Chapter 6

Marx’s Legacy
Richard W. Miller

At the climax of Volume One of Capital, Marx concludes hundreds of pages of

_theory and narrative by describing “the historical tendency of capitalist accumu-

lation”: “the mass of misery, oppression, slavery, degradation and exploitation
grows; but with this there also grows the revolt of the working class, a class
constantly increasing in numbers, and trained, united, and organized by the very
mechanism of the capitalist process of production. ... The knell of capitalist
private property sounds. The expropriators are expropriated” ([1867], p. 929).
Few people now believe that modern social development has this trajectory. And
yet, Marx’s descriptions of mechanisms of domination and resistance in capitalist
societies, from which he derived this apocalyptic vision, remain of enduring inter-
est to many who reject the vision itself. For what is still plausible in Marx’s account
of capitalism casts a distinctive light on the nature of wage-labor, freedom, democ-
racy, political legitimacy and community, and even on the authority of the moral
point of view. This essay will describe currently promising uses of Marx’s legacy
to challenge or expand mainstream social and political philosophy, and will sketch
some of the leading controversies among those engaged in this project of retricval.

&

Marx’s Capitalism

Since this projegt attempts to extract pieces of current wisdom from Marx’s whole
theory of capitalist society, it is helpful to begin with a sketch of this source. In
Marx’s view, societies are most fundamentally distinguished by dominant social
relations of control in the production of material goods. The dominant form of
production in capitalist socicties is wage-labor in which those - the prolctariat -
who control no significant means of production sell the use of their labor power

to those - the bourgeoisic - who control the means of production that they work

ek o eiss s A



ANV HIRING TV SVRRNET -

For rcasons that partly derive trom Adam Smith's discussion of wage-
determination, Marx believes that proletarians in every capitalist society bargain at
a severe disadvantage when they “sell their lives piecemeal™ in the labor market.
Typically, when a proletarian secks employment from a capitalist firm, the firm has
substantial funds in reserve while the applicant has no substantial savings, and the
firm has less of an interest in hiring this particular applicant than the job-secker
has in landing a job now. So the firm is under less pressure to make a deal. Because
firms in a typical local labor market are both under less pressure and vastly less
numerous than their potential employees, they are in a better position to collab-
orate {usually tacitly) in resisting increased wages than proletarians are in resisting
decreases. Because of the different relationships of employment change and invest-
ment change to personal life, “If you don’t like it here, try to get a job elsewhere”
threatens in a way that “If you don’t like our terms for working, invest clsewhere”
does not. The bourgeoisie can respond to low unemployment with labor-saving
devices, while proletarians cannot use technology to reduce their need for employ-
ment. For thesc and other reasons, if people advance themselves solely through
capitalist economic transactions, Marx thinks that the typical outcome of the labor
market would be a wage no higher than what capitalists require — a wage that
keeps workers alive, covers costs of training, and makes it possible tor workers to
raise @5_&3: to serve as future grist for the capitalist mill.

“"According to one caricature of Marx, he thought an iron law of reduction to
this physical minimum was irresistible, over the long run, unless capitalism was
overthrown. In fact, at least in his post-1848 writings, Marx states that workers
can often resist this “tendency of shings” ([1865], p. 228) and maintain the
value of their labor-power through nonrevolutionary collective action transcend-
ing market activity, for example, by resorting to trades-union militancy and engag-
ing in political activity leading to economic reforms. According to Marx’s labor
theory of value, the value of the labor-power used in a working day is the labor
time, using currently typical techniques, needed to produce the commodities
bought with a day’s wage that sustains the current proletarian standard of living.
So constancy in value and increasing productivity entail an increase in the com-
modities that proletarians standardly consume.

Nonetheless, workers” wages will not, over the long run, exceed workers’ needs,
because needs grow as people perceive growth in what their society can provide.
“[L]et a palace arise beside the little house, and it shrinks from a little house to a
héit” ([1847], p. 84). Because of the enduring advantages of the bourgeoisie, Marx
does not think that proletarians will be able to reduce the economy-wide ratio of
surplus-value, i.e., the labor value of capitalists’ consumption-goods and means of
economic expansion, to the value of labor-power. At best, they will maintain their
proportionate share of technological improvements, barely keeping pace with the
growth of their needs, determined by “comparison with the state of development
of society in general” (ibid., p. 85).

In Marx’s view, the conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat shapes
political and cultural institutions, as well as the cconomy: the most socially impor-

tant features of respectable political and cultural institutions are due to their role
in advancing the interests of the bourgeoisie, despite the frequent conflict of those
interests with those of the vast majority. In this sense, the bourgeoisie is “the ruling
class” politically and in the realm of ideas. Yet Marx evades other caricatures by
avoiding speculations about vast conspiracies in favor of appeals to such banal
sources of bourgeois influence as governments’ need to finance the national debt.
One aspect of the project of retrieval, then, is to show how Marx’s sober specific
descriptions of the mechanisms of bourgeois influence could support the flam-
boyant general metaphors of class rule.

If, under capitalism, nonrevolutionary activity can preserve the value of labor-
power, while the state and ideological institutions are instruments of class rule,
won’t capitalism last forever? Marx, of course, thinks not: the processes consti-
tuting any capitalist society inevitably give rise to its destruction, through the
increasing misery and increasing unity described in the apocalyptic passage from
Capital. Capitalist firms plan production on an ever larger scale, mobilize increas-
ingly capital-intensive technology, and find less and less pre-capitalist territory to
exploit, coping with consequent obstacles to successful cxpansion in the absence
of a central plan and in the face of an increasingly knowledgeable and coordinated
workers’ movement. As a result, workers are victimized by increasing and increas-
ingly violent instability — decpening industrial depressions, wars of mounting sever-
ity, and the abandonment of parliamentary democracy for unconstrained and
brutal repression. Meanwhile, the advances in education and communication that
capitalist production requires, and collective resistance that the burdens of capi-
talist labor promote, create a proletariat that is aware of common class interests,
prepared by a growing history of reciprocal aid to make the individual sacrifices
required for successful revolution, and capable of efficient democratic control of
a modern economy. In one or another crisis, capitalism is replaced by workers’
control of production: at first, through a workers’ state, mobilizing individual ¢co-
nomic incentives, then, when the psychological residues of capitalist life have dwin-
dled and “all the springs of cooperative wealth flow more abundantly” ({18751,
p. 325), through a noncoercive coordinative apparatus implementing a genceral
willingness to work according to ability and provide according to need.

In justifying this vision, Marx often shows awareness of capitalist realitics to
which most of his learned contemporaries were blind. But the evidence yielded by
the twentieth century made this a highly implausible conception of the trajectory
of modern society. Should Marx, then, be treated as a shrewd observer of his time,
with some attitudes and observations that are still of interest — a nineteenth-
century moﬁwr\ observer of the limited stature of Ruskin and Carlyle, who di-
sastrously sticceeded, where they fortunately failed, in inspiring successtul
revolutions? Or is he a social theorist whose falsehoods are mixed with general
insights of enduring systematic importance - all the more important now, because
they shed light on what capitalist triumphalism obscures?




