
for example, tries to reinforce the scientific claims of Marx-
ism by reconciling it with Darwinism. The result is an
account of how the forces of production develop at differ-
ent rates in different societies because of racial differences.
Georges Sorel supplements Marx with Bergsonian vital-
ism in order to reconceive revolution as a willed act of
moral regeneration through violence. Lenin emphasizes
the need for revolution to be directed by a disciplined
leadership subject to periodic cleansing purges. Mussolini
gathers up all these ideas and adds a shift from class to
national identification as the necessary vehicle for a mass
revolutionary consciousness. All of these thinkers begin as
orthodox Marxists and end as defenders of hierarchy.

The connections made by Gregor are subtle and intrigu-
ing, but do they quite justify the thesis that fascism is a
“variant” of Marxism? For example, when he says that
“Woltmann’s racism was the natural child of classical Marx-
ism” (p. 71), the implication seems to be that racism was
a logical place for Marxists to go, or that the classical
founders were somehow responsible for Woltmann’s rac-
ism. But, of course, there is nothing logically required
about Woltmann’s move; other Marxists made no such
move. Similarly, a consistent Marxist could reject Lenin’s
demand for a vanguard elite.

What Marx and Engels certainly are responsible for is a
crude and reductive worldview that cannot account for
moral values, judgments, and decisions. Gregor shows that
fascist thought developed in response to these defects in
Marxism, but that is consistent with regarding fascism as a
departure from Marxism, rather than a variant of it.

If Gregor is correct that fascism grew historically out of
Marxism, this further undermines Sternhell’s harsh view
of Berlin. To the extent that fascism grew out of Marxism—
ironically, an insight that Gregor attributes to Sternhell
(p. xi)—it thereby grew out of a major product of Enlight-
enment scientism. So when Berlin draws attention to the
unintended consequences of scientism, he thereby helps
to expose an important source not only of communism
but of fascism, too.

Gregor’s and Sternhell’s books are committed, partisan
arguments that will be immensely irritating to a range of
readers—Marxists in Gregor’s case; relativists, communi-
tarians, and conservatives in Sternhell’s. But these are also
works of deep scholarship, embodying the maturity of
two long and distinguished careers, and even those who
disagree with them will have to take them seriously.

How Do You Know? The Economics of Ordinary
Knowledge. By Russell Hardin. Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2009. 256p. $35.00.
doi:10.1017/S1537592710002549

— Mark B. Brown, California State University, Sacramento

Let us assume that people usually do what they think is
best, given what they know. But how do people come to

know what they know? Russell Hardin’s recent book
addresses this question in light of an “economic theory of
knowledge.” He sketches the theory in the first chapter
and then applies it to a series of epistemic domains: sci-
ence, voting, government, morality, institutions, religion,
culture, and extremism, very few of which can be addressed
here. Hardin’s core argument is that ignorance is often not
irrational, as many assume, because it may reflect a ratio-
nal response to the high costs of acquiring new knowl-
edge. Hardin’s focus is the everyday knowledge of ordinary
people, not the public knowledge certified by experts. He
is primarily concerned with cognitive propositional knowl-
edge (“knowing that”), rather than embodied knowledge
associated with skills (“knowing how”). And he is inter-
ested in “the ways people come to hold their beliefs” (p. 2),
rather than whether their beliefs are justified or true. In
these respects, How Do You Know? echoes the sociology of
knowledge, social epistemology, and science studies, tra-
ditions that he mentions only in passing (pp. 4, 152).

Hardin’s economic theory of ordinary knowledge has
two key elements, neither of which can be reduced to a
narrow view of “economic” as related to prices or money.
First, knowledge is a resource, and its value rests on “how
it would matter to us and our behavior, with conse-
quences broadly defined to include the full range of costs
and benefits of coming to know that bit of knowledge and
of putting it to use” (p. 5). When asking why someone
knows something, “[f ]or ordinary knowledge, the answer
is generally that it is useful” (p. 32). Although the author
understands “useful” quite broadly, and associates his
approach with John Dewey’s pragmatism (pp. 5, 26, 31),
his emphasis on individual rational decisions clearly dif-
fers from Dewey’s concern with constitutive social-epistemic
relations.

Second, Hardin’s economic approach “implies essen-
tially that there are choices to be made” (p. 6), involving
constraints of time, mental capacity, and other resources.
These constraints mean that whenever we acquire some
bit of knowledge, rather than either remain ignorant or
acquire some other bit of knowledge, we inevitably encoun-
ter trade-offs. Whenever I learn something, I forgo the
opportunity to learn or do something else. Knowledge is
path dependent, and what seems to be a person’s irrational
refusal to learn may actually be a rational response to the
fact that it is “mentally cheaper to question a bit of new
knowledge than to jettison a lot of old knowledge” (p. 8).

