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ABSTRACT

ECONOMIC MAN AND ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL ORDER

“Economic Man” embodies a theoritical ab-
straction and a deep thinking of economists
about the principle of self-interest which is the
fundamental stone of existence and development
of modern society. However, economists have
seemed to only consider economic man as a sim-
ple postulate, and haven’t systematically in-
spected into rich ideas embodied in it. This book
will focuses on the ideas of economic man which
is embodied in an extensive literature, and offer
a comprehensive overview of the origins and evo-
lution of the ideas, and probes into the material,
mental, methodological and institu tional impli-
cations of self-interest.

Chapter 1 discusses the initial origins of
ideas of economic man. 1 am going to describe
those investigations which occupied the philo-
sophical predecessors of Adam Smith, to show
how self-interest gradually developed into

a highly commended drive for modern man.



Hobbes saw self-interest as a prim mover among
the various motives in natural man and empha-
sized its great personal and social importance.
He also saw it as the most destructive of human
motives. This Hobbesian picture of human moti-
vation has played an influential and, even a dom-
inating role in ethics and economics. How do we
restrain, control and conduct our egoistic pas-
sions to avoid its harm, protect short-term self-
interests, and promote the public good? The
earliest opponents of Hobbes called upon princi-
ples of psychology to answer his indictment of
self-interest. They find that man has various
motives, self-interest being just one of those.
They then argue that there exists a natural bal-
ance among all of these motives in the mind, and
that this balance tends to keep each motive with-
in certain bounds. The result is a moderated
self-interest, whose results in society are

constructive, not destructive. The next group of



opponents of Hobbes are drawn toward harder
and more precise principles. They interpret the
drive of self-interest in man as the moral equiva-
lent of the force of gravity in nature. Just as
gravitation produces a coordinated movement
among the planetary bodies, so self-interest acts
to organize constructively the movements of
human bodies in society. Again, self-interest is
made to serve the ends of society.

Chapter 2 discusses early economists’ views
of self-interest. In contrast with those of moral
philosophers, these economists desired to prove
the social efficacy of self-interest on the basis of
something more common, visible and mundane
than either the principles of psychology or
physics. They struck upon “nature rights”. the
division of labor and commercial activities as
an answer of self-interest. These writers saw
that individuals naturally differ in their skills,

aptitude and interests. It seemed to them only



natural for the individual to capitalize in these
differences, to pursue that kind of work best
suited to the skills that made him differnt from
other workers; in short, to pursue his own self-
interest. As the individual does so, he himself
will be benefited by being more productive, and
society will be also benefited from a higher col-
lective productivity. The surplus of each worker
will be distributed to everybody in society
through trade following certain order. These
writers began to emphasize the coordina tive
function of market and competition. From that
time, the study of self-interest has entered into
its era of economics.

Chapter 3 discusses the matured model of
classical ecnomic man. The theoritical model is
mainly embodied in Adam Smith’s works.
Slightly later, J. Muller, Bentham and so on,
developed it. Smith’s study on self-interest is a

logically extensive study of those earlier writers



on the same subject, but his method is new, It is
smith who first bring systematically the self-in-
terest motive and private action into the orbit of
economic analysis, and establish a powerful jus-
tification for how self-interest actions of eco-
nomic man tend to result in the civilization of
human and prosperity of society. He portrays
the perfect image of economic man. He inquied
into the moral and institutional foundations
eliminating the conflicts between personal self-
interest and social interest from different angles,
and made out the model of classical economic
man. The model attempts to define, in every
specific terms, the details of the institutional
structure which will best harmonize the
individual’s pursuit of self-interest with the
broader interests of society, and shows the
ways, in how his drive of self-interest scruti-
nized and judged by the others and society,

and eventually concludes that the enlightened