- Richard W. Miller

Exploitation

One source of hope that Marx’s legacy might have this larger importance is his
insistence that capitalist wage-labor is a burden for reasons that are independent
of the suffering described in his grimmest indictments. For example, in his last
major work, a critique of the 1875 Gotha Program inaugurating the Socialist
Workers’ Party of Germany, Marx condemns as “truly outrageous” its appeal to
an iron law that wages under capitalism tend to decline to the minimum com-
patible with physical survival: “the system of wage labor is a system of slavery . ..
whether the worker receives better or worse payment” ([1875}], p. 329).

Because we are still in an era of production by wage-labor, though not in an
era of mounting proletarian misery, such passages have excited much interest.
“Exploitation,” a word that Marx applies to capitalist wage-labor as such, has
become the standard term for posing the central question in this project of
retrieval, “What is it about capitalist wage-labor that makes it a form of exploita-
tion?” After examining responses that do not appeal to Marx’s other celebrated
indictment of capitalist wage-labor, as alienated, I will consider the virtues of inte-
grating these two parts of Marx’s legacy.

At a certain abstract yet superficial level, it is clear enough why Marx took cap-
italist wage-labor to be exploitive. He thought that capitalists took advantage of
the inferior bargaining power of proletarians in a way that is objectionable. But a
useful legacy of Marx’s discussion will consist of a specific and plausible descrip-
tion of the nature of the objection. Even though Marx thinks that capitalist wage-
labor sometimes, initially, has a “historical justification” by reason of its expansion
of productive powers, cooperative tendencies and individual prerogatives, he
thinks that other reasons for objecting to the capitalist wage-labor system, justi-
fying the label “exploitation,” are always part of the system. What could these
inherent reasons be?

Such terms as “subjugation,” “force,” and “slavery” pervade Marx’s descrip-
tions of the wage-labor system, and everyone agrees that they indicate a necessary
element in its indictment as exploitive. If someone who is delighted to play bas-
ketball twice a week for nothing decides to expand his purchases of luxuries by
accepting a local promoter’s offer to play for so much per game, the transaction
hardly seems exploitive. It is too unforced. But Marx’s proletarians are not liter-
ally slaves. Nothing forces them to work for one capitalist rather than another, and
no person forces them to work at all. Why is their engagement in wage-labor
forced?

In his discussions of the forced character of the system of freely contracted labor,
Marx says that a proletarian is forced to work for the capitalist class, i.c., for one
capitalist or other, though not for any particular capitalist. She is forced to do so
by her circumstances in the capitalist labor market, even though no person or
group forces her to engage in wage-labor. Admittedly, if the constraining circum-

T T T T Y Y T Y Y T Y T T u v [ s
I P

Marx's Legacy

no objection to the social order. But the absence of control over means of pro-
duction on the part of the vast majority was created and is sustained by coercive
acts. In blazing narratives, Marx describes the role of violent dispossession, impe-
rial conquest and repression in the historical process which ultimately made such
circumstances the typical worker’s fate. More importantly, he also insists that non-
violent capitalist competition, starting with a situation of equal possession, would
produce analogous circumstances over time, through the class-differentiation
of winners and losers and their descendants. The forced character of capitalist
wage-labor essentially depends on the current, politically enforced rules of self-
advancement and the limited alternatives to wage-labor that they yield.

If proletarians’ only alternative to wage-labor were starvation, few would deny
that proletarians are forced by their circumstances to scll the use of their labor-
power. But this circumstance is not essential to capitalist exploitation. Despite his
flamboyant resort to “work or starve” scenarios, Marx must have been aware that
the rural folk flocking to the new factories of the Prussian Rhineland, in his youth,
were often escaping a physically tenable but utterly dreary existence as poor
peasants.

On the other hand, it would hardly do to characterize the choice of wage-labor
as forced just because it is rationally preferable to the alternatives (cf. the basket-
ball player). The other alternatives, in a forced choice of wage-labor, must be, not
just rationally dispreferred, but sufficiently bad, posing a choice that one would
prefer not to contemplate, even though one might have to, in order to avoid a
fate that is even worse. Unlike the basketball player, typical proletarians, in Marx’s
view, have no real choice because of the badness of the alternatives to wage-labor.
Like the prospect of slogging through deep mud that forces a hiker to take the
other fork in the road, this badness can fall far short of physical extinction.

Once force is associated with the unacceptability of alternatives to wage-labor,
those who seek a currently productive legacy in Marx need to ask whether the
alternatives really are so circumscribed. For example, proud owners of thriving
small businesses sometimes started out as proletarians, getting where they are by
working long hours for little initial reward in the face of large risks of failure. Are
workers forced into wage-labor if this escape is available? Cohen (1983) argucs
that even if each individual proletarian is free for this reason, proletarians as a class
are unfree: no large proportion could actually escape by this route, since the con-
sequent undermining of capitalist production would undermine small proprictors,
who depend on its flourishing.

Others er\n insisted that the risks and burdens of the escape routes available
to any indiidual proletarian whose situation is at all typical make them fit for 3
menu of alternatives constituting forced choice. Also, some (for example, Reiman
1987) take the time required for exit to be compatible with an ascription of forced
choice in the meantime.

Any of these specifications of the forced nature of wage-labor could, in princi
ple, be part of a celebratigitof wage-labor, illuminating its virtues by contrast witl
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characterizations of what proletarians actually choose. Of course, it is important
that capitalists benefit from the circumstances forcing proletarians to sell them the
use of their labor-power. Exploitation involves deriving a benefit from someone
on account of a weakness (as Wood, 1995, emphasizes). But another ingredient
seems to be required. After all, dentists benefit from others’ being forced by
toothaches to seek their aid. Yet we do not take them, on this ground, to exploit
their patients or their patients’ suftering (cf. ibid., p. 136). The nature of this
missing ingredient, the objectionable feature of the way in which bargaining weak-
ness forces proletarians to work on terms that benefit capitalists, is the central con-
troversy over Marxian exploitation (a controversy much invigorated by Roemer’s
thesis (e.g., in Roemer, 1985) that exploitation does not in fact merit normative
interest from Marxists).

“Unpaid” lnbor

According to some, the needed ingredient, in addition to capitalist benefit from
workers’ bargaining weakness, is provided by Marx’s characterization of the benefit
itself. A capitalist firm will not last for long unless the wage paid for a working
day is worth less than what a worker adds to output in a working day. Marx often
characterizes the working day remaining after the worker produces the equivalent
of her wage as “unpaid” (though he also often concedes that this usage is not lit-
erally correct). Perhaps Marx thought that capitalism was exploitive because “its

social structure is organized so that unpaid labor is systematically forced out of

one class and put into the disposal of another” (Reiman, 1987, p. 3; see also
Holmstrom, 1977).

