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Progress Foundation Conference
»Evolution in Gesellschaft, Wirtschaft und Natur: Grenzen wirtschaftlicher Planung*/

sEvolution in society, economy and nature: limitations for economic planning*

The conference was held October 24-27, 2002 at Soazza/Switzerland and assembled fifteen
scholars and journalists with various intellectual backgrounds from economics, biology,
theology, sociology and political science. The topic of the conference was discussed in six
sessions, each of them with special reference to an introductory text and altogether throwing
light on the rich tradition of evolutionary thought from the age of Enlightenment up to key
texts of modern soctal philosophy. In sum, the conference illustrated that the argument for
free entrepreneurship, market economy and limited government in the sense of the rule of law
or Rechtsstaat tradition derives from a coherent philosophical interpretation of the
spontaneous and unintended origin and progress of economic, social and political knowledge.
It includes a realistic understanding of how limited the ability of rationalistic planning in
economy and society is and of how dangerous a pretence of knowledge must be for the

growth and welfare of economic systems and societies.

Session 1: Scottish Enlightenment (Hume, Smith, Ferguson) vs. Rationalism in the tradition of

Condorcet

This session confronted the participants with two opposite approaches towards the idea of
progress within the 18" century. The Scottish school of moral philosophy, represented by
Hume, Smith and Ferguson, taught the u"nderstanding of unintended, spontaneous progress in
societal, economic and political institutions and gave unsurpassed insights in the key topics of
evolutionary economics. While they described the advantages of market order and non-
centralised discovery processes, Condorcet on the other side stands for the rationalistic branch
of enlightenment and argued for the predictability of progress. This idea of progress is a
rationalistic construction and replaces eschatological hope by a secular message of salvation.
It supports optimism in political planning and weakens scepticism against the promises of an

overextended idea of politics.







