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  Introduction


  In 2009 Mark Fisher suggested that it’s ‘easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism’ and he was probably right.1 Imagining the end of the world requires us only to conceive of the absence of everything we know. Imagining the end of capitalism requires us to come up with some ideas about what might replace it, and about how we might get from here to there. With almost 50 percent of the world’s population living in poverty and 9 million people a year dying for want of food, we’d better hope this isn’t as good as it gets.2


  If we want to understand how capitalism ends, then we need to understand what capitalism is and how it arose. We might then be in a position to know whether it’s possible to move on – and if so then how, and to what? We also need to understand the nature of historical progress and the ways in which large-scale, lasting changes are driven by a dynamic interaction between technological developments and human rationality. This is the process which saw capitalism emerge from the feudal past, and it’s the process which will see us move forward, away from capitalism into something else. I’ll argue that a post-capitalist future which lies broadly within the concept of socialism is both desirable and obtainable.


  I’ll spend some time here discussing the shortcomings of the capitalist economic structure and the inconsistencies of capitalist ideology, but it’s important to avoid a onedimensional approach in which everything about capitalism is undesirable, and everything undesirable is so because it’s capitalist. Capitalism is a specific historical phenomenon and, for all its ills, it has delivered significant advances over precapitalist societies for people in a vast range of economic and social circumstances.


  While there has always been a terrible human cost to capitalist development, there was also a rationale – increased productive capacity raised living standards and life expectancy for huge swathes of the world’s population. Complaints against capitalism’s injustices have long been met with references to its efficiency – the pie may not be evenly divided, but it relentlessly increases in size. It’s worth asking, though, whether more productive capacity is always what we need from our economic system. At some point there will be sufficient capacity and a system geared to always producing more at the expense of any other goal will cease to be the optimum system for our needs.3 Perhaps it’s also, now, worth asking if that point has already arrived – or if it’s imminent. Although millions die for want of food every year and billions more are malnourished, it’s not because we lack the resources to stop that from happening – globally we throw away 28 percent of the food we produce4 and on average citizens in OECD countries produce 2 kilos of waste every single day.5 In the heyday of capitalism firms built their reputations on reliable, long-lasting products. Reliability and longevity are product characteristics which in some sectors are no longer profitable – they can put companies out of business in today’s consumer markets. Through built-in obsolescence and other aspects of disposable consumerism we are manufacturing demand in many instances, not meeting it – and this has serious and detrimental effects on us as people, on our societies and on our environment.


  The major problems we face in the twenty-first century are not caused by insufficient productive capacity, but by the absence of mechanisms in place to distribute the fruits of that capacity more reasonably. Currently 26 billionaires have the same wealth as the poorest three and a half billion people on the planet – and almost all of those three and a half billion live in poverty – with limited access to food, clean water, basic medicines, shelter, security and education.6 Is it possible for these absurdities to be solved within a capitalist economic structure, or must we find a way to progress beyond capitalism in order to overcome these issues?7 The idea that capitalism can be reformed so that these problems can be addressed within its parameters takes something of a blow when we find, for example – as we will in Chapter 7 – Jerome Powell, Chairman of the US Federal Reserve, arguing that sometimes interest rates must be changed because otherwise not enough Americans will be living in poverty.8 If those charged with fine-tuning the economy for maximum performance consider insufficient poverty to be a situation that needs addressing, it does look like we’re going to need to move on to something else...


  This iniquitous distribution of resources under capitalism is matched by an absurd approach to the distribution of effort. Capitalism’s unprecedented capacity to advance productive technology has continually provided the means to produce goods with less effort than was previously required. But the benefits of such developments cannot be shared widely under a capitalist system and, typically, advances in productive technology push huge numbers of workers into unemployment. Surely one of the most absurd elements of technological development under capitalism is that those whose lives are blighted by drudgery and toil have learnt to fear the invention of any machine that might decrease the amount of drudgery and toil they’re required to endure. The solutions currently on offer for such needless suffering range from the dismissive to the inane. In Chapter 3 we’ll find Barack Obama (one of the more progressive voices in the capitalist camp) defending pointless employment on the grounds that some employment is bett er than no employment, even if the work being done is not work that needs doing (and even though there is valuable work that needs doing, that isn’t gett ing done!).9 We’ll cover the details in Chapter 3, but essentially he was asserting that a solution which would be more efficient and require less paperwork couldn’t be adopted for the specific reason that it would be more efficient and require less paperwork. Could it be that the market isn’t the infallible, valuemaximising mechanism that some seem to think?