But is this surplus-extraction sufficient, by itself, to make a social process
exploitive? At the start of the Communist Manifesto, without a trace of irony, Marx
celebrates a heroic era in which capitalism overcomes technological stagnation,
geographic isolation, stultifying conformity to tradition, and abject feudal defer-
ence. These benefits depend on the extraction of “unpaid” labor, which provides
incentives and resources for capitalist improvement of productive powers. In prin-
ciple, if not in Marx’s view of actual history, the benefits could make capitalism
the best feasible system, on balance, for workers in a certain phase of a certain
society. Marx’s quip about well-paid slaves implies that capitalist wage-labor would
still count as exploitation. But unless more is said about the process of surplus-
extraction, the charge of exploitation seems farfetched.

Granted, if a capitalist and a proletarian employee are typical occupants of their
social roles, their incomes will be quite out of proportion to the time that they
invest in economic activity. But, as Arneson (1981, pp. 206f) and others have
noted, such disproportion need not be a basis for condemning a relationship as
exploitive. If healthy workers ate taxed to help those who are physically unable to
work, the frail will et of proportion to their labor, but this does npt scem
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capitalist societies that Marx regards as overcoming exploitation (sce | 1875], pp
322f, 325).

Unfairness

If the proletarian disadvantage from which capitalists benefit is an unfair circur
stance, then the charge of exploitation is apt. And some, for example, Arneso
(1981), have taken the charge that the underlying differences in control of mear
of production are unfair to be implicit in Marx’s critique of capitalist ém.@n.._uv.:
They are well aware that Marx strenuously avoids talk of unfairness in his indic
ments, even mocks praise of the superior fairness of socialist distribution in tk
Gotha Program as “ideological nonsense” ([1875], p. 325), but they take the
features of his writings to reflect limited, tactical aims, or to represent a false an
dispensable part of his legacy.

Even so, Marx’s avoidance of fairness-talk in his indictments would be signi:
cant for the project of retrieval. He thought he could describe what makes wag
labor exploitive without applying the label “unfair.” Those who think a..
unfairness is part of a valid charge should concede that this more specific descri
tion would be his central achievement. For them, it is a description of what mak

the capitalist labor market unfair.

Inequality :

The disadvantages of proletarians are due to unequal control over means of p:
duction. Ts this what makes wage-labor exploitive, perhaps because it makes
capitalist labor market unfair? Mere unequal control does not seem mc»‘mnmn:r._
rule that the first to farm a plot gets to own it were to benefit all, because of |
incentives it provides for irrigation and fertilization, the resulting advantag
due to unequal control, of first-farmers over newcomers need not be exploiti
Suppose, then, that exploitation is restricted to situations of unequal control
which some would be better off in a situation of equality. Then we lack an acco
of why progressive capitalism can constitute exploitation even if equal cont

would be so inefficient that everyone loses.

£x Alienated labor

These difficulties may dictate a more thorough appropriation of Marx’s leg
including the discussions of alienation which occur throughout his life, ¢
though they are most prominent early on, |

Marx takes the domination of es
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above all because the other’s needinem, which could B8 an object of positive
concern in a valued relationship, is instead used as a source of tactical advantage
(“the means whereby 1 acquire power over you," [1844a], p. 275) or confronted
as a source of resistance to one’s own aspirations. The prime example of this
estrangement is the capitalist labor market, in which capitalists, if they are to stay
in business, must do what they can to take advantage of needs driving people to
seek employment (the word “exploit” comes very naturally, here), and to find the
response to workers’ demands that most enhances their own profits. Because the
other’s needs are not themselves a source of concern yet express her aspirations
to human dignity, Marx characterizes relationships that are wholly determined by
the imperatives of the marketin a Kantian way, as relationships in which one person
“makes use of the other . .. as his means” (11857-8], p. 243), and the capitalist
treats “the real producer as a means of production, material wealth as an end in
itself” ([1866], p. 1037).

It is natural to characterize someone as exploiting another’s needs when she
benefits from them and is only sensitive to them as useful information in her pro-
motion of her independent interests. A dentist who charges as much as he can
from those driven by pain to seek his services and who avoids preventive advice
that will make a patient less lucrative does exploit his patients’ suffering. But some-
thing more, something more encompassing, is going on in the capitalist—
proletarian relationship, which constitutes exploitation of the proletarian, not just
exploitation of his needincss. The outcome is the alienation of the worker from
himself. Even if the outcome of the proletarian’s bargaining weakness is not a life
scarcely better than death by starvation, Marx thinks it is (always or almost always)
a work-life that is endured as a sacrifice, “not the satisfaction of a need, but a mere
means to satisfy needs outside itself” ([1844], p. 326). Such an existence is an
option that the worker, if self-respecting, could not embrace as an expression of
who he is, as “an activation of his own nature” ([1844], p. 326). Rather, he must
be disposed to resist it as not “worthy and appropriate for . . . [his] human nature”
([1894], p. 959).

In part, Marx regards this need not to identify with one’s work-life as the
worker’s alienation from herself, because work-life under capitalism takes up so
many of a proletarian’s waking hours. But the thesis of self-alienation also reflects
an assessment of the value of production. (If Marx thought that only leisure was
worthy of enjoyment, he would have regarded all work as alicnated.) Like
Aristotle (see Miller, 1981), Marx thinks that the molding of one’s environment
according to one’s imaginatively formulated plans, guided by one’s aspirations, is
fundamental to a worthwhile human life. Circumstances that make someone’s pro-
ductive activity unworthy of her enjoyment make it impossible for her life as a
whole to be an adequate expression of her humanity.

This verdict does not depend on the proletarian’s enduring the mind-numbing
drudgery described in the most heartrending reportage in Capital. But it does
depend on the -festwees- of ‘workviife: under eaploaliom that Marx sometimes

inevitably results from its “forniabiy daigin.? the control of the labor-process
by the bourgceoisic. In pursuit of dlecipline, coordination and efficient use of tech-
nology, capitalist firms will so structure proletarian work that proletarians are
ordered around in activities that do not merit much interest, permit much initia-
tive or mobilize a broad range of human capacities.

