


PREFACE

My interest in the subject of competition began, tenuously, in the
Autumm of 1966, during a course of lectures on gcvernment and enterprise, given
by Professor R. F. Harris, at the University of Manitoba. That initial interest
wae both strengthened and broadened in the following year by his series of
graduate seminars on the history of economic thought, and it eventually led me
to the choice of a thesis topic, "Schumpeter on Competition" (M¢A., Manitoba,
1970).

To Professor Harris I owe an enormous personal debt, for all that
he has done to make my doctoral studies possible.

Preliminary research into Schumpeter's life and writings sexrved as
a useful stepping-stone to the present thesis. Schumpeter, in addition to
advancing his own views on competition, brought to his work a considerable
knowledge and understanding of the history of economic thought, though some of
his attitudes are quite puzzling and not entirely defensible, while oftentimes
he seemed to adopt questionable positions, merely for the sake of being
provocative., However, with his work as the initial stimulus towards further
inquiry, I trust that since 1970 there has been a maturing in my appreciation
of the many-sided issues of competition in economic thought.

Libraries are the veritable gine gua non of historical reseaxrch.
The combined resources of the splendid and numerous libraries of Oxford and
London, taken together, must surely represent the finest collection of economic
literature anywhere in the world. During the past four years, I have sometimes
felt that I were a permanent resident in one of them, the Bodleian, though I
have also drawn heavily upon others: in particular, the Social Studies Library,
St. Johnt!s College Library and the Codrington of All Soul's, the Law Library and
that of the Economics and Statistics Institute, the Modern History Library and
the Taylorian (which is surprisingly well-stocked with economic literature of

foreign languages), even the Radcliffe Science Library, for one of ixdgeworth's
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more important but little kmown papers, and especially the vexry extensive
economics collection of the Nuffield College Library.

Oxford, besides possessing these facilities - truly an historian's
delight - has proved to be an ideal setting in which to do the kind of detailed
research necessary for my thesis. With its unique set of institutions, itis central
location,near to London, and its compact arrangement, so well suited both for
living and for studying, Oxford has given me the opportunity to devote my full
and undivided attention and energies to the task that has taken me four very
busy, but very enjoyable, years to complete.

Though my personal contacts during those past four years have been
relatively few in number, in these I have been quite fortunate.

Mr. G. B. Richardson, then Fellow and Tutor of Economics at St. John's
College, willingly undertook to supervise my studies, when I first came to Oxford
in October 1971. He saw me patiently and encouragingly through the diffiocult
preparatory stages, when the key arguments for my thesis were only just beginning
to take on some recognizable shape, In basic sympathy with many of my ideas and
attitudes on the subject of competition, he nevertheless chose to adopt the role
of the Devil's Advocate (as he put it, at the time), to contein some of my moxe
enthusiastic excesses of those early days. In retrospect, I can see the wisdom
of his decision, and I hope that he, in reviewing the finished product, will feel
that his efforts in that direction were not without effect, but were justified
in their results.

Also, I should add that Mr. Richardson's book, Information and
Investment, was quite instrumental in helping me to orystallize into a unified
argument a jumble of notions about economic equilibrium which had been floating
around, rather chaotically, in my mind for some time before I came to Oxford. The
reader cannot fall to detect the influence of that book throughout the latter
half of this thesis, and particularly in Chapter VII.

During the two terms of Mr. Richardson's sabbatical leave in 1973,
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Mr. J. F. Wright, Fellow of Trinity College, acted in his place. At a time when
nmy ldeas on competition and related subjects were still very much in a state of
flux, Mr. Wright reviewed several papers I had written on methodology, along with
a consideraeble stack of regular drafting for my history. His trenchant but
construotive criticisms assisted me in shoring up some of the weaker portions of
my argument. DBoth his advice at that juncture and his support of my work since
then waa’and is,much appreciated.

Following Mr. Richardson's appointment to the Clarendon Press,
effective from January 1974, Dr. L. M, Hartwell, Keader in Social and Economic
History, Nuffield College, assumed permanent supervisorial duties. During the
past two years, Dr. Hartwell has been very generous to me with his time, both in
reading and commenting upon an immense accumulation of my writing, stretching out
over the previous three years (and including the semi-final chapter drafts, which
are in fact much longer than the finished version), and in guiding my work-in-
progress through to the completing stages. As well, I have drawn freely upon
Dr, Hartwell's own very extensive personal library on economic history, which
contains a sizable selection from the history of economic thought.

Dr. Hartwell's editorial experlence and sound Judgement on matters
of style, Lalance in coverage and content, have been of great assistance to me
in emoothing out some of the rougher edges of those preliminary drafts, though I
daresay that improvements remain to be made. Of course, the views expressed
in this thesis are my own.

In November 1973, I delivered a progress report on my thesis topic
to a group of graduate students, in a seminar organized by Jon Aylen and Kerxrry
Schott, at Nuffield College, where I received a friendly and encouraging response
from all those who attended. The comments, impressions and reactions gleaned
from that occasion were a useful guide to me, as were those 1 gathered from
individual conversations with Messrs, J. 4. Kay, J. S. Yleming, we 4. 21tis,

Ao Walker and Professor Sir John Hicks.



I am very grateful ito the Canada Council for the generous financisl
support they provided me, in the form of a Doctoral Fellowship, which has exten-
ded over the full period of my stay at Oxfordj and,in addition to all of my
supervisors, I am indebted to ProfessorsR. Simkin, He. H. Vincent, B. L. Scarfe,
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ADSTILACT

The word, competition, entered economic discourse slowly and
naturally, over many decades and cven centuries, as a term of common usage.
From that point of view, I trace the development of the word, as it underwent
various conceptual modifications en route to the more technical concept of
perfect competition. The growing divergence between the ordinary meaning and
the technical concept of competition represents one of the many gauges of the
progress of economics towards becoming a rigorous science, but that divergence
hag also brought with it a number of problems.

Thus, the purpose of my theasis is two=fold: it is both a scholerly
and a didactic one. As for scholarship, I set forth a textually accurate account
of how the word competition has figured in the early rise and the more mature
consolidation of economiocs as a special discipline, in which the abstract idea
of a "perfect" type of market competition was employed by economists as an
heuristic fiction, to bring together all the separate elements of what Edgeworth
has so0 nicely termed the Economic Calculus. As for didactics, my thesis also
sexrves as an exerclse in identifying several root problems stemming from the
concept of competition, both in its common and technical forms. Suggestions are
made as to how some of the perplexities of present-day economic theoxry, based
on the notion of perfect competition, can be resolved.

Key Themes:- In Chapter I, four major themes are announced and
subjected to semantic analysis. Hunning throughout the remainder of the history,
they refer to the dualities, ambigulties and qualities of vagueness and
imprecision which pertain to the common-sense or ordinary notion of competitive
conduct, understood as the striving of two or more persons against one another
for the same object.

Upon careful study, competition is readily seen to be both equili-

brating and disequilibrating in its tendencies, comprising both innovative and
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adaptive patterns of behaviour, and is both freeing and constraining in its
effects, entailing as it does not only deliberate and conscious striving (or
the exercise of free will) but as well the clash of opposing interests, or
contention between two or more persons, Themes I and II.

As a consequence of the foregoing dualities, the word itself holds
out emotive connotations that are both positive and negative (Theme III), giving
the word a charccter of ambivalence which ie inherent from its very root meaning.
Thus, in its role as a principle of economic thought, competition has elicited
widely, and sometimes wildly, varying responses from those who have contemplated
its workings and have passed judgement upon its status.

Finally, because of its very abstraotion or generality of meaning,
the common=sense idea of competition is imprecise and open-ended, insofar as its
general meaning specifies nothing about (a) the nature of the objeotives of
competitive pursuit, (b) the setting in which competitive striving takes place,
() the participents and their grouping into competitive ™unite," and (d) the
strategies and patterns of conduct followed - Theme IV,

Critical Episodes:~ The historical narrative proceeds, for the most
part, in a chronological sequence, and is organized around a series of decisive
moments, when crucial turning-points are reached and passed, separating distinoct
traditions of thought, or else marking the subtle transition from one mode of
reasoning to another.

After a brief preliminary survey of the medieval and early modern
scholastic literature, the main historicel narrative begins essentially with an
account of the "classical" mercantilist literature of the first half of the 17th
century, with its emphasis upon national rivalries and the so-called balance-of-
trade doctrine. With these preparatory steps taken, the remainder of the
historical content of the thesis can be summarized in terms of the following

critical episodes:-
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1. 16708=1700. The beginnings of the breakdown of the classical

mercantilist doctrine is accompanied by @ subtle shift away from the emphasis
upon national rivalry towards a more individualized and sectionalized under-
standing of competitive interdependence, in whiock the negative overtones of
(national) conflict in market exchange are gradually replaced by a more positive
attitude towards competition as a stimulus to economic progress and efficiency.

2. 17908-1]76. The final breakdown of the mercantile logic, as
the dominant influence over economic thought, ooccurs with the sudden and
drematic rise and momentary ascendancy of the physiocratic school, a decisive
confrontation taking place between Forbonnais, latter-day exponent of "liberal
mercantilism," and Quesnay, Baudeau and others of the new school (1766~68).
As a principle of hawmmony in the physiocratic dootrine, market competition is
depicted as an exchange of equivalenis between individuals, and hence a
limited but benefiocial force in economic affairs. Adam Smith, shaxring the
physiocrats? liberal attitude and individualized concept of competition, adapts
and improves their economic calculus, giving to competition a more positive and
directive role, by showing how it regulates and thus facilitates market exchange,
which in turn allows for a more productive employment of resources.