  It’s one thing to assert that capitalism has passed its use-by date, and that what we need now is something different, but it’s another to work out what that something is and how we might get from here to there. It’s in answering this question that we’ll lean heavily on an analytical approach to transformative change, informed by an understanding of historical examples of such transformations.


  This work is presented in three parts – History, Ideology and Progress. The fullest appreciation of my position will be gained by approaching the chapters in the order in which they’re presented, but the later chapters should still make sense in isolation, and if readers prefer to dive straight into the ideological debates of Part II – or even to discover the proposals for our future direction in Part III – then that should not pose a problem (though such readers may occasionally need to refer back to earlier chapters to arm themselves with the full context of the arguments).


  Part I—History


  This section aims to understand where we are today and how we got here – not only in terms of the particular events that make up our back-story, but in terms of understanding how historical change happens and its relationship to progress. Chapter 1 reviews our current predicament and establishes a definition of capitalism with reference to its essential features – structural characteristics which meaningfully set it apart from the pre-capitalist world. Here, we’ll also outline an approach to understanding the mechanisms of historical change. If we want to know what the transition out of capitalism might look like, then perhaps an understanding of the processes by which it arose is a reasonable place to start. We’re not so much looking for a checklist of symptoms of change here, but trying to gain some historical perspective. How does technological development interact with rationality and ideology? What kinds of material changes accompany or produce shifts in the way we understand the world and our place in it? In Chapter 2 we’ll look at the emergence of capitalism in early-modern England, then briefly in France and the US, and finally at the processes leading to the establishment of capitalism in Russia. In Chapter 3 we’ll review the current state of capitalism and ask whether it has become untenable. Throughout this section we’ll be asking what change looks like and how it comes about. What is a revolution? Is it the same as an uprising? Must heads roll? Can significant change happen gradually? How do the personal decisions of individuals aggregate across a society and add up to social transformation? Why were turnips and sheep manure more important than Cromwell or Robespierre in the emergence of capitalism?


  Part II—Ideology


  In Part II, we move on to consider the ideology of the capitalist era – even if capitalism is experiencing material difficulties, or it fosters gross inequalities and is unreformable in that respect, its supporters will argue that it remains the only ethical system, as (they claim) it delivers freedoms which other systems cannot. We find, though, that – in crucial respects – the philosophical basis of capitalism is no less absurd than its mechanisms for the distribution of resources and effort we noted above. Chapter 4 reviews the political landscape of the capitalist era through an examination of the concept of the left-right spectrum. Taking account of historical context as well as contemporary politics, we find that a dynamic view of the concepts of left and right and their evolution allows us to resolve many of the difficulties surrounding the terms. This analysis gives us a new perspective on contemporary issues. On the left it gives context to debates between liberals and socialists on issues such as identity politics and class reductionism. On the right it helps to explain what the Trump(ism)-Johnson-Brexit landscape means and the direction of this ‘new conservative’ right.10


  In Chapter 5 (Equality of What?) we ask what ought to be the currency of egalitarian justice. The emergence of capitalism was accompanied and legitimised by a philosophical opposition to feudal hierarchies which had been stifling capitalist development. Doctrines of Divine Right and the Great Chain of Being were supplanted by the Enlightenment ideals of equality encapsulated in the US Declaration of Independence (1776) and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen (1789). Although the equality demanded by capitalist philosophy is strictly limited to equality before the law and (eventually) equality of political participation, and although really-existing capitalism has often failed to deliver even on these limited ideals, it’s important to note that the ideology of the capitalist era does insist on equality of something. From this historical context we can begin to build a picture of some degree of ideological continuity between capitalism and socialism. Each constitutes a consecutive phase in the Enlightenment project – in the transition from religion and tradition to rationality and modernity.


