies with, while Marx and Plato argue in favor of a moral community-type regime; yet none of the aforementioned authors satisfy Buchanan’s idea of the good society.

The final and favored model for political economy in Buchanan’s argument is one that compromises the best criteria from the other two models: moral order.  Buchanan characterizes moral order as an arrangement in which “each person exhibits respect for and tolerance toward the other, and each adheres to rules that allow for generality in treatment, as opposed to exploitation and discrimination” (Buchanan 210). Buchanan praises moral order for the fact that people are not morally unaware of others in their vicinity, as in moral anarchy, yet people are also not so closely tied to their community that they sacrifice their individual wants and needs, as in moral community.
It is moral order that allows government to necessarily regulate economics, and for economics to influence political decisions. Buchanan writes, “Absent any elements of moral order, externalities in market dealings might simply be too pervasive to generate even tolerable efficiently in recourse use. And, of course, in politics all choices necessarily embody externalities, in the sense that ‘all others’ are always affected by the choices that are made” (Buchanan 215). In other words, the only major limit to moral order is the result of externalities both in the economic and political sector. Nonetheless these externalities are far more bearable than the limits of the other two models, which in a sense are the extremes of moral order. Moral order is the reason that politics and markets are able to interact in Political Economy. Moral order is the compromise between moral anarchy and moral community; Political Economy is the compromise between politics and markets; and Buchanan’s ideal society is the compromise between Hobbes, Locke, Plato, and Marx.
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