Suppose that in capitalist production those with significant control over the
means of production benefit from bargaining disadvantages that others are forced
to endure, to which they are responsive as tactical advantages to be used or sources
of discontent whose cost is to be minimized. That a relationship is characterized
by this alienated response to others’ imposed weakness does seem a reason (which
is not to say a conclusive reason) to object to it, and does seem a basis for regard-
ing the relationship as exploitive. Suppose, in addition, that the outcome for the
weaker party is forced acceptance of certain terms for living that are not fully
worthy of a human being, and that the stronger party benefits from the imposi-
tion of these terms. Then one might naturally say that the stronger party exploits
the weaker party. So perhaps Marx’s theory of exploitation and his theory of alien-
ation arc continuous. Capitalist wage-labor is form of exploitation because cap-
italists benefit, in an alienated way, from socially imposed weaknesses in others,
benefiting from the capacity to impose work-lives on them that alienate those
others from themselves.? v

Many, probably most wage-carners in any modern capitalist economy could see
themselves as the exploitees in this portrait. But the vast majority of them think
that further gains from this form of production, including gains derived from
added efficiency, make some form of capitalism better for working people thar
any non-capitalist alternative. Suppose that they are right. Does the view that cap
italist wage-labor exploits workers still have a bearing on modern political choice
It does if one takes seriously the forced and alienated character of capitalis
exploitation.

According to one familiar perspective on political choice, government intet
ference with individuals’ efforts to retain the full benefits of capitalist scll
advancement is a troubling interference with freedom, justifiable, if at all, by th
need to take account of other values, such as economic equality. But if a con
plaint of exploitation is 2 complaint of being forced to have a work-life with whic
one cannot self-respectfully identify because it does not enjoyably exercise a rc;
sonably wide range of valuable human capacities, then it is a complaint of unfre
dom. If taxation or restrictions of freedom of contract are feasible ways
mitigating or compensating in response to exploitation, then these measures w
often exprgss a proper valuing of freedom. To adapt an example of Raz’s (198
p. 374): { woman who must spend cight hours a day devoting her energices
evading a tiger is significantly unfree. If the Island Council can help her by requi
ing someone to cage his pet, they need not be troubled by the thought tt

freedom has been reduced to promote another good.

In addition to its challenge to restrictod undemstandings of frecdom charact
istic of libertarian political philosophy, phiss sheory of exploitation also ca




doubt on forms of liberal egalitarfanism in which the ultimate perspective of equal-
ity avoids reliance on a ranking of ways of life. Liberals count equal freedom as a
specially important aspect of equality, and, for reasons just noted, this seems to
make complaints of exploitation serious, the more serious the greater the degree
of exploitation. These degrees correspond to differences in alienation due to the
“real subsumption of labor” and differences in the difficulty of escape routes on
the menu of alternatives, as well as to differences in the ratio of “unpaid” to “paid”
laber. Yet mitigation of the distinctive burdens of those whose exploitation is
relatively intense may produce a reduction in their net income, the “all purpose
resource” favored by liberal neutralists in their judgments of economic justice. For
example, this trade-off is posed by costly restrictions on prerogatives to fire
employees and by public funding of access to cultural resources that facilitate the
enjoyment of a broad range of capacities but do not add to income. At such junc-
tures, it is hard to see how ncutrality among ways of life can be observed if com-
plaints of exploitation are given appropriate weight. But it is also hard to see how
the dismissal of these complaints in the name of ncutrality could be reconciled
with the liberal valuation of freedom.

Finally, if the Marxist critique of exploitation is valid, the emphasis on equality
of life-chances in current liberal politics as well as liberal—egalitarian political phi-
losophy is one-sided. The tundamental project of economic justice is often envis-
aged as the elimination of unjustified disadvantages in “starting places” at birth
(Rawls, 1971, p. 7). Certainly, those who are sympathetic to Marx will share the
concern with the lower prospects of economic success of those whose parents or
communities have not fared well in capitalist competition. But sensitivity to harms
of exploitation can support strong criticism of the structure of economic success
and failure, which is independent of inequality in life-chances. Suppose (probably
per imposstbile) that a reasonably efficient capitalist society could so arrange edu-
cation and initial economic resources that everyone has an equal initial chance of
winding up on top. If, nonetheless, some, inevitably, spend significant parts of
their lives being severely exploited, those sympathetic to Marx will discern an
objectionable form of inequality. As usual, they extend routine democratic atti-
tudes toward politics into the economic realm: an enduring regime of tyranny is
not much improved if a lottery system gives everyone an equal initial chance to
be a tyrant.

The State and Capitalism

Those who have lost hope in Marx’s vision of post-capitalist society while sympa-
thizing with his accounts of harms generated by capitalism will look to govern-
ment action to reduce those harms. So they need to assess Marx’s further view
that the bourgeoisie. is the political ruling class under capitalism.

“['TThe bourgeoisie hasts g ki the modern representative
State, exclusive political ig the modern state is but a com-
mittee for managing the coimon affairs of the bourgeoisie” ([1848], p. 37).
“[Tlhe State power which nascent middle-class society had commenced to clab-
orate as a means of their own emancipation from feudalism . . . full-grown bour-
geois society had finally transformed into a means for the enslavement of labour
by capital” ([1871}, p. 290). What can Marx have meant by these claims? They
seem to announce far-flung conspiracies uniting the leaders of politics and com-
merce, yet Marx engages in no such speculation, and, indeed, makes the second
claim right after noting the blithe disengagement of businesspeople from political
activity under Louis-Napoleon.

Three general claims are jointly summed up in the blazing metaphors of class

rule:

1 Government actions serve the long-teym intevests of the bourgeoisie as a whole,
even if those intevests conflict with those of the vest of society. This is not to deny that
shifts in government policy may satisfy or forestall proletarian demands whose exis-
tence is not in the interest of the bourgeoisie. Since the bourgeoisie have an impor-
tant (though not an all-important) interest in acquiescence and stability, such
accommodation may be essential to their long-term interests as a whole. Still, at
least in a mature capitalist society, Marx thinks that all shifts in policy that, taken
in isolation, impose significant costs on the bourgeoisie function as prudent tac-
tical retreats from disruption or the threat of disruption — prudent, that is, from
the standpoint of the bourgeoisic.

2 This bias in intevests served is sustained by mechanisms that are part of the
social context of political choice, sufficient mechanisms which will exist, in one form
or other, so long as capitalism endures. In particular, in describing ties between
government action and bourgeois interests in stable parliamentary democracies,
Marx ascribes the pattern of choice on the part of successful elected officials tc
underlying relations of economic power rather than bribery or conspiracy. The
approval of bourgeois-controlled media is a centrally important resource tor elec:
toral success. Elected officials rely on the bourgeoisie to finance the national debt
Those at the top of political hierarchies are isolated from the lives and problem
of most péople, and drawn into the cultural milieu and interpersonal networks o
those at the top of economic hierarchies. (For this reason, Marx celebrates the
Paris Commune’s restriction of officials’ salaries to no more than a skilled worker®
wage as part of what made it “the political form at last discovered under whict
to work out the economic emancipation of labour” ([1871], p. 294).) Man:
people outdde of the bourgeoisie falsely identify their own interests because o
bourgeois control of media and other “means of intellectual production” o
because their social situation spontaneously gives rise to false hopes and distortec
beliefs, such as the hopes leading small farmers to align themselves with busines
interests that will ultimately destroy them, or the retreat of the oppressed int

faith in heavenly redemption.