  The decisive and instrumental ideological difference between capitalism and socialism is the relationship between the two concepts at the centre of the discussion in Chapter 6 – Property and Freedom. As we’ll see, the capitalist conception of this relationship is beset with inconsistencies – it requires the word freedom to mean different things at different points in the argument – and sometimes it has to mean something that no one really thinks is what ‘freedom’ means. We’ll also look at the claim that the right to own property is an absolute requirement of freedom, and how that sits with the capitalist insistence that not actually owning any property doesn’t infringe or even slightly diminish anyone’s freedom. We’ll trace the development of this ideological sleight of hand from John Locke to Robert Nozick and beyond, taking in the Putney Debates in the aftermath of the first English Civil War and the ideological context of the French Revolution as well as contributions from Hayek, Berlin, Rawls, Frankfurt and others along the way.


  Part III—Progress


  Having determined that capitalism is both materially outmoded and ideologically defunct we move on in Part III to investigate ways in which we might best manage the transition out of capitalism and discuss potential policies to ensure we move in the right direction, so that its successor is a more just and civilised economic structure. In Chapter 7 we’ll look at some of the social and cultural changes we’ll need to prepare for, particularly with regard to our conception of the role of work in our lives and to the relationships between work and reward in society. Chapter 8 examines the insights which Modern Monetary Theory brings to bear on the operations of the economy in late-stage capitalism, as well as Thomas Piketty’s proposals which, although from a more orthodox economic perspective, are more radical in substance than the policy positions often derived from an MMT approach.11 In Chapter 9 we’ll discuss some examples of policies which aim to really drive us past the capitalist economic structure and how they might be implemented.


  It’s impossible for any reasonably informed person to think about how humankind might approach the future without taking account of the climate emergency we currently face. I have not addressed the details of how we might tackle this emergency here – there are many others far bett er qualified to undertake that task. It should, though, be clear from the arguments I present – and in case it isn’t, I’ll state it explicitly now – that the climate emergency cannot be adequately addressed while it is a subordinate consideration to the pursuit of profit and the (illogical) capitalist conception of freedom. We need to move politically, socially and economically beyond those constraints in order to address the impending environmental disaster, and the aim of this work is to examine how we might do so. That is not to say, of course, that there is no point doing all we can for the planet in the meantime – it’s merely the acknowledgement that a system that cannot survive without growth is incompatible with the survival of the planet. We need a Green New Deal. This book addresses the New Deal part of that approach, but that should not be taken as any kind of signal that the Green part is not paramount. (Or, for that matt er, that the New Deal part, like the programme from which it takes its name, can be carried out within the confines of the existing system. We are past that point.)


  The themes we’ll return to throughout the book revolve around the question of how change happens and the interaction between technological progress and human rationality. Capitalism is viewed as a historical phenomenon which emerged despite no one planning or even really envisioning it. Certain conditions existed in which it made rational sense for certain people to act in certain ways – the upshot of all this was, eventually, the emergence of a capitalist economic structure. The success of capitalism has rendered those conditions obsolete and the way forward now is to encourage the conditions in which it makes rational sense to enough people to make the decisions which will amount to us progressing to something better. Part of that process will be provided by technological advances – the rest will be up to us. We need to ensure we respond appropriately to those advances, and this work aims to contribute to the conversation about what our responses should look like.




   

  Part I


  History






  1


  Capitalism and Progress



   And yet, something has changed for the better. We have rediscovered that capitalism is not the answer, but the question

   Eric Hobsbawm, 201212




  The aim of this section is to understand capitalism from a world historical perspective – how it emerged, how it’s developed and where it might be heading. Essential to this process are a clear definition of what capitalism is and an approach to understanding the processes of historical change. This first chapter begins with a brief summary of our current situation and then places the turmoil in a longer-term perspective.


  1.1 Where We Are Now


  Even before any of us had heard of Covid-19 our news agenda was already dominated by alarming events – Brexit, Trump, Putin, Johnson and the rise of the far right in Hungary, Brazil and elsewhere. The failures of the Johnson and Trump administrations to deal with the pandemic with any kind of wisdom or competency have not surprised any reasonably informed observers on either side of the Atlantic. Both men are widely regarded as dishonest and corrupt13 but the extent of the assaults on their respective constitutions and on the institutions of liberal democracy in both countries have shocked and disorientated onlookers from across the political spectrum.14


  In the US and the UK, it’s now commonplace to observe that actual events are so absurd as to be impossible to satirise. At the same time, the increase in politically motivated public violence and abuse, including the assassination of British MP Jo Cox and credible death threats to other Labour MPs, the resurgence of the far right in several countries and the normalisation of dangerous propaganda in response to the pandemic have seen confusion replaced by fear and panic. When the New British Union of Fascists turn up at a rally in Trafalgar Square and are not even the most worrying or dangerous people in attendance, there is justifiable concern that the scarcely credible events unfolding on the nightly news are symptoms of impending chaos – that as a society we are regressing under the spell of populist dogma. And yet...