¢ 1815-1848. Duilding upon Smith's foundations of economioc
liberalism, the classical economists make important conceptual and analytioal
advances in regard to the economic calculus, such as in enunciating the law of
diminishing returns, but do rathexr little to alter Smith's treatment of
competition. A orisis in classical liberalism is soon reached (c. 1825), in
facing the newly emergent tradition of socialist thought, whereby there ensues a
fierce clash of opinion concerning such things as the freeing versus constraining
charaoter of ocompetition. As a result, the behavioural process of competition
tends to become associated with a particular set of economic institutions
(property, contract, markets, and market exchange). The debate points to the
need to distinguish between primsry and secondary income distribution (paralleling
that of "class" and "individual") and the need to clarify the nature of

competitive grouping.



4. 1866=T1. After much deley, there oocurs a transition from the
clasgical modes of verbal reasoning towards the neoclassical styles and methods
of mathematical reasoning, a transition which was hastened by Thornton's sharp
attack upon competition as a law=like principle (1866) and by Jevons's response
to the growing need to improve the classical value theory. However, the substance
of classical dootrine is retained in neoolassiocal theory, as is shown by the
instrumental role played by "pexrfect" competition, as an heuristic fiction used
in the building of the neoclassical calculus. This source of continuity is
qualified, though, to the extent that the claseicel principle of competition is
gupported less and less by a direct intuitive appeal to empirical evidence and
more and more by the resort to abstraction and the logical rigour of mathematical
theory.

5¢ 1889-91. After a decade or more of rapid progress and genuine
improvement and refinement of methematical techmique of analysis, neoclassioal
theory reaches a state of crisis, brief in duration but far-reaching in its
. implications, when Edgeworth's static approach to equilibrium analysis departs
from the Welrasian dynamice of tAtonnement, faintly signalling the onset of a
new outlook as to the nature and purpose of abstract economics. However, the
underlying iesues are not resolved at this point, and so material is selected
from the 20th century to illustrate the working through of those issues into
a more nearly contemporaxry context.

diajor Congclusiong:~ These I divide into two sharply distinct
categories: those which refer specifically and narrowly to the concept and
theory of perfect competition, as such; and those vhich refer to the general
concept of economic competition, understood in its very broadest sense.

First, a review is made of the various arguments for the theory of
perfect competitiony While stressing its strategic and instrumental role in the
development of abstract eoconomic thought, I argue that it is no longer acceptable

on sclentific grounds, either on {hc strength of empirical evidence or on the



rigour of logical reasoning. However, I suggest that a divorce should be made
between the behavioural theory of perfect competition, and the abstract
analytical techniques it gave rise to, in the form of equilibrium analysis,
the latter being the more permanent and enduring legacy of the classical and
neoclassical achievement.

Second, as to economic competition in general, I draw the conclusion
that though it is not law-like in ite tendencies or effects, that is, in producing
regular and uniformly repeated sequences of events, nevertheless, by its very
breadth of meaning, competition is a ubiquitoue fact of life, and economists
were certainly justified in seizing upon it in their explanations of economic
behaviour, and the concept - broadly interpreted - is as relevant today as it
hes always been. Furthermore, I conclude that there is nothing inherently
good or bad about the process of competition in general, and that the only kind
of value judgements that can be validly dxawn about it are those which refer
to,and are confined to,specific and context-bound situations, each of which

mist be evaluated on its own merits.









Chapter 1

ANTECEDENTS

1. Or in Common Us

The significance of competition as a concept in economic thought
was neither suddenly discovered nor immediately appreciated; nor did the woxrd
competition itself all of a sudden spring into use in economic discourse. Both
processes, the conceptual and the linguistic, took many decades and even
centuries to unfold together, and indeed they are still evolving to this day.

But when did this dual process begin? VWhen did those who commented
upon economic affairs staxrt to discuss or even refer to competition?

In trying to date the onset of this process, if we take as ouxr
criterion the actual presence of the word itself, as well as the equivalents of
competition in other languages, then serious intellectual and scientific
recognition and discussion of the concept did not get under way very much before
the 17508, A4 few stray exceptions, some sporadic but short-lived outbursts, can
be traced back through the economic literature of the previous centuries. Yet,
even during the vital closing decades of the 1600s, when economic pamphlets were
streaming out of bookshops in an ever increasing profusion, the textual occurrene
of the word, competition, were quite rare and demand some diligent hunting to be
located.

What is more, when the woxd does appear, it is by no means imbued
with any special or precise economic meaning or significance, but stands rather
modestly and inconspicuously alongside thousands of other terms of common usage.
Writers of commercial tracts in the 16th and 17th centuries did deploy a small
number of very active terms - what we might call their technical vocabulary -
terms possessing a special significance for their arguments. Competition, .
however, does not figure amongst those chosen few terms.

And yet, when in 1753 competlition was at last proclaimed a central
principle of economic thought, it had already acquired a loose non-technical

meaning, a set of general comnnotetions, built up over the previous decades and



centuries through common usage. This stable though imprecise economic meaning
had come into being so slowly as to be almost imperceptible during the long period
of gestation. By the 1750s, that meaning was taken for granted. The intellectual
recognition of scientific importance was made, as it were, after the fact.

Thus, in order to understand how and why the concept of competition
developed as it did in economic thought, one must exemine the way the word arose
out of its position of relative obscurity in common usage into its position of
prominence as a technical texrm of sclence. ZFor, at no distinet or discrete moment
in its history has that word been consciously and deliberately introduced into
economic discourse or been glven some radically new and special meaning.

Now, objections might be raised against the initial choice of
oriterion for dating the inception of the concept into economic thought, that is,
objections against the narrow criterion of the actual presence of the word,
competition, itself, Ior example, it could be argued that when one writes the
phrase, "about competition," the reference to "competition" is rather ambiguous.
It could mean: (1) the phenomenon, the actual, concrete or substantive process
of competitive striving as it happens in the real world; (2) the concept, idea,
notion or mental image we have of that process; or (3) the mere word, the visible
linguistic label we use to identify either (1) or (2).

With these basic distinctions in mind, one might set out to show
that the very earliest of economic writings made reference, albeit unwittingly or
unoonsciously, to the phenomenon of competition, as for example in the analysis
of market exchange and monopoly price such as we find this topic discussed in
Aristotle. Moxre pointedly, one could argue that long before the appearance of
the word, competition, and its equivalents in other languages, some economic
commentators did give evidence of having formulated a crude goncept of competition,
elther by the use of synonymous expressions such as ;gigggz, emulation, and so on,
or else by indirect phrasing which served equally well to convey the same meaning

as the simpler words themselves.

In this vein, one historian has attributed the concept of competition



in an economic setting as far back in time as the pre-iristotelian Greek poet,
Hesiod, who writes of the example of two potters whose efforts at excelling one
another in the production of their wares constituted a "good conflict" with
valuable economic consequences.1 Doubtless, many such exsmples could be gleaned
from the writings of antiquity, but all that this assemblage would sexrve to
illustrate is how universal is the meaning we now ascribe to the word competifion
in its most abstract and hence its most general sense, and what these miscellaneous
observations would not constitute is a deliberate and sustained discussion of

the role, status, meaning and significance of competition as a principle of
economic thought.

Therefore, I should clarify at the outset that the naxrrative to
follow is not a history of the phenomenon of competition, but is intended to
indicate how the word competition and the ideas assoclated with it took sheape as
an integrel paxrt of economic analysis in the modern age. Because this history is
about deliberate thought, as evidenced in written expression, great emphasis is
placed upon the need for textual accuracy in tracing out the gradual evolution
of certain patterms of reasoning in economic science from their humble origins
in common usage.

Let us begin, then, from the begimning, with a brief sketch of the
linguistic ancestry and etymology of our chosen word, competition, considered
apart from any economic application, before proceeding to its more illustrious
career in the science of economics.