3 If a social movemont thronsons 00 ond oo interests, the
old conmection between class and government will be defindod shrongh volence which
mobilizes vesidual bowrgsoss political vesowrces, violence which can only be defeated by
organized counter-violence, rooted, in part, in non-clectoral activity. Even within
the bounds of apt metaphor, the state would not be a means for the enslavement
of labor if bourgeois dominance of society could be ended by legally protected
electoral activity. Marx thought that a bourgeoisie confronted with this prospect
would either successfully promote a regime of direct and violent repression, such
as Louis-Napoleon’s, or, at a minimum, support a “pro-slavery rebellion” against
an elected working-class government (see Engels’ Preface to the English edition
of Capital, volume 1 (Marx, [1867], p. 113)). If the latter regime could be
defended, this would be because of resistance led by proletarians, taking advan-
tage of extensive experience of non-clectoral conflicts in which workers had con-
fronted capitalist firms and prior, pro-capitalist regimes.®

It is, to put it mildly, hard to tell whether reforms benefiting workers at
direct cost to capitalists are best explained as the result of social mechanisms
making government action sensitive to fong-term bourgeois interests including
interests in acquiescence, or as the result of the independent power of the exer-
cise of democratic rights, a process that is capable of producing departures
from the long-term interests of the bourgeoisic. In the absence of a compelling
argument that the bourgeoisic (alias big business) is more than an exceptionally
influential interest group, what could be the value of this part of Marx’s
legacy?

. One currently quite plausible feature of Marx’s theory of the capitalist state
is his view that the existence of mechanisms insuring that state action will be
importantly biased toward the interests of the bourgeoisie is an inevitable
feature of capitalism. Suppose that private campaign contributions are illegal
and everyonc has the means to form political opinions through intelligent, suffi-
ciently leisured reading of the most informative nonspecialized media. Still,
managers and professionals at the top of the capitalist economic division of
labor, who tend, for obvious reasons, to over-identify the interests of the bour-
geoisie with the interests of society as a whole, will have knowledge, skills and
networks of acquaintance that make them especially likely to be recruited to posi-
tions of political power or to offer influential advice. Resource allocation will
still be dominated by a stock market driven by the lust for returns of self-
interested investors, so that political leaders must take care to avoid creating
anxiety among investors about their returns. Marx and his critics agree that such
underlying sources of bias toward the bourgeoisie could not be climinated without
destroying requirements of reasonable cfficiency in capitalist production. More-
over, capitalist ownership of media gives rise to disproportionate influence over
public opinion, which (even apart from the dangers of stultifdng domination) per-
vasive state ownership would hardly remove, given & B nce on the
state, ;

A common and play swhich 1 will sometimes call “the
post-Marxist synthesis,” cof igf Marx's theory of the capitalist state
with two other clements, Fiest, even if the conflict between the interests of the
bourgeoisic and the interests of most working people is not as severe as Marx sup
posed, there are often serious conflicts between the interests of the bourgeoisi
and measures reducing burdens of life under capitalism in desirable ways, througl
feasible reductions in the degree of exploitation, unemployment, inferiority in cco
nomic opportunity, and inequalities that push minorities to the margins of ¢ivi
life. Because such measures add to costs of production, make work disciplin
harder to achieve, or make it harder for those in or allied with the bourgeoisic te
maintain their personal wealth and status and pass them on to their children, th
structural political power of the bourgeoisie will seriously limit responsivencss t
disadvantage. The other element in the post-Marxist synthesis is the quite nor
Marxist view that some form of capitalism is better, for all, than any form ¢

non-capitalism.

This mixture has an important bearing on views of legitimacy and loyalty in th
mainstream of political thought. Like the positions that Marx criticized from h
more radical perspective, these views (if the post-Marxist synthesis is right) exaj
gerate the importance of purely political processcs through neglect of inequaliti
of economic power. Ironically, these criticisms are more powerful because of tl
concession that some form of capitalism is best.

To begin with, the post-Marxist synthesis is a challenge to political liberalisr
the most important explicit atfirmation, in current political philosophy, of tl
primacy of the purely political (sce Rawls, 1993). According to political liber:
ism, citizens of a democracy should strive to resolve questions of basic justic
including basic economic justice, through principled, mutually attentive deliber
tions establishing a broad consensus concerning the proper interpretation of purt
political liberal values, such as civil liberty and equal citizenship. This restricti
to consensus based on liberal political values assessed in the forum of public reas
is not arbitrary, political liberals say, because it is required to reconcile t
inevitable coerciveness of political choice with the mutual respect that citizens o
to one another.

However, if the post-Marxist synthesis is right, political choice constrained
politicaldiberalism will, in important cases, be incompatible with respect for felle
citizens. Suppose that those who are exploited have a serious complaint agai
the laws and policies that make exploitation such as theirs inevitable, the my
serious the higher the degree of exploitation. (Virtually all political liberals ace
this, as they should, given the implications of their attitude toward coercion.) €
can comMjfac respect for the exploited with insistence that a political response
their complaints take place through certain channels, only if this political pro
is not biased against them. But, according to the residue of Marx’s ruling-¢
thesis, the process of consensus formation through principled discussion is bia

against the exploited in any capitalist society. If, in response, the political lib
protests that the intended forum of public reason excludes such systematic




tortion, then the thesis of the superiority of some form of capitalism comes into
play: the constraint restricted to unbiased processes applics to no society which
ought to be promoted.

Those who reject political liberalism on these grounds can still insist that coer-
cion of those who protest out of conscientious adherence to principles is always a
serious cost, especially if the protest is grounded on an interpretation of liberal
values. But they will take such costs to be justifiable in systematically important
cases. Because of their view of the dynamics of social change, they will be espe-
cially concerned to allow that non-officials in a constitutional democracy may
sometimes advance their political programs by coercive means even as reasonable
discourse continues. The sitdown strikers of the 1930s in the United States,
Canada, Sweden and elsewhere did not wait for a consensus on the meaning of
equal citizenship and civil and political liberties to develop and to sustain their
aspirations by appropriate legislation. If they had waited, this consensus might
never have emerged.

Political liberalism is one special way of further developing an assumption about
political legitimacy that is much more widely shared: any morally responsible
citizen should help to achieve a polity whose legislation ought to be upheld, by
each citizen, even if she regards it as unwise or unjust, because of the political
process that produced it and the overall division of benefits and burdens that this
process sustains; this support for cach outcome of the whole process may, of
course, include efforts to change the law, but each citizen should have grounds
for regarding it as everyone’s duty to help implement the law until it is changed.
Whether or not they are political liberals, many political theorists regard this as a
feasible goal, so that it is at least an open question whether current socicties have
attained it. Even if they take the answer to be “no,” many are inclined to suppose
that current democracies have come close enough that the disobedient should, at
the very least, honor the political process as a whole by disobeying symbolically
and publicly, and willingly submitting to punishment. But the ideal is utopian from
the standpoint of the post-Marxist synthesis.