Despite this focus on the usefulness of “a choosing agent’s
knowledge” (p. 26), one of Hardin’s key arguments is that
much of our knowledge was not chosen at all. Sometimes
we may intentionally seek knowledge, but sometimes
knowledge is imposed on us as indoctrination, and we
also learn many things by accident; knowledge “rains on
us while we are engaged in some other enterprise” (p. 7).
Moreover, most of what we know we accept on the author-
ity of others, because it would be impossible to personally
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investigate and verify all of our beliefs (pp. 11–12): “We
sweep vast quantities of putative knowledge into the maw
of our minds with hardly a second glance” (p. 13). Even
natural scientists necessarily rely on the authoritative tes-
timony of others (p. 28). Moreover, Hardin argues, most
people do not sharply distinguish moral and factual knowl-
edge with regard to their relative certainty or objectivity,
and most of our moral knowledge also rests on authority
(pp. 108–13, 186–87).

With regard to popular knowledge of science, Hardin’s
economic theory offers a distinctive way of defending ordi-
nary knowledge against the dominance of scientific experts.
An account of rational action should not compare ordi-
nary people’s actions with expert beliefs but, rather, with
ordinary people’s own beliefs. In the 2005 Kitzmiller deci-
sion, for example, a federal court declared unconstitu-
tional a school board requirement to present intelligent
design as an alternative to evolution, and many observers
expressed dismay at the school board’s scientific igno-
rance. But Hardin argues that the school-board members
were “not blameworthy for not knowing more science”
because they had little incentive to know it (p. 54). Rather,
their fault was to cloak a religious agenda in scientific
language.

Regarding ordinary knowledge of politics, Hardin chal-
lenges Anthony Downs’s famous argument that it is ratio-
nal for people not to vote because the costs of voting
outweigh the benefits. For Hardin, most voters lack suffi-
cient incentive to acquire knowledge of Downs’s theorem,
and so they do not know it is irrational for them to vote.
Indeed, more than half generally do vote, and many feel
regret if they do not vote and their party loses: “To feel
regret about not voting because one’s party loses makes no
sense unless one supposes one might actually have made a
difference” (p. 73). The author acknowledges but sets aside
the possibility that people vote out of a sense of civic
membership or moral obligation, rather than to “make a
difference” in a narrowly instrumental sense (p. 64). He
goes on to argue that even though people mistakenly think
they have an incentive to vote, they know they lack an
incentive to acquire the knowledge required to vote their
interests (pp. 74–76, 81–82). He dismisses research pur-
porting to show that voters use various proxy indicators to
vote in accord with their interests, despite low political
knowledge (pp. 67–68).

Hardin reinforces his skeptical account of popular polit-
ical knowledge with a minimalist theory of representative
government. Bringing together Madisonian constitution-
alism, Millian liberty, and the “Austrian social theory” of
Friedrich Hayek, as well as James Scott’s critique of author-
itarian state planning in Seeing Like a State (1998), Har-
din argues for narrowing the agenda and scope of the
state. Modern states seek to make citizens “legible” through
the bureaucratic collection of population statistics: “Rep-
resentative democracy and the census go hand in hand”

(p. 88). But liberty and innovation depend on widely dis-
tributed knowledge and decentralized decision making.
He thus argues that representation should be restricted to
“fairly abstract, general policies” (p. 89), thereby increas-
ing private liberty and reducing the information needs of
voters. It is notable that Hardin contrasts his liberal con-
stitutionalism with Soviet totalitarianism and Islamic fun-
damentalism, and not with European welfare states. Within
this context, he argues that recent history confirms his
view. Whereas Madison and Hayek lacked a real-world
test for the decentralization they advocated, “the decen-
tralist vision has been and is being tested, and it seems to
be doing very well” (p. 99). One wonders whether Hardin
penned these words prior to the current economic crisis.

For a book on the economics of knowledge, there is
little discussion here of how economic power shapes pop-
ular knowledge. Nor does Hardin devote much attention
to the politics of knowledge. For example, he does not
discuss how commercial incentives and the politics of pub-
licly funded science affect the kinds of research that get
done (e.g., pharmaceuticals, cancer, or malaria), and thus
how science shapes ordinary knowledge. Nonetheless, he
offers an insightful lens on popular knowledge in society
and politics.

Alibis of Empire: Henry Maine and the Ends of
Liberal Imperialism. By Karuna Mantena. Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2010. 296p. $39.50.

Race, Empire, and the Idea of Human Development.
By Thomas McCarthy. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009.
262p. $83.99 cloth, $28.99 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592710002550

— Daniel I. O’Neill, University of Florida

The two books under review make extremely important
contributions to a burgeoning literature on the relation-
ship between various forms of liberalism and imperialism.
This has been a fecund topic in recent political theory.
The basic question at the heart of this research has been
how liberal theory, which has as its foundational premise a
notion of free and equal individuals, could nevertheless be
used to justify the construction of modern systems of dom-
ination and oppression which systematically deny the
“Other” both freedom and equality, oftentimes in the most
brutal fashion imaginable.

In Race, Empire, and the Idea of Human Development,
Thomas McCarthy takes up this question from the stand-
point of critical social theory. McCarthy describes his
project as a Habermasian “critical history with a practical
intent.” His “deconstructive” critique of the idea of human
development unmasks its pernicious connections with rac-
ism and imperialism, and serves as a precursor to his “recon-
structive” aim of defending a communicative approach to
development. The transformation of the Kantian liberal
notion of a “categorical imperative” into discourse-ethical
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