As part of the English language, competition belongs to a family of

related or cognate words all stemming from the verb, compete, and comprising such

1Barry Gordon, Lconomic Analysis before Adam Smith: iHesiod of Lessius,
London: ,\Mllan, 1975, PS5« I have not consulted Hesiod's text, but the Greeks
employed a variety of words similar in meaning to competition, such as agon
(contest, struggle, battle, as in the English antagonism, protagonist, etc.);
amills (conflict or contest for superiority, hence the Latin semulatio and the
English emulation); zelos (jealousy or zea.lS; exig (strife, quarrel, contention),
and a veriety of others, for which see nglish-Greck Dictio , by 5.C.
Woodhouse, London: Routledge, 1910, pp.151, 269-70, 718. The Greek orthographical
equivalent to competition is gumpipto (to fall together or meet violently).
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others as gompetitor, competitive and so on.1 According to philological and
etymological authorities, the verb became part of Inglish usage in or around
the 14th century, from late medieval Latin or possibly early modern French, but
until the latter half of the 15008 it was used in the now obsolete neuter sense,
"to fall together, coincide, be fitting" (as appllied to events, causes, abstract
conditions as well as to people), much in the same way as was its classical
Latin antecedent, the verb gompeto, in one of its senses.2

This family of words is constructed from two Latin roots: the
preposition cum ("with, together with, in the company of, in relation to") which
takes the form of the prefixes, gon- and com-~, in countless woxrds of Latin, Lnglis
and the Romance languages; and, the very ancient verb, peto ("to seek"), which in
turn descends from the Sanskrit, pat- ("to fall upon, fly"), with its Greek
equivalent, pipto ("to fall, fall upon, fly at, attack").>

The basic meaning of the verb, peto, is best rendered in English
quite simply as "to seek," but it was a verb of wide and active usage whose range
of meaning might be betlter grasped from a sample provided by Lewis and Short. The;
suggest such things as:- +to rush at, assail, assault; to demand, require, clain,
beg, beseech, entreat, solicit, endeavour to obtain, strive after. In contrast to
this vigorous range of senses, the composite verb, competo, was altogether passive
in meaning when it came into use during tie Augustine period to signify a meeting,
coinciding or coming together of people, events, causes and so on; whereas the

later and more active sense, "to strive after something in company or together,"

he New Fnglish p%ogm on Historical Principles, ed. J.A.H, Murray,
Oxford, 1893, Vol. Il (cited hereafter as 0.&.D.) lists 19 cognates alongside
gompete, including such oddities as ggt;ble, competize, competitory, etc.,
which have fallen out of use.

2For various interpretations as to dates and patterns of development, see,

in addition to the Q.L.D., the Oxford Dictionary of inglish Etymology, ed. C.T.
Onions, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966 as well as Oxigins: A Short Ftymological

: sh, by Eric Partridge, 4th ed., London: ILoutledge &

Kegan'Paul,'19-;.' W.W. Skeat's Liymological Dictionary of the inglish Lansuane
2nd ed., Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1953, adds little to the others. ’

56.T. Lewis and C. Short, A Latin Dictionary, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955;

H,G. Liddell and R, Scott, A Greek-English Lexlcon, revised by Sir H.S. Jones,
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1940,
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ocame into uge only in the post-classical period, when (according to Lewis and
Shoxrt) it was still vexry rare. The philological sources list examples of usage
which indicate that gompeto was most readily applied in its active semse to both
amorous and military affairs - love and war - though I have not confirmed vhether
it was ever or often applied to economic affairs, a subject about which the Romans
had vexry little to say.

Far more relevant to our purposes is the specialised use of gompeto
in the juristioc sense of petitioning a legal case or seeking a legal olaim.
Appropriately enough, the verb is very common throughout the Justinian repoxrts
of Roman civil law, and it even hovers near the very passages in which the idea
of Just price is mentioned.1 Even though it possesses no clearly economic
significance in this legal literature, its very presence alone is important in
that it was to live on through the medieval and early modern scholastic literature
on just price and thereby gradually transform itself into a more actively economic
verb form.

In a similar way, so too did the Latin verb, gopourro, which provided
early modermn French and Italian with thelr principal semantic equivalents to the
English gompetition, namely, the French goncurrence and the Italian goncorxenzs.
Both of these words and their related cognates in French and Italian have had their
origins ascribed to the late Latin juridical use of co s In the sense of
petitioning or contesting a legal case.2 Thus, the Latin verb gonourre (from cum

and the simpler verb curro, "to run, hasten, rwn in a race") is an equally

'see, for example, Corpus Juris Civilis, vol. II, Codex Justinisuus, ed. P.
Krueger, Berlin, 1892, 4:44:10, p.180. S. Ps Scott translates "competit" here
as "to have a right to bring an action," in The Civil Law, Cincinnati, 1932,
Vol. 13, p.101.

2For their juridical origins, see O, Bloch and W. von Vartburg, Dictiomnaire

5 logique de la caige, 5th ed., Paris, 1968 under "concourir," and
_3_ ) A 1, & ded. 464 LALL g 1) o edo G.B. Sq‘ual'otti, Turin, 1964, v01. III
exr
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important antecedent in the evolution of competitive doctrines, and a further
comnecting link between classical, medieval and modern traditions.

With historical hindsight as a guide, we can safely ignore the
ancestries of other competitive terms in Inglish as well as of equivalents from
the other languages of Westem Burope. The vital thread runs from Latin to French
and English, And yet, the often bewildering patterms in vhich neighbouring
languages develop in wvery different directions from a common source can also
provide sementio clues to the solution of conceptual problems. I shall illustrate
briefly with two such examples.

As early as the 18th century, probably ecarlier, the Spanish and
Portuguese languages had adopted orthographic equivelents to the English competition
namely, gcompeticion in Spanish and gompeticao in Portuguese. Both of these were
of secondary importence to the more frequent synonymous term, competencia, used
in both languages and meaning much the seme thing as the Inglish gompetition.

If this seems strange - apart from the fact that gompetence and competition share
the same Latin roots -~ then it is worth noting that in Inglish, the meaning of
gompetent as "being fit or able to measure up to and survive currently accepted
standards" is not very distant in meaning to its counterpart, competi as
"being able to partake in or survive competition."

Similarly with the English and French meanings attached to their
orthographically related families of words, goncur-concurrence and concourir-
sonourrenge. Now, there may be little hint of the meaning of ocompetition in the
English woxrd copmcurrence {"agreement, ccncord," also the sense of "coinoiding
with, being simultaneous with or parallel to"), and yot lodged deep in the
meaning of gompetiiion tliere lies a residual, almost Iimplicit, element of

agreement or conourrencel
This and other pecullarities of meaning will be dealt with in the

p e la as , 6 vols., Hadrid, 1726 et seg, Vol. II
(1729), ppP+450-51, 482-84, and Grande Diccionario Portumez, 5 vols., Porto, 1871
e} seq, Vol. II (1873), pp. 350, 382-3, are the most comprehensive sources for
Spanish and Portuguese I have consulted. I should add that the general pattern
of meaning for the Spanish words, gompetencis—-competicion-conourrencia, secms
to oome much closexr to the French pattern than does the Portuguese.
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following section, since so many of the theoretical problems posed (and solutions
offered) by the prinoiple of competition reside ultimately in the abstract
meaning of the term itself.

2., A Semantic Apalysis of Key Themes
The semantic enalysis of competition given in this section has not

been made for its own sake, as an arid philosophical exercise, but is put forwaxd
with a view to simplifying the historiocal narrative to follow. The key themes
enunciated here are of vital impoxtance to the understanding of the history.

The hallmark of any term of common ussge is, of course, that it be
in "common" use, that is, that it be employed by a large mmber of people over
wide expanses of space and time. For this to be so, terms of common usage must
possess both a stable and a general meaning. By so doing, they make communication
possible and give any language its contimulty as well as its identity. However,
if such texms are to remain in general use, they must be flexible or elastic in
their applications, not only at any given moment in time, to cover a wide range
of linguistic situations, but also in adapting to ever changing cirocumstances
over long periods of time,

Of ocourse, some words fall by the wayside whilst others, in the
process of adapting, shed old meanings and acquire new ones. Such changes must
oome about slowly and subtly if the terms in question are to work effectively
in & living language. At any rate, such seems to be the case with the English
verb, to oompete, as it shifted away from its medieval passive sense towards
its more vigorous active sense over the course of two or three centuries, that

is, from the 14th to the latter half of the 16th century.

o (oited

hereafter as 0.E.D.) gives Floriots 1598 translation of the Italian gompeto as
the first lexioographical indication of the early modern active sense of Sompete,
rendered by Florio as "to contend or strive for any suite, office, place, or
dignitie."’ A few years later, Cawdrey's Table Alphabeticall (1604) contains

1

John Florio, A Worlde of Wordes, Londom, 1958, p.80.
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what was likely the first entxry in an inglish dictionary proper of any of the
cognates of competition when the word gompetitor is defined as "he that sueth
for the same thing, or office, that another doth. ul

Lexioons and diotionaries offer at best anly & rough and ready gulde
to popular and ocwrrent usage, both as to range of meaning or application and as
to frequenoy of usage. But a ocomparison of these earliest attempts at definition
vith those of the present day will show how little the basic meaning of gompetition
and its cognates has changed during the past four centuries. If we Jump to the
nid-18th century, we can see how little Cawdrey's definition was altered by Dyche
and Pardon who in 1735 were the first to attempt to define gompetifion enalytically,
aat "the striving of two or more persomns to get or do the same thing,”2 which
Dr. Johnson modified slightly in his celebrated Jlotionary of 1755:¢ "the act of
endeavouring to get or do what another endeavours to gain at the same time,"’

By the 18908, the Q.i.D. had tidied up Jolmson's definition into the more comcise
form, "the striving of two or more persons foxr the same object." And 20th
century dictionary definitions have changed little since that time.