The actual consent of all will not be forthcoming as a basis for the general duty
of political commitment. In any case, consent can be irrelevant because of the pres-
sures that create it. For these and other reasons, the most likely basis for the duty
of political commitment is a condition which, apart from consent, makes it wrong
for someone not to uphold the outcomes of a collective process. Plausible descrip-
tions of such circumstances incorporate requirements of fair treatment, as in the
claim that it is wrong to disobey rules governing a collective process it one has
benefited from general conformity and if the benefits and burdens of the process
arc fairly shared. But at least if the collective process dominates one’s whole life,
as the process of government docs, it is essential that this fair sharing involve ade-
quate equality in responsivencss to one’s needs, interests and desires as compared
to others’. Given the threat of destructive chaos, Ivan the Terrible's.autpcracy may

have been by far the best feasible regime from the stand ;but they

- gued gibes in which Marx seemd > .; such,

counted for so much less than oNgl s foe some citizens of any modern
state, according to the poste for SymeRosls: any feasible and desirable political
arrangement is too systematically blased in favor of others’ interests for these cit-
izens to have a comprchensive, overriding duty to uphold its outcomes because
of the kind of polity it is. They might still conform on humanitarian grounds,
because of harmful consequences of nonconformity, but not because the nature
of the political process makes disobedience wrong,

In addition to these doubts about political legitimacy, Marx’s legacy yields a
cosmopolitan reassessment of patriotic loyalties. Marx himself scornfully rejects
such loyalties. “The workingmen have no country. We cannot take from them
what they have not got” ([1848], p. 51). In its full extent, this radical cos-
mopolitanism depends on views of the destructiveness of rule by the local bour-
geoisie and of the international proletarian interest in world revolution that now
seem outmoded. The post-Marxist synthesis does leave some room for duties of
special concern for compatriots that bind proletarians. In a modern democracy -
most post-Marxists would accept — everyonc bencfits from the general preference
for principled persuasion and support for democratic rights and civil libertics. A
proper valuing of this civic respect can require special loyalty to its source, one’
fellow-citizens, analogous to the special loyalties of friendship. Also, ongoing active
political participation in capitalist democracy is a duty, in the post-Marxist syn
thesis, and there is a special obligation to mitigate burdens of disadvantage created
by a process of political coercion in which one actively participates.

Still, Marx’s legacy adds considerable weight to cosmopolitan considerations
extending them far beyond ordinary humanitarian concerns, on account of curren
international economic relations. The critique of exploitation cannot stop at th
borders: because people in countries with high per-capita income benefit from th
especially intense international exploitation of people in poor countries, they hav
a special obligation to help them. A proper valuing of nonalienated relationship:
in which others’ needs are a source of positive concern, entails a commitmet
to change a world economy in which the needs of those in poor countrics at
exploited (and, sometimes, created) as sources of tactical advantage in a proce
that is facilitated by international institutions. Finally, if (as post-Marxists thinl
inequalities of bargaining power based on the mobility of capital and the capaci
of capitalist firms to shift productive tasks elsewhere still dominate workers’ live
the growth of international ties among workers and their allies is a central me.

of reducing exploitation.

@\ Morality and Social Interests

In addition to many discussions of capltatiem that have normative implicatiol
Marx occasionally directly confronss-gensiah movel perspectives. His argumel
against these particular pers t on briet, shocking, un




Marx’s criticisms of lapge normative perspectives are typleally arguments that this
or that consideration of equality is not decisive. Certainly, he has only scorn or
pity for those who would make mere equality of well-being the overriding social
standard, so that leveling downward would be an advance. What is more surpris-
ing is the ferocious attack on appeals to equal rights that he launches in response
to the Gotha Program’s call for “a fair distribution of the proceeds of labour,”
ending in his condemnation of this passage for perverting the realistic outlook
which German socialist workers had gained with “ideological nonsense about
rights and other trash so common among the democrats and French socialists”
([1875], p. 325). For Marx’s own strategic goals are naturally characterized in
terms of rights. For example, in his critique of the Gotha Program, he proposes
that the first stage of socialism would implement an equal right of all able-bodied
adults to gainful employment and to reward in proportion to labor time and skill.
At a higher stage, in communist society, cach has a right to be provided for accord-
ing to his or her need, from the social output to which all have a duty to con-
tribute according to ability.

Still, Marx insists that every right “is a right of inequality” (ibid., p. 324). He
seems to have in mind that every right definite enough to regulate social cooper-
ation will favor some people’s interests or goals over others’ in ways that violate
a rival principle of right that also merits consideration; no super-principle of equal
right is broad and powertul enough to provide a satisfactory rights-based adjudi-
cation of all such conflicts among social rights. His prime example is the neglect
of the needs of relatively frail workers or those with many dependants at the first
stage of socialism, in comparison with the later standard of provision according to
need. But analogous comparisons of capitalist rights with socialist rights are also
apt (if out of tune with a socialist manifesto such as the Gotha Program). The first
stage of socialism that Marx describes prevents sclf-denying entrepreneurial strivers
from establishing capitalist enterprises, and this violation of the right to peacetul
self-advancement through voluntary agreement merits a non-question-begging
justification — one which (Marx implies) cannot rest on an appeal to rights.*

Utilitarian impartiality
|
In denying thar all politically important conflicts among rights can be adequately
adjudicated by appeal to a further, deeper right, Marx agrees with utilitarianism.?
Yer Marx’s discussions of utilitarianism drip with contempt for what he sces as
crass neglect of the diversity of human experiences and relationships. Jeremy
Bentham is mocked as “a genius in the way of bourgeols S:!&Q... who takes
what is useful to the. modern English shopkeeper to be ol
p. 759). Reflecting the subordination of all relations ,

ctary—commercial &  soclety, utilitarianism is said ¢
commit the manifest “stug | the manifold relationships of peopl
in the one rclationship of %.. {[1848-6], p. 409).

In these acid discussions (especially ibid., pp. 409-19), Marx seems to criticiy
utilitarianism for a failure to cope with the diversity of competing forms of haj
piness, which parallels the failure of rights-based morality to cope with conflic
among standards of equal right. If utilitarianism measures overall well-being sole
by the extent and intensity of pleasurable feelings, then, despite its claim to impa
tiality, it is arbitrarily biased against most people’s life-goals, which are not crude
hedonistic, and is fated to rate relationships solely by their pleasurable payotts, s
that, for example, a relationship grounded on successful mutual shameless flatte:
is worth no less than a relationship of mutual respect and concern. On the oth
hand, a Millian proposal to employ the rankings of kinds of experiences to whic
all would agree if they had the relevant experiences must confront relationshi,
between forms of enjoyment and social situations that Marx repeatedly emph
sizes. Different social experiences give rise to different rankings of competir
forms of enjoyment, such as the zest of competition versus the warmth of muty
support, pleasures of material consumption versus pleasures of materially mode
leisure, enjoyment of the pursuit of enormous income, with some prospect
success, versus enjoyment of the sccurity of a guaranteed modest minimu
without the possibility of enormous income. In a class-divided society, the ditte
ences in dispositions to enjoy are sufficiently rigid that further experience of alte
native ways of life would not produce a unanimous ranking, uniting, for examp
industrial workers, maids, investment bankers, commodity brokers, farmers ai
shopkeepers. '

Admittedly, if Marx were right about the consequences of modern capitalis
and the socialist alternative, the joint verdicts on kinds of enjoyment would
determinate enough to dictate the choice of socialism on utilitarian grounds, sir
capitalism would expose many more people to forms of suffering and prematt
death which are dire fates in any ranking. Still, a class-neutral standard would
an inadequate guide to evaluations which might be crucial at other junctures, su
as policy-choice in the first stage of socialism, and which would sometimes
crucial in a post-Marxist view of current social facts.

Forms and limits of morality

In the \5«3&@.@ responding to an imagined protest that “Communism abolisl
coaall 5@%&5\, instead of constituting [it] . . . on a new basis,” Marx blithely na
that “it is no wonder” that such a radical revolution “involves the most radi
rupture with traditional idcas™ (] 1848], p. 52). In The German Ideolugy, his ¢
icisms of utilitarianism end with the broadly anti-moral declaration that comn
nism “has shattered the basis of all mosslity, whether the morality of asceticism
of enjoyment” ([ 1845-6, p. 419)u o did Marx really intend to rej




reliance o morality! There mey be: much-discussed exegetic
question. For example, what seem to be broad attacks on morality could be hyper-
bolic indictments of all specific, respectable conceptions of fairness, justice and
morality in his time, which he took to be obstacles to the workers’ movement.
Still, as the brief, tantalizing bits of apparent anti-moralism indicate, Marx’s explicit
discussions of the failures of rights-based morality and utilitarianism to cope with
social conflict suggest more general limits to reliance on morality.

- Whether Marx provides a basis for criticizing reliance on morality in social
choice will, of course, depend on how “morality” is understood. On one con-
strual, someone is committed to a morality if he thinks that choices of his and
others that adhere to certain norms are rational in light of their circumstances,
even when they involve sacrifices of the chooser’s personal interests and the inter-
ests of beloved intimates, and he takes such choices to be worthy of praise while
taking insufficiently mitigated failure so to choose to be worthy of condemnation.
On this construal, Marx was a stern and eloquent partisan of morality. He takes
adherence to the goals and strategies of revolutionary socialism to be rational in
light of burdens that capitalism engenders and opportunities for removing them
under socialism. At the same time, he thinks that such commitment will, at crucial
junctures, require considerable self-sacrifice, which he eventually epitomized and
celebrated in his moving culogy commemorating the “heroic self-sacrifice” of the
Paris Communards, at the end of The Civil War in France.

Marx’s emphasis on the essential role of class interest does entail that sufficiently
strong and pervasive motivation for socialist revolution depends on the motiva-
tional power of the thought that success will benefit those in one’s proletarian sit-
nation (including oneself if one survives), ending the social domination from
which one has suffered. But Marx’s theory of the state makes engagement in rev-
olutionary activity risky business, while the success of the workers” movement
would be a public good, available to proletarians who took no such risks. So class
loyalty, based on self-respect, not the mere maximization of expected personal
benefit, is essential to Marx’s revolutionary hopes, which endorse a demanding
morality on the first construal.®

Still, even if Marx was committed to a practice of rcasoned self-sacrifice in
pursuit of large social goals, he could have rejected morality in another sense as
an inadequate basis for political choice. The moral point of view is often under-
stood as an #mpartial standpoint for choice, the authoritative perspective in which
one chooses with equal concern or respect for all. Thus, each of the specific moral
standpoints that Marx criticizes is typically offered as a favored interpretation of
the demands of moral impartiality. Perhaps the anti-moral remarks reject ultimate
reliance on an impartial perspective.

Certainly, Marx regarded impartial concern and respect as insufficient to moti-
vate the successful pursuit of the social goals he advocated. However sincere their
professions of impartial concern or respect, the interests of the bourgeoisie and
their allies would lead them to reconcile these morsl commitments with the
defense of the status quo, and proletarian loyalty bt ) would

be necessary to motivate its-ovsi ! don, Marx may have thought tha
there were important limits to the espaelty of morality, in the second, impartial
ist sense, to justify political cholces that reflect the reasoned commitments consti
tuting his morality in the first, broad sense. These doubts might have been base
on extrapolation from inadequacies he discerned in all of the impartial moralitic
of his time. However, they may also indicate a further legacy to be derived fror
Marx’s social theories, a concern for the epistemic consequences of social divisior

The deep problems of utilitarianism (of which Marx’s objections are only
sample) suggest that the standpoint of impartial morality is, most fundamentall
a standpoint of equal respect for persons. But notoriously, people in any moder
society are divided in their conscicntious interpretations of the demands of equ:
respect. How can political choices expressing the dictates of equal respect lea
some to force institutions on others, which these others regard as incompatib
with equal respect? When important life-long interests are at stake, an appeal t
majority rule is not sufficient — otherwise it could be too easy to justify, say, th
imposition of a state church on a religious minority. But (as political libera
emphasize in our time), the dogmatic stipulation of a particular interpretation ¢
equal respect for persons is not sufficient cither. For example, someone cou
accept that extensive interterence with market-generated inequalities is require
by the standards that he would choose behind Rawls’s “veil of ignorance,” whi
protesting that the Rawlsian interpretation of respect for fellow-members of one
society leads to disrespectful taking of people’s benefits gained from their uses
their actual talents and asscts in honest, peaceful self-advancement. If one simg
dismisses his construal of respect for persons and forces him to conform, one ¢
hardly claim to act as respect for persons requires. i

Because of the plurality of competing interpretations, the project of basi
political choice on the dictates of equal respect for all requires an appropriate
impartial basis for interpreting these dictates. When I am aware that others :
drawn to different interpretations, I am, nonetheless, justified in relying on r
construal of the dictates of equal respect if 1 am justified in believing that t
others would share it if we all rationally reflected on relevant facts and put to o
side our special interests and other morally irrelevant biases. So politics can
based on impartial morality if partisans can be warranted in taking their choi
to be refevantly untainted.