Thus, no matter how abstruse the technical definitions of competition
were to become in the 20th century sclences of ecology and economics, the common
meaning of the term from ordinary usage has remaincd quite stable. Alongside
this basic stability, however, we must also take into account that other
requisite quality of any term of oommon usage, namely, its flexibility. Because
of this need for elasticity, precision of meaning is ppot an attribute of highly
active words of common usage, and dictionary definitions serve only as orude
guidelines or empirical approximations to the meanings of words whose stable

- Alphabeticall, London, 1604, under “competitor." I
have searched without suooess throud: several eaxrlier dictionaries of the 1500s,
though their arrangements axre somewhat bizan'e and do not facilitate ready
looa.tion of worda P, Levins, Manipulus abulorun, London, 1570; Richard Huloet,
Abegedarivm Ancl atinum, London, 1552; and John Bexct,

m Lond.m? » 1573 These titles were selected from M.M. Mathews, j

Uy Redieh Diotioparies, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1933,

z'mwnau Dyohe and William Pardon, 2
1755, under "ocompetition."

38‘“1 Jom.on. > Y AL
Vol. I, undex "oompotition,*
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ocentral gist becomes increasingly nebulous and ambiguous as we reach out to the
edges of their territory on the semantic map.

8ince so many of the conceptual problems encountered in competitive
dootrine arise from this very quality of common usage - its vagueness, ambiguity,
nebulousness, elasticity and general lack of precision - any attempt at a careful
senantic analysis should aim not to comstruct some single and simple definition
as being the "true" or "correct" interpretation, but should explore the aspects
of fuzzinees inherent in the term as commonly employed.

I shall begin with a definition similar to that given by the 0.E.D.,
but it will serve not as a final source of reference, but only as a point of
departure in the process of exploring the subtle muances of meaning which give

the word its wide-ranging application.

If ve define competition as “the gtriving of two or more ageinst ope
anothexr for the same objective," we can conveniently divide its meaning into
four basic elements: (1) piriving, (2) of two or more, (3) for the Bagme

objective, (4) against ope snmothex. Let us consider each of these in twm.
(1) Siriving denotes purposeful activity, and activity entails not

merely the occurrence of distinot events but the ocourrence of distinct events
in some temporal sequence. In othexr words, striving is a temporal process and
necesparily involves the pusscce of time. To say that competition is a dynanic
process is pointless, if all that is meant by "dynemio" is the lapse of time,
This is so even when we refer to "a competition" (i.e. a contest) as if it were
a single event such as a game. Even in this sense, it is implied that distinot
events occur in temporal sequence.

Striving entails not merely any activity, but purposeful activity.
Though we may be able to gbsexrve the outward manifestations of competitive
behavigur, this alone is not sufficient: we must impute to that behaviour scme
underlying or motivating purpose in order that we sopgeive of it as ocomstituting
behaviour of & competitive kind. This need to impute purpose or motive can
sometimes oreate conceptual problems. But, on the whole, this first defining
element of ocompetition, striving, is the least problematic of the four.
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(2) The plurality denoted by "two or more" underlines the social
character of competition. Isolated individual striving is not competitive
striving. This distinction is not so easy to maintain as it might first seem.
Insofar as individuals remain separate physical entities, we must observe in
(or impute to) their individual behaviour some relatedness in order to conoceive
of it as being competitive. This problem is dealt with under the third and fourth
defining elements below.

But there is another more fundamental problem posed by this second
condition. In its most abstract sense, competition specifies nothing about the
mammer in which the "individual" units engaging in competition are to be understood,
what we might call the indetermipateness of competitive grouping. Competition
involves "two or more," but two or more what? For, not only do individuals gua
individuals compete with one another, but very often they also unite theixr efforts
with one another as a co-operate unit in competition with other such groups:
partners, teams, firms, and an almost infinite variety of other possible types of
association between individuals suggest themselves as competitive units for
analysis. Not only are whole nations sald to engage in competition with one
another, but if we are to take ecologists seriously, then competitive striving
is not even confined to the human "race," but applies to the struggle for
existence or for space and resources by all forms of life.1

Taken by itself and treated in the abstract, this element of variety
in competitive grouping may seem harmless and unproblematic. Diffioulties of
interpretation quickly arise, though, when we begin to consider human activity
in all its complex forms and patterms, and we shall very quickly disoovexr how
the ambiguity and indeterminateness of competitive grouping has entered into
the development of economic theory.

1It is worth noting that precedence is given to the ecological meaning of
competition in the leading article, "Competition," in the new clo
Britannioa, 15th ed., Chicago: University Press, 1974, Micropaedia, Vol. III,
P.52, while economic competition is relegated to the item on monopoly (Maoropggdia,
Vol. 12, p.376). A similar balance is struck in the Dictionary of the Socisl
Sciences, eds. J. Gould and W.L. Kolb, London: Tavistock, 1959, in the item on
competition (p.118). This contains a good survey of some of the key themes
outlined above in the text, with emphasis upon the contribution of gsoclologists.
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(3) The property of relatedness is implied by the third defining
element, "for the same objective." This condition elaborates further upon the
social character of competition. It supplies some reason for viewlng separate
and distinot phenomena, the events comprising individual endeavour, as parts of
some coherent and integral process. As such, these separate and distinct events
acquire more significance than they possess when considered by themselves.

Yet, vhat is the precise meaning of this phrase, "for the same
objective?" When we examine it carefully, 1t soon becomes evident just how
imprecise and ambiguous this third defining condition really is., For, "sameness"
does not imply idemtity of purpose, but only gimilarity, and how "similar" is
"gimilar"?

Teke the example of two sellers in the same market for a competitive
product. DBoth seek to sell thelr product on the most advantageous terms in oxrder
to maximize profits. In this limited sense, they have the same objective: +to
maximize profits. Bul, indeed insofar as they are truly ocompeting with one
another, they have vexry different objectives. Iach tries to maximize his own
profits,

The foregoing example is a typical instance of highly focussed
competition, that is, where the competitive objective is narrowly defined, the
separate and distincet actions of the participants are closely related in a
spatial, temporal or causal sense, and the competlitive setting or arena (here,
the market~place) is fairly well understood. Dut in common usage, the cognetes
of competition are often applied to the economic sphere in a more diffuse, less
sharply focussed, marmer, Taken to this extreme, the ambigulty of relatedness
still applies. In the most general semnse, all of the actors of an economic
system may be said to have the "same" objective: +the pursuit of economic gain
or well-being., Or, to continmue this play on words, it may be said that with the
"similar" objective of individual gain or well-being cach aotor has a very

different purpose in mind, his or hexr own well-being, in a sort of generalized
competitive bellum ommeg gontra ompium in the Hobbesian vein.
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Some of the conceptual difficuliies raised here by these two citrcme
intexpretations of "relatedness" will be sorted out in & moment when we consider
the nature of competitive opposition. However, a deep and fundamental source
of ambiguity and vagueness in the central meaning of competition remains fimmly
entrenched in this third element of the definition. TFor, in its most abstract
sense, that is, considered apart from any specific context, competition specifies
nothing about the nature of the objective sought after. Iven when we narrow down
the scope and range of meaning of the term by limiting it to the economic sphere,
we are still left with as infinitely various a set of possible objectives as our
qualifying adjective, '"economic," permits.

(4) The idea of gpposition expressed by the phrase, "against one
another," is a very necessary adjunct to the previous three defining elements if
we wish to capture the full significance of the word gompetition in its modern
active sense. The first three conditions alone (i.e. "the striving of two or
more for the same objective") are just as applicable to (a) co-operative and
(b) isolated patterns of behaviour aes they are to competitive varieties.

To confirm this, let us consider two simple examples. First, several
individual mountain climbers each set out simultanecusly, but from diffexent
positions and completely unaware of one another, to climb Mt. Everest, "because
it is there." Gecond, several mountain climbers form a team with the common
purpose of scaling Mt. Lverest together in a joint effort. Ostensibly, both
cages satisfy the first three conditions and yet arc examples of co-operative
and isolated striving. In the third instance, several climbers set out at the
same time to see who can scale the heights in the shortest time, a competitive
race to the sumit in which, in some sense, the purpose of each climber ig
"opposed" to that of each of his competitors.

Of all the four defining elecments of competition, this fourth and
last one has certainly proved to be the most troublesome, both in its cognitive
and in its emotive aspects. However we may finally choose to interpret or portray

the nature of competitive opposition, this last defining element must nevertheless



13-

be admitted as necessary to the full and proper understanding of the early modern
sense of the word competition and its cognates.

In their ancient and medieval neuter sense, the verbs gompeto and
gonowrro (as "to run with") carried with them little or no hint of conflict,
struggle, or opposition, but as we have seen were used to comvey such qualitics
as that of being simultaneous with, or parallel to, of coinciding with and indeed
of being in agreement with. But as we pass out of the high Middle Ages into the
late medieval and early modern period, the ideas of conflict and opposition were
drawn into both these families of words.

By the 16008, this set of commotations had been fairly well established
as we shall see from the economic literature of the period, and by the 1700s it
had been officially recognized by lexicographers. To cite one example, Dyohec and
Pardon define gompetitor as "one who strives ggainst another to do or acquire the
same thing," (1735).1 By the mid-19th century, Roget provided an even more
explicit confimation of this fact when he listed competition, its cognates and
synonyms, under such headings as: "708, OPPOSITION, antegonism, counteraction,
clashing, collision, competition, rivalry, emulation," and "720. CONTENTION,
contest, struggle, rivelry, corrivalry, competition, (etc.)" in his celebrated
Thegaurus of 1852, a pattern which has been retained in the latest 20th centuxy
editions of his work.°

But having established the validity of including this fourth
element in our analytical definition, we must be extremely careful as regards
interpreting what it may or may not mean. For, once again, we are confronted by
the amorphous and elastic qualities of a term of common usage, with all its
ambiguities, nuances and subtle shifte in meaning to fit an enormous variety
of ocircumstances.

Seldom is competition meant to apply to pure conflict. Even when

a competitive struggle is characterized by violent clashes and an outright and

1Dyc;he and Pardon, op. oit., under "competitor."

?‘P.M. Roget, egaurus of 1 Vo Phrases, London, 1852, pp.171,
174. See also the entries 710, 726, and comparc sore of the changes in the revised
edition, London: Longman, 1962, which are really quite minor.
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unreserved feeling of hostility between protagonists, the aocompanying idea of
competition almost always carries with it some residual degree of restraint, the
observence of some social conventions, some "rules of the game," whether these
be stated explicitly or else be tacitly understood by the participants.

In short, competition is not a form of pure conflict, but is a type
of oivilized oonflict, that is, a pattern of inter-action in whioch both conflictual
and co-operative elements subsist together. Though the conflictual predominates,
the co—operative gives to competition its social structuring. Of course, these
two agpeots will vary in degree from one case to another and from one extreme to
another, whether it be that of a friendly and almost ritualistic geme of sports
at the one extreme, to conventional military warfare at the other. In most
instances, competitors are understood &s having something in common as well as
something in dispute, such that a competitive struggle involves a relatively
ccherent and not a chaotic olash of wills,

It would be a grave misteke, then, to treat of gompetition (as it
arises in common usage) as if it meant something precise: it does not. The
ambigulity of the foregoing condition is itself highlighted in the grammatiocal
fact that in English it is more common and seems more natural to say and write
"ocompete with" rather than "ocompete against," though both are used. And this
grammatical ambigulity is a mirror of the reality of competitive interdependence,
that is, a relationship involving both dependence and independence.

Another way to express this ambivalent character of competition is to
say that it entails mutual or reciprocal influence. In their opposition to one
another, competitors! actions are both cause and effect. But does this mutual
influence of competitive opposition have a precisely definable character? In
order to label any striving as "competitive," need it be the case that those who
engage in such endeavour be aware of their competitors! opposition to them, or
oan the process of competition be an unconscious gtruggle in which cause and effect
operate,but in which the participants are unaware both of their opponents!
identities and of the very process itself? That is, can we say of such striving,
which is so diffuse and impersonal, almost accidental in the underlying opposition

it entails, that it is properly "competitive" in nature?
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These semantio qualities of vagueness at the edges, ambiguity in its
central meaning, and ambivalence in its essence, all derive from the fact that
competition is a very complex abstraction, even as oxdinary abstractions go,
becauss it is built up from at least four simpler abstractions: striving,
plurality, relatedness and opposition.

From this semantic analysis, I shall distil four major themes which
will recur throughout the historical narrative. These should be firmly implanted
in the reader's mind from the outset, and for convenience of future reference I
shall enumerate them here in & conocise form and in bold letters. They overlap
one another to some extent, but are usefully identified as separate themes.

Theme I. Competition is both freeing snd compelling (ox onstraining)
in its effects. This is so because competition consists of both the force of
striving and the resistance of opposition, that is, both the exercise of free
will and the clash of opposing free wills. To wit, when a seller in competition
with others develops a more efficient method of producing his output and
subgequently lowers his price offered to buyers, not only does he enhance the
freedom of himgelf and of buyers (by widening both his and their range of
alternatives), he also ocompells his oompetitors to xevise their behaviour by
narrowing their range of altermatives vis-a~vis their foxrmer customers.

Theme II. Competition gan be both equilibreting and digequilibrating
in tendency. This is so because competitive striving may oonsist of both the
striving to conform, equal ox measure up to given standards, and the stxriving
to surpass or excel those given standards., Competition may involve both the
initiation of changes (eg. immovation of new products or processes) and the
adaptation to previous changes (eg. competitors imitating or copying the

innovators). Thus, it may be either stabilizing or de~-stabilizing, or both.

Theme III. The abstreot meaning of gompetition, taken from common
usage and applied to the economic sphere, is open-ended and hence indeterminate
yith zespeot to the nature of competitive grouping, the pature of the economic
Qbleotlye purgued, of the piratesles or behavioural patterps followed, and of
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the grena or seiting in which it takes place. Thus, competition may be sharply
focussed as regards the identity of the competitive units oxr groups, objectives,
setting, eto. (eg. individual buyers and sellers maximising profite in market
exchange), but when the complexities of economic interdependence are taken into
account - the overlapping of common and conflicting interests end the infinite
variety of competitive associations - then the concept of competition becomes

far more nebulous and diffuse in its implications.

Theme IV. Competition is an emotively ambivalent term, commoting
both positive and negative ideas, which different people respond to in yery
contrasting ways. For example, the idea of ocompetitive striving can bring to

mind the positive connotations of freedom, free will, independence, exhiliration,
spontaneity, ingenuity, persistance and self-assertion; whereas, the idea of
competitive opposition can bring to mind the negative comnotations of conflict,
antagonism, and compulsion. But even these emotive overtones can be reversed.
Namely, competitive striving may comnote zealousness, jealousy, contentiousness,
while at the same time competitive opposition can be associsted with the
maintenance of high standards of efficiency and discipline. Thue it is that
throughout the ammels of recorded history competition has been praised as a
healthy and Invigorating stimlus and condemmed as a destructive and demoralizing
evil,

The four themes listed here could be extended in mumber and could
be elaborated upon at great length. They are left in a2 somewhat wnresolved state
at this point, but will be interpreted more decisively at the end of this history.

With the preparatory work completed, let us now tum at last to the

story itself.

Se i O] Literature
To return to the initial question: Vhen did those who commentcd
upon economios first begin to discuss or even refer to competition?
Even when we adopt the rather narrow criterion of the presence of

the word itself, this is a question to which there is no simple or readily
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available answer. It requires some choice as to what constitutes economic
literature and economic comment properly speaking, as well as a painstekingly
thorough seaxrch through an enormous amount of rather miscellaneous and often
unrelated literature, much of which is not easily acceasible.

Philological studies do offer something of a guldeline by placing
the begimnings of the active sense of the verb, to compete, in or around the
16th century for inglish, perhaps somewhat sooner than that for French and
Italian equivalents.1 Given the expansive outlook and accelerating pace of
life throughout Weastern Europe during the 15th and 16th centuries, with the
discoveries of new markets and trade routes and with commercial progress being
fuelled by the influx of Spanish American gold and silver, this seems an
appropriate era for our history to begin.

And, indeed, my rather selective sample of 16th century literature
does confirm the broad pattem. The earliest instances of the ocognates of
competition I could find in an economic context fall within the latter half
of the 1500s8. But in order to appreciate the significance of this faoct, we must
briefly recount some of the doctrinal and linguistic events leading up to this
new mammer of phrasing.

Aristotle had apparently coined the term monopoly in his ggliticsz
and had taken the first tentative steps towards the analysis of exchange in
his Ethios.” The Roman juriste built upon his foundations and developed the
ldea of the justum pretium or just price, though the one or two docurmnted
references to the idea which have been preserved say precious little about the

concept itself, let alone anything resembling economioc analysis.g It was left

1The authorities, cited above on page 4, note 1 and page 5,note 2, axc

rather guarded in their judgements as to when precisely this transition took
place, and rightly so, but the various examples they provide do present 2 broad
ploture as suggested here.

Book I, chapter 11.
3Book V, chapters 4 and 5

47,7, Noonan, in his The Soholsstio Analyeis of Usury, Cambridge, Mass:
Harvaxd University Press, 1957, p.83, states that all the essentials of the
Roman contribution to the theory of the just price are contained in three items:
the‘g%ggggg, 3532363 and 36:13116 as well as the Codex 4:44:12. But see noto 1
page 18.
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to the medieval scholestic writers, led by St. Thomas, to bring these two gtrcams
of thought, the Aristotelian analysis of justice in exchange and the Roman
juristic disoussion of just price, into more systematic contact with one another.

But the pre-history of competitive doctrine does not begin or end
here. The verb, competo, was very frequently used by the Roman jurists (in the
legalistic sense of bringing a case or action to court as well as in the neutral
sense of being legelly competent or suitable, as we have seen earlier). Quite
appropriately, the verb even appears in one of the passages dealing with the
nature of just price, though of course in its purely legalistic sense.1 Now,
St. Thomas himself did not use the verb in the brief study of just price in his
Summa Theologioa,2 though we can judge how common the verb was by noting that
the Index Thomisticus lists 2,426 ocourrences of the verb competo and its cognates
throughout Thomas's complete works.3

Yet, during the 16th century the comnection between gompeto (as well
as ggggg;gg) end the concept of just price was to be made. Quite possibly, this
was due to Charles DuMoulin (or Mblinaeus),‘an expert on Roman civil law, whose
lengthy and subtle defense of the practice of usuxry, the Tractatus Commerciorum
et Usurarum, first appeared in 1546 and abounds i~ the rhreseology of gomcurro
and competo, both in their classio and legal senses.4

Here, then, are a few tenuous links with antiquity. But so far I

have identified merely the surface appearance of the cognate families of words,

1See note 1, page 5 above, for one such example. It is worth noting, though,
that in one of the passages referring to the just price (Codex 4:44:8), a brief
but graphic desoription is made of the process of bargaining between an isolated
buyer and seller who after "much contention" ("post multas Qantentiones“) arrive
at an estimation of the just price (iustum pretium) with "mutual consent" ("prop-

ter hoc gonsensu"). See Corpus Juris Civilis, op. cit., p.179 and translation by
Scott, op. 2_1_‘!3_., p.101.