Marx’s insistence on the robust connection between people’s social positic
and their evaluative stances suggests that this interpretive project may be ¢f
temically utopian. There may be important areas of social choice in which |
pursuit of untainted interpretations is neither feasible nor desirable.

It is ney casy to be sure that one’s favored controversial specification of
abstract moral principle does not essentially depend on one’s own special int
ests, the special interests of a social group with which one identifies or some ¢
of temperament that lacks moral authority. In some cascs, actual agreement anx
people of diverse interests, backgrounds and temperaments or the actual trend
increasing agreement in response to shared information offer adequate assura
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that partiality docs not intrude, But'shere is often no such evidence of the inno-
cence of one’s response to a controversial principle of soclal choice. If one’s dis-
tinctive moral inclinations correspond to the interests of those in one’s social
situation (a tendency from which intellectuals are hardly exempt), there may be
no adequate assurance that those inclinations do not essentially depend on those
partial interests. Even when inclinations depart from social background, as in
Marx’s case, they may simply reflect the forces that give a temperament its dis-
tinctive cast (in Marx’s case, a cast of defiance).

It might seem that equal respect would still require striving to free oneself from
partial interests, even though one’s best effort may very well be inadequate. But
Marx’s theory of ideology suggests that this effort is not a means of moving closer
to a determinate perspective of equal respect, for most people when they reflect
on fundamental questions of social choice. What does determine choice if one has
broken the hold of one’s special interests and inclinations? Presumably, the moral
milieu in which one has grown up. But where social choice is concerned (Marx
argues), this milicu reflects a process of reconciling social stability with the dom-
inance of an economic elite. If this is true to a significant extent, then detachment
from their special interests by those outside of the elite will not be a route to equal
respect, even though attachment to those interests poses its own threats of cal-
lousness, intolerance and envy.’

Given Marx’s empirical beliefs, this indeterminacy might not aftect the choice
of socialism over capitalism, because of the differences between these alternatives
on all dimensions of concern to those who are striving, however diversely, to show
equal respect for all. Still, given the dangers, uncertain prospects and speculative
goals of any particular socialist revolutionary initiative, orthodox Marxists won-
dering whether to call workers to the barricades may well have found it impos-
sible to resolve the question on the basis of impartialist morality. In any case,
nowadays, in the absence of old empirical convictions, the diversity of specifica-
tions of respect, justice and well-being may make the sphere of indeterminacy quite
extensive in the choice of whether and how to intervene to change market-based
economic fates.

Suppose that there are spheres of political choice, too fundamental to be
grounded on the rule: “Whatever the majority favors is, by that token, the right
choice,” in which no partisan is in a position to claim that her choice is a dictate
of equal respect for all. Does it follow that partisans must give up the project of
reconciling their activity with equal respect for all, regarding it as a constraint only
appropriate to a future, more harmonious society? No, for what impartial moral-
ity does not require, impartial morality may (or may not) permit. When I do not
have a warrant for regarding my construal of equal respect as uniquely compelling,
I may still be warranted in supposing that my reasons for sccking to impose my
alternative are sufficiently serious to make my political activity respectful of every-
one’s interests, in light of the costs imposed by others’ alternatives. T'he reduc-
tion of exploitation, poverty and marginalization could be sutficiently scrious
reasons. So an heir of Marx’s legacy in moral cpis , pe concerned to

reconcile her political comn - morality, even if she does not
regard all these commitments as° ‘ al morality. Morality in the first,
broad sense fills the gaps left by morality in the second, impartialist sense.?

Of course, what counts as a sufficlently serious justification depends on empir-
ical scrutiny of likely gains and losses. And here, the post-Marxist social demo-
crat often faces a peaceful analogue of the Marxist revolutionary’s quandary. In
many cases, she lacks reasons for confidence that a costly initiative in helping the
poor or exploited or marginalized will be effective. Given those costs (as well as
possible harms to the intended beneficiaries), it would be self-indulgent to appeal
to her fine goals. But perhaps oldtime Marxism has something to contribute.
Marxists who chose militance or revolution in the name of socialism were aware
that harm was certain and success was not on the current occasion. But they also
thought that their ultimate goal of human liberation could not be attained unless
people in circumstances of uncertain success took initiatives that impartial moral-
ity did not require. Similarly, a post-Marxist who is uncertain whether a particu-
lar attempt to reduce burdens of capitalism would succeed may have adequate
reason to believe that the long-term project of reducing these burdens is doomed
in the absence of a political movement that produces such attempts and lcarns
from their failures as well as their successes. Despite its now all-too-evident
dangers, perhaps the old talk of historical mission still has a use in justitying
engagement in political movements that imposc risks and costs and do not merely
implement requirements of impartial morality.

Notes \

1 Marx also uscs less pretentious terms for the key groups, such as “the workers” for the
proletariat, when the reference is clear, and so will I. Further specification of this general
conception of capitalist relations of production would clarify the crucial ascriptions of
control, distinguish different sources of power or vulnerability within the two classes,
and characterize other classes in capitalist socictics. Wright (1997) presents an influen-
tial effort to develop specifications that provide a framework for explaining current social
phenomena.

2 Earlier fooms of surplus-cxtraction, such as slavery and serfdom, also have these fed
tures, and are forms of exploitation — though, here, the direct coercion through which
the stronger force the weaker to work for them is probably cnough to justify the label

3 Avineri (1970), Moore (1975) and others either have denied that organized politica
violence was ever essential to the establishment of socialism in Marx’s view or have
taken him to have departed from this judgment after the failure of the revolutions o
1848. THi# is hard to reconcile with his enduring emphasis on the actively pro
capitalist role of the state under capitalism and with such late texts as The Civil Wa
in France.

4 Brenkert (1983) argues that Marx relied on a morality of freedom, but such a moral
ity similarly confronts conflicts among different people’s freedoms and difterent kind
of freedom, ,




5 Indeed, Alien (1973) and others have argued that Marx implicitly relied on some form
of utilitarianism. However, Marx’s explicit criticisms of utilitarianism turn out to cut
deep.

6 Olson (1965), who first noted the public-goods problem, took it to undermine Marx’s
account of revolutionary motivation. Buchanan (1979) argues that Olson’s challenge
has not yet been answered. My sketch of an answer is along the lines of Holmstrom
(1983) and of Miller (1984 ); which also further develops the Marxist critiques of moral-
ities and morality in this essay and the analysis of Marx’s theory of the state).

7 Brudney (1998) discusses Marx’s concern with social barriers to moral justification, in
the 1840s.

8 Arguably, specific kinds of moral judgments, such as judgments of justice, might,
nonetheless, be excluded, where impartiality is unavailable, because they intrinsically
appeal to dictates of moral impartiality. The case of justice has been specially significant
in controversies over Marx and morality because of the stimulus of Wood’s argument
(1972) that Marx regarded justice as a non-normative property, involving conformity
to stabilizing social rules.
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