%0pera Qmnia, 16 vols., Rome, 1882 et seq, Vol. IX (1897), Quaestio LIXVII,
"DE Fraudulentia Quac Committur in Emptionibus et Venditionibus," pp.147-54.

?nggg Thomistious, ed. R. Busa, Rome, 1974, Vol., IV, pp.806~30, 1045-483.

4cerolus Molinacus, Tractatus Commerciorum, et Usurerum (1546), Paris, 1555,
PPe226, 232, 246, 676 end passim, The French translation, Sommaire du livre
analytique des ocontrats 8, rentes constituees, intérets et monno es, Paris
1547, went through several editions by the 1560s. DuMoulin also published a ’
long series of treatises on canon law and Romen civil lav from 1522 to 1564,
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competo and goncurro. Vhat is there to say about the substance?

De Roover has stated that "the whole discussion on the just price
agsumed the existence of competitive conditions,'" but he adds that "it is strange
that the word 'competition' never occurs in scholastic treatises until the end
of the sixteenth century," Molina's De Justitie et Jure (1592) being the tract
in question.1 I must quibble with De Roover on both points.

First, as to textual priority, I would be very hesitant in
speculating as to who was the first to employ the phraseology of competition
in a clearly economic sense, whether in the scholastic or seocular literature
of the mid-15008, but certeinly this usage pre-dates Molina. De Soto's De Jugtitia
et Jure (1553) contains among others this: "si ommes ad primos venditores

ncurrerent, minoris emeren.t."2 But what exactly did De Soto mean? To answer
this, let us turn to De Roover's initial point that the theories of just price
assumed competitive conditions. This is an allegetion which many students
of the scholastic doctrine have shared,3 and it ie one which warrants careful
and cautious interpreting.

It seems quite ludicrous to attribute to medieval scholars what
amounts to a competitive ethic, and yet this is what happens when the medieval
condemnation of monopoly is set alongside the doctrine of the jJust price with
little attention to the underlying essence of the case. Monopoly was widely
condemned through the Middle Ages for economic reasons which are now familiar,

the restricting of output to artifically raise price which it usually entailed,4

1Raymond De HRoover, "The Concept of the Just Price: Theory and Economic

Polioy," Journal of iconomic History, vol. XVIII, no.4, 1958, p.425. See also
his artiocle, "Scholastic Economicse," erly Journal of roonomics, vol. LXIX,

no.2, May 1955, p.169 and n.4 for Molina's text

%D. de Soto, De Justitia et Jure (1553), Antwerp, 1568, p.194b, emphasis
added I

>Schumpeter probably sterted this erroneous belief with his argument that
St. Thomas's appeal to the "public's evaluation" oould "only mean normal
competitive price." Histoxry of Economic Analysis, New York: Oxford University
Press, 1954, p.93. Gordon goes even further by attribut to Lessius (1605) the
vexry definition, no less, of "perfect competition" itself (op. oit., PP.275, 259-6(

4N00nanc.gn.'g;1., P.88n19, ocites passages to this effect from the medieval
echolastio writers, Scotus, Gerson, St. Bernadine and St. Antoninus.



and the scholastic writers objected to monopoly for its arbitrariness and the
"iniquity" or inequality 1t led to in the nrocess of economic exchange, following
the lines of Aristotle'!s analysis of justice.

By contrast, the central appeal of leaving large numbers of buyers
and sellers free to set their own price amongst themselves, traditionally, was
the very lack of arbitrariness or the absence of any one individual's influcnce
and oapriciouaness.1 In the Scholastic tradition, this became solidified in

the notion of the common estimate, or commmis aestimatio, of the value of things,

or in other words of their just price.

What is essential hexre is that neither Aristotle, nor the Roman
Jurists, nor the early scholastic writers directly identified ocompetition as
the concomitant of the just price, because they were not ooncerned as scientists
with the explanation of market behaviour so much as they were anxious as ethical
theorists to lay down the rules of justice in exchange. For them, a common
eatimate meant principally a consensus or agreement and not a competition among
buyers and sellers. Perhaps had they looked further beyond the mere result of
a common estimate to the process whereby this result was reached, then they may
have recognized and commented upon the significance of competition in market
exchange. 3But, they did not, at least, not before the mid-1500s.

The phraseology of gongurro in the mid-1500s brings us to that
transitional stage vhen writers no longer employed the verb in a neuter or
impersonal sense, but probably had in mind (as in the case of De Soto, cited
above) something literally approaching our modern sense of competing as a sort
of "running together or concurrently," with more than a faint suggestion of
a genuinely ocompetitive opposition or struggle floating about,

This subtle transition acocompanies another development of later
scholastic thought. Writing in the much slower pace of the 12008, St. Thomas
had ascribed to the concept of the just price a rather austerely objective and

rigid character whereby it reflected the inherent capacity of eoonomic goods to

1
The key passage in the Roman civil law reads: "Pretia rerur non ex cffectu

nec utilitate singulorum, sed commmiter funguntur.”" (Co Juris Civilis, Vol.
I, Juatinlenl Digesta, ed. T. Mommeen, Berlin, 1878, p.514, 35:2:63),



satisfy human needs and hence was thought to vaxry little with externmal circum-
stances, and from one time or place to a.nother.1 After a long period of slow

development, scholastic thought began to be revived in Spain during her "Golden
Century," new works emanating from the so-called school of Salamenca founded by

Vitoria. Though Vitoria's major treatise, the Comentarios (1535) on St. Thomas's

Summa, adds very little to the dootrine itself, it opened the way for a whole
gseries of new tracts on economic affairs during the expansionaxry decades of the
15408 and 15508.2

Luis Saravie de la Calle's Instruccion de mercaderes (1544) sounds
a new note when it emphasizes the variability of prices acoording to the numbexrs
of buyers and sellers as well as to the abundance or scarcity of money, and this
theme is repeated and elaborated in a series of tracts including those by De
Soto himself (1553), Navarro (1556), Mercado (15639) and Garcia (1583).3 Out
of this literature, a very primitive but distinctly recognizable law of supply

and demand features prominently. De Soto expressed it very concisely as follows:

ooo Mercium pretia, emptorum copia augentur, pepuria

verd pimnpiur. Sic tie conyersd abundantia venditorum
gg;ggg;__” raritate vero, excrescunt. ("Frices rise when

buyers are numerous and fall when they are scarce.
Likewise, prices fall when sellers are rumerous and rise
when they are scaxce.").4
In all probability, this simple thought had teen enterteined by
many long before the Spanish scholastics and probably finds expression somewhere
burled deep in antiquity, but the important point to acknowledge here is that it

was out of this intellectual stream of thought that economic writers began to

1
Noonan, op. git., p.85,

Francisco de Vitoria, Comentarios a la Secunda secundase de Santo Tomas (1535),
ed. R.P, de Heredia, 6 vols,, Sal Selamanca, 1932-52, especially Vol. IV, pp.116~30,
A useful, if brief, account of the Spanish literature is M. Grice-Hutchinson's

Zhe School of Salamanoca, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952.

3Gri°e-ﬁnt0hin80n..Qno,gig., PP.79=-119, contains short selections translated

fzg? the Spanish and Latin texts of these and a few other authors from 1544 to

4])8 Soto, Q. Q_it_o’ Pe196a and Grice-Hutchinson, O Q_é-_i‘o p’86°



associate the cognates of gongurro (and, to a lesser extent, compgto) with its

now familiar economic contexts. De Soto's incidental use of "gconcurrerent" vas
cited earlier, and by 1593 Luis de Molina had carried this usage one step further
by actually incorporating the explicit idea into his simple formulation of the

law of supply and demand:

eoo Multitudo emptorum gconcurrentium plus uno
tempore, g alio, & maiori aviditate, facit pretium

aocgegoe;§:1 emptorum vero raritas facit illud
decregcere.

However, the Spanish scholastic tradition had already begun to slide
into a decline towards the end of the 16th century as Spain's ascendancy in
Europe gave way to the more progressive economies of Irance, Ingland, the United
Provinces of the Low Countries, the Italian city-states and the German towns
of the Rhine district. 4nd, by the turm of the century, even the best of the
late scholastic treatises was written by a non-Spaniard, namely, the Dutchman
Leonard de Leys (or Lessius) whose De Justitia et Jure (1605) contains a wealth
of empirical knowledge of merkets combined with a considerable amount of
theoretical analysis sprinkled with many allusions to market competition.2

However, the scholastic tradition was a spent force by the 1600s,
giving way to a backward-looking casuistry from wvhich it did not recover. The
initiative in economic discussion was passing to those who were less able and
less intent upon writing long and arid textbooks and more anxious to argue for
economio policies favourable to thelr own practical concerns. In a woxd,

scholasticism was being replaced by mercantilism.

Moing
Yluie de Moline, De Justitia et Jure (1592-1600), 6 vols., Moguntia, 1614,

Vol. I, tome II, disp.348, num.4, 00l.395.

ZLeonardus Lessius, De Justitia et Jure (1605), Paris, 1606, espeoially
chapter XXI, "De Emptione et Venditione," pp.251=71. TFor page references and
selected translations illustrating Lessius's alleged "definition" of perfect
competition, see Gordon, op. cit., pp.259-60. Lessius mokes occasional use of

and gompeto (see, for example, pp.254, 261), but I have not yet been
able to find any sharp delineation of the concept of competition in his text.
He does, of course, give expression to the simple concepts of supply and demand

g;§1zg§ir effects on price, already a traditiomal featurc in scholastic treatises
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Botexo wae not a skilled theorist, and his graphic descriptions fox
outshine some passing observations he mskes of an econonic character on such
things as the growth of population and industry, but his rather loose agsocliation

of these with competitive themes is itself a significant indicator of the drift

of things to come,

So too was John Wheeler's Treatise of Commerce (1601), the first
English work which I have been able to find which employs a cognate of gompet-
ition in a demonstrable economic context, though the cognates of competition and
rivelxry were very much in use in English during the latter two decades of the
16th century as we may gather from their vexry liberal use throughout the works
of Shakespeare.1 In arguing the case of his own lMerchant-Adventurers' Company,
Wheelexr alludes in pagsing to the "Townes of the united low Countreys, eleven or
twelve in number of the best situate, each striving to be preferred, like so
many Rivals or Competitors," in the efforts to corner the trade of North-lLast
E'u:::'ope.2

It should be carefully noted that both Botero and Wheeler refer to
the concept of competition, in an economic context, in inter-municipal terms,
that is, to cities or city-states striving with one another for domination.
Thus, even though the scholastic writers had established the use of gongurro
in the analysis of market exchange between individual merchants, this context
can claim no exclusive or g priori hold upon the concept of competition, a fact
which the literature of the 17th century wes to amply demonstrate.

An appropriate writer with whom to end this survey is Antoyne de
Montchrétien whose Traicté de 1'Oeconomie politique (1615) provides another
bridge between late medieval and early modern thinking., lNontchrftien sketches
a thoroughgoing plan of state intervention and control of industry which,

underwlittingly, stands as a blue-print for the economic policies put into practice

1
Alexendexr Schmidt's %&gma&e—Lexicon, 2 vols., Berlin, 1902, lists no
less than nine gompetifor's in the complete works (Vol. I, p.226§, as well as

numerous occurrences of the cognates of rivalry and emulation.

2
John Wheeler, A Treatige of Commerce, London, 1601, p.19.
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by Colbert later in the century. But Montchrétien's intexrventionist attitude
does not prevent him from recognizing advantages to the state from aotive
competition in the sphere of private industry. In two very brief passages, he
neatly puts his finger on several competitive themes which were to become a
recurrent part of 18th century thought.

At one point, he appeals to "ceste emulation et envie de bien faire,

sans laquelle l'action demeure toujours lasche et xzv::l!.le,"1

and in another passage
he elaborates upon this dual role of compctition as a source of both progress
and efficiency:-

see Ltacmmulation est en toute chose un grand aiguig.lon

3 blen faire. Par elle les hommes peuvent monter & la

perfection de tous arts. Il n'y a point de plus court

moyen pour faire tost gagner le haut comble a ceux qui

les exercent que de les commetire en concurrence

d'industrie comme en la poudre d'une lui;te d'homneur

et de prix. Cela les oblige & prendre & soy de plus

prds & considerer circonspectement tout ce qui leur

servir 3 faciliter leur art, et oxdomner mieux leur

travail,?

The foregoing survey and fragments from the economic literature of
the 16th and early 17th centuries would be very misleading if it oreated the
impression that there was any sustained discussion of competitive ideas during
this period. There was not anything of the kind. Direct and expliocit references
to competition are extremely rare, and they ocertainly do not amount to anything
even approximating a conscious recognition of it as a principle of economic thought.

What we do find are some vegue hints of classical thought to come
by the end of the 18th century, and some quite clear statements of doctrine,
concerning supply end demend, which would eventually become part and parcel of
competitive economic theory. But wild statements attributing all sorts of
anticipations of, sey, the theory of perfect competition to these piloneering
works are quite unjustified.

It is difficult to speculate just how scholastic analysis might

'antoyne de Montohrétien, Traictd de 1'Ofconomie Politique (1615), ed. T,

FMunok-Brentano, Paris, 1889, p.118.

2Mv P37,
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have proceeded had 1t been freed from its theological past, but as it happens,
the tradition quickly faded in the 17th century and we must look elsewhere for

the contimuation of economic analysis.

4. The Eoopomic Calculus (I} =~ Nations, Comm’eé and Individuals

A major change in foous takes place as we leave the 16th century
and move into the 17th. The scholastic literature on just price dealt mainly
with the problem of exchange between individual merchants within the medieval
context of trade fairs. The mercantilist literature of the 16008 cast up the
problem of economic exchange in terms of trade between nations within the carly
modern context of the emerging nation-states of Western~Iurope.

In part, this change in focus reflected the shifting of economic
power away from the Central and Southern reglons of Germany, Italy and Spain,
towards the North-iast seaboard countries of Ingland, France and Holland; and,
in part, it reflected the rising importance of certain institutions designed to
accommodate the needs of world trade: the incorporating of merchants into large
trading companies and the growing use of precious metals to finance their trade.

With specie in short supply and rather unstable in its flow from
Spanish America through the markets of Hurope to towards the Far East, economic
debate began to delve into the problems of commercial policy, international
trade, and the regulation of national currencies: the late medieval concern
with usury and inflation gave way to the early modern concern with the "balance
of trade." These new aspects of economic thought bulk large when we come to
consider how writers of the 17th century conceived of the idea of economioc

competition.

pomic Calculus is the method of identifying the
categories of economic cost and benefit, or of gain and loss, or in broadest
terms of advantage and disadvantage pertaining to any course of action, and of

quantifying these pros and cons so that a decision can be arrived at by weighing
up the balanoe.
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In working through the economic celculus in its social applicetions,
we inevitably encounter the concepts of competitive interdependence and inter-
action. In doing B0, we have to conceive of and label the relevant competitive
groupings as wnits for analysis and the frame of reference to which they apply.
This involves the study of both common and conflioting interests between separate
individuals in their relations to one another,

The rise of the nation-state brought not only the more centralized
forms of economic institution but also the growing awareness and perception of
the qualities of national identity end of national unity. To make this possible,
the complementary idea of pational rivalry either had to be a faot or had to be
invented to suit the purposes and aims of nation builders, for the threat of
extermal danger to the state was one means of strengthening its institutions of
internal ochesion.

It was in this ocontext that the status of the incorporated company,

a medieval form of business organization which had risen to prominence as a
response to the new pattern of overseas trade, came to be scrutinized as an
instrument of national economic policy. Initially set up to overcome the huge
financial hurdles of ralsing large sums of capital for risky ventures, and vested
with special powers and privileges by the govermments whioh created thenm, they
often proved to be a lucrative source of public revenue to those selfsame central
govermmenis, but as time wore on their status as "monopolies™ with monopoly power
both at home and in markets abroad became more and more the central issue undexr
discussion.

The pattern of events just described applies most readily to the
English experience, with the beginnings of the great monopoly debate in the
Houses of Parliament dating from 1597 and with recurwing debates through to the
mid-18th oentury, buit the underlying issues were by no means confined in their
application to Inglond alone. Similar events and discussions tock place throughout
Europe, even if not so cpenly or so vigorously as in ingland itself,

However, the summary to follow in the rcmainder of this chapter

will be confined almost exclusively to the inglish literatuce. This is 50, not



only because it is the most readily available, but also because it is the
most robust and offers the most sustained trecatment of competitive themes, in
contrast to the other currente of thought in lurope which are either surprisingly
thin or else touch very little upon our subjeot.1 Lnd, most importent of all,
with the aid of historical hindsight, we can judge "in edvance" that the Inglish
literature was to prove the most influential in shaping the thought of the next
century.

On the whole, the Inglish mercantilist tracts of the 17th century
have surprisingly little to say directly and explicitly about competition in
the classiocal mamnexr of market exchange between individual buyers and sellers
and of the effects of their bargaining behaviour on prices. Yet, their work does
teem with the imagery of competition and their allusions to it can only be
understood with reference to the theme of national rivalry and {to the debate
on monopoly. That extended debate constitutes a subject worthy of lengthy
historical study by itself, and I will not attempt to sketch anything like a
detailed narrative of events but will only extract those portions of the debate
vhich throw light on their conception of the competitive process. To do this,
a broad division of the century into three major periods will be useful.

During the first period, from the late 15008 to the 1640s, the status

1Amazingly enough, Montchrétien's T t€ of 1615 cngendered almost no
economic publications in reply, until the 1690s. Foxr this impression of French
17th century economic literature, I have relied heavily w the scholarship of
C.W. Cole: L and g ary of Fre; poant 1939), Me -
ipm 16831700 zoGolbert (1951):

All the secondary sources I have consulted convey the uniform impression
that economic writing in Spain, Portugal and Italy - so vigorous in the 16th
century - quickly faded in the early 1600s, experiencing their short-lived
renaissance during the mid-1700s. The Dutch produced a mmber of interesting
works during the 1600s (by Grotius, Graswinkel, Usselincx) but, as far as I
know, the Dutch literature is still largely unreseesrched. See M. Blaug,
Eoopomio Theoxy in Retrospeot, 2nd ed., London: Heinemann, 1968, p.34.

The German cameralist literature of the 1600s touches on economic subjects,
but my knowledge of this body of thought is rather scanty, limited largely to
A.W, Small's survey, Ihe Cameralists, Chicago 1909, which is not especially
reliable as & gulde to my topic. J.J. Becher (Politische Diggurs, Frankfurt, 1668)
had some interesting things to say about industrial atructure, in terms of
"monopolio," "polypolio,” and "propolio," and other itcms are likely to be found
of this nature in the many works of Schr¥der, Hornick, Seckendorff et al.
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Thus, wnderlying the mercantilist doctrine was this essential argument:
The wnity offered by monopoly organizaiion combined with the enlightened pursuit
of self-interest is also in the national self-interest. In other words, the idea
of monopoly power (if not the word itself) is interpreted in such a way as to be
an integral part of a national competitive strategy!

Paxrker soon ran into difficulties when he attempted to apply this
rationale to his economic caloulus of national gain. How could he reconcile the
monopolist's confessed purpose of oreating artificial scarcity to raise prices
and profits from abroad with domestic mamufacturers! desire to expand their
exportable outputs? Having considered this dilemma, Parker concluded that the
"twisting" together of all the separate interests within the nation would show
that the merchants! gain from monopoly power abroad 'was "more compliant with
the publick" and "the generall interest of the State'! than were the successes
of manufaoturers at hcme.1 Parkerts conolusion rested, of course, on the
balance~of~trade theory which will be discussed in the following section.

With these loglcal and conceptual undexrpimings, what did the
mercantile theorists actually say, directly and explicitly, about the nature
and effects of competition? As e matter of fact, the word competition as well
as its oognates and synonyms (such as rivalry and emulation) are of vexy rare
ocourrence in the literature before the 1680s, though the phraseology of
"gtriving," "envy," "jealousy," "rivalship," and "emulation" was beginning to
become common by the 1640s.

Nevertheless, the few textusl indications we can find do support
the general impression that mercantilist writers portrayed economic competition
as a form of national conflict. That is to say, competition is subtly presented
in such a way as to cmphasize its pationalistic and gonflioctual aspeocts. To
olte two of the very rare instances before the 1640s, T. Gentlemen refers to
the "emulation" between Dutch and English fishermen in the North Sea, while Im

'i0id, pp.30-31.
°r. Gentleman, Ingland's Vay to Wip Wealth, London, 1614, p.23.
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scholastic fathers of the previous century, thuy were not trying to composc
lengthy and arid theoxetical treatises, and were thus far less likely to seiszc
upon abstractions for their own sske. The pamphlets they wrote were intended to
advanoce specific causes, and in the ongoing whirl of practical affairs, these
writers refleoted the reality of 17th century competitive life from their
first-hand experience, without expliocitly identifying the vexry process of
competition of which they themselves were the sctive participants.

However, it is through the yeers of civil unrest (1640s-1660s) vhen
the spotlight on economic affairs wae turned ovey from international trade o
domestic activity that we oan perceive the first signs of new modes of thought
vwhich would lead ultimately to the overtumrm of the mercontilist outlook. On the
ors hand, new empirisal studies by men such ag Petiy, Grawnt and Fortrey were
being undertaken, studies which were to have the cffect of undermining the old
mexrcantilist calouwlus oi national gein by the balance-of-tirade theory, a subject
to vhich I turn in the next section.

More relevant to this history, though, 1s another development
originating in the 16508: a weakening of the '"nationalist" conception of
competition. Here, Thomas Hobbea' masterplece of political theory, Leyiathan,
strikes a new note of economic individualism which would require meny decades
to halve its full effeoct but whioh proved to be immensely influential nonetheless.

The principal flew in the mercantilist zrgument was the fudging of
the issue as to how the eoconomic gains from monopoly power exercised abroad could
be said to redound 1o everyone's adventage at home, if that seme monopoly power
vas exercised in domestic mcrkets as well. ILiven though Hobbes had little economic
theoxry to advanoce, he does succeed within the space of a single page to sum up the
essenne of the monopoly debate, with the respect to the adventages it bringc bvoth
in foreign and domestic markets, and he does this by sharply and incisively
distingulshing between private and public gain.

1

eiThom?aiﬁtgbbes, Levigthan (116)21)5 P.120. I am citing from the 1651 text
as given (w original page mmbers) in the paperbaclk edition C.B. lcPhe
London: Pelican Classics, 1968. w R
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support the hypothesis that Bolsguillebert had merely picked up the term, "l12
concurrence," as he had found it used in its Inglish equivalent form in the
pamphlets of the 1690s and had attributed o it no more genersl significance than
did those works he had consulted and copiled.

For one thing, Boisguillebert does not mention competition at all
throughout the key pages where we would expect to find it, if indeed he had seen
in it the principle of economic order, namely, throughout his discussion of
proportional prices and equilibrium. Instead, nearly all iten cognates appear in
places where the role of money and its price (or the rate of intexest) sreunder
disoussion, and very often Boisguillebert secems to be employing the term (though
this is usually ambiguous) in an impersonal semse, that is, not to demote the
ccmpetitive striving of individuals, but the abstract relationship of two or moxe
objectives standing "in competition with" one another. All of i?aeesi'aotors point
to the influence of Sir Josiah Child whose one sole reference to competition in
the Discourse about Trade (1690) concerns the rate of interest on money end is
used in an impersonzl sense: The well-being of the few, Child says, who may suffer
from the lowering of the rate of interest, is '"not to be named in competition with
the common good of the K:Lngdom.""

Boisguillebert cites very few of his sources, but the influence of
English pamphlets is by no means s far-fetched hypothesis. Rouen is relatively
near to the London maxket, and numerous examples can be glven illustrating some
very striking similarities between Boisgulllebext's choice of phrasing and those

to be found in the writings of Child, Devenant, and Sir Dudley North.Z

lsir Jostah Child, A Discourse sbout Trade, London, 1960, preface p. 36.

21n general, Child's many references to liberty seem to be echoed by

Boisguillebert, and it is quite possible that the phrase, "laisse faire la Nature,"
was a liberal French translation of Davenant's passage: "Trade is in its Nature
Free, finds its own Chamnel, and best directeth its own Course," and "Govermments,
in Relation to it, are to take a Providential Care of the Whole, but generally to
let Second Causes work their own way," from Ap Pssay on the Fast Indie Trede,
London, 1696, p. 25. Affinities with North's Digcourses are also marked, For
example, Noxrth writes: "The whole World as to Trade, is but one Nation or People,
and therein Nations are as Persons," and again "A Nation in the World, as to Trade,
is in all respeots like a City in a Kingdom, or a Family in a City," (Disoourseg

, London, 1691, preface p. viii and p. 14). In Boisguillebert, we find
that an "intér8t solidaire" exists "non seulement d'homme % homme, mais sussi de
pays 2 paqer;‘,l)de province en province, de royaume au royaume," (Factum, as per
ALED, p. .



Even when Boisguillebert touchcs upon the dynomic aspect of
competition as a etimulus to techmnological change, already a familiaxr theme by
the 16908, he does s0 in an incidental menner, almost cs an afterthought, and
chooses the woxrd Smulation rather than gomourrence to cxpress the idea, as if he
were paraphresing the similar passage from the Txeictd (1615) of his fellow
native of Normandy, Antoyne de Monchrétien. '

Pexhaps the feeling of skeptioism I have brought to this study of
Boisguillebexrt's ocontribution is an unwarranted overrcaction to Schumpeter's
inflated olaim, Certainly, Boisguillebert did reveal much indepéndence of mind
and subjective originality in much of what he did. Yet, so tempting is it {o see
modexrn patterns of thought in older textis, especially viien so many of the femiliaxr
modes of expression are to be found in them, that 1t is equally necesssxry to read
those early texts for what they have to say by themselves. Obviously, Boisguille-
bert wvas quite alive to the intellectusl currents in England and did carry
forward some of the new analyses he found in those currents as part of the
general reaction to the mercantilist tradition. Like Child, though with very
different motives, he argued for greater freedom and less governmental inter=
ference.

Yet, on the general subject of market exchange, the oentral drift of
his argument was to the establishmeﬁt of peace, not open warfare, in the maxket,
and just when we would most expect him to appeal to competlition as the guaxantor
of peace and equilibrium, Boisguillebert turms instead to a rather obscure
theological appeal to Nature ox Providence. The underlying religious quality to
his thought is brought out emphatically when, in imploring merchants to behave
themselves and to recognize their common interests, he holds out not the principle

of self-interest but the Golden Rulet "la mexime do 1'Evengile."® By this

1Boil¢ullebert vrote: "Et cette émulation devenant générale par le désespoir
de s'enrichir autrement, tous les arts se perfectiommnent, et l'opulence st portée
au plus haut point ou elle puisse Stre," Q;gg_er_ms ag per INED, p. 9§7)‘
CONP‘:;; ‘ghil vith Montchrétien's passage cited above, Chapler I, seot. 3,’
page <oe¢).

2104d, p. 992









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