  And yet on the whole, despite the legacy of Thatcher and Reagan, despite the rise of Putin, despite Brexit, Johnson and Trump, it’s not the case that there is nothing to celebrate in the world. Global poverty rates continue to decrease (though less quickly than in earlier decades). For the first time ever, on average, girls receive almost as much education as boys. Child mortality has plummeted, smallpox has been eradicated, cancer survival rates improve all the time, HIV is survivable. Global average life expectancy has risen from 26 in 1820 to 73 today. In 1900 a fifth of new-borns died before their first birthday – the figure is now around 1 per cent.15 Every day across the world millions of people, in all kinds of situations, at all levels of income and ability, work to improve the human condition and the lives of those most in need. The society we have built is capable of brilliant and hugely complex humanitarian achievements. While the news headlines can be alarming, the background against which they’re presented includes many long-term achievements – and although such improvements have been disproportionately beneficial to those of us in the ‘developed world’, many of the benefits have been seen globally.


  How are we to reconcile these conflicting currents? How can we explain the prevailing political climate in the UK and the US16, and the resurgence of the far right elsewhere, against this backdrop of progress and achievement? I will argue that while we are indeed entering a period of significant historical change, the rumblings of right-wing populism, in the UK and US, Brazil, Hungary and elsewhere, represent symptoms of change, but not bellwethers for the direction of that change. They are the death agony of the old structure, not a dawn chorus of the new. Times of structural change will always cause some discomfort for those who had internalised the worldview which legitimised the political, social and cultural relations that served the economic structure now under stress. It’s not always easy to accept that deeply-felt convictions have become outdated – to unlearn a world view that has permeated society for generations. In the UK and the US, the populist media – and populist politicians – have for decades nurtured a backwards-looking political culture, fixated on past glories and wary of change. Until recently, this undercurrent had been largely reduced to relatively benign levels – focusing in the UK, for example, on the pomp and circumstance of the monarchy, unrealistic ambitions for the English national football team17and a much higher opinion of Churchill than that which led the wartime generation to reject the Conservative Party under his leadership at every opportunity.18 Since the referendum on EU membership in 2016, though, the sinister edge to this backward-looking world view has again reared its head, as its high profile advocates manoeuvre their ‘culture war’ into the forefront of political debate.


  Parallel to – and overlapping with – this cultural arena, other dimensions of social, economic and political discourse have become similarly polarised, with Jeremy Corbyn and Bernie Sanders pulling discourse to the left and Boris Johnson and Donald Trump dragging their followers further to the right even than Thatcher and Reagan had managed in the 1980s.19 While polarisation in itself isn’t necessarily a problem, when it’s combined with an increasingly superficial discourse – encouraged by the nature of social media – it contributes to a process of lowering the quality of public debate. As a part of this process, it has become almost impossible to conduct a nuanced conversation about the nature of capitalism – for some it’s responsible for every ill on the planet, for others it’s the saviour of mankind. I’m not going to referee that debate. I’m going to tell you it’s the wrong debate. Capitalism is here whether we like it or not. And it’s going away too, whether we like that or not. Much though some of capitalism’s least convincing advocates like to portray it as some kind of natural order, or the inevitable, default condition of human society, it is in the end no more eternal than the Roman Empire or the Kingdom of Aksum20 or eal Madrid’s domination of the European Cup.


  1.2 How We Arrived Here


  In considering if and how capitalism might be replaced, it’s useful to understand what kind of processes are likely to constitute a transformation from one economic structure to another, and a good starting point for that project is to look at the means by which capitalism itself developed out of European feudalism. There are numerous approaches to understanding the origins and development of capitalism and I’ll focus on one that provides a strong analytical framework from which to understand historical change. One of the central claims arising out of this framework is that capitalism is the only economic system capable of delivering the rapid technological development and material abundance of the last 200 years. This claim is a stalwart of the advocates of capitalism, and is often employed as a justification for capitalism’s continued existence for all eternity. But one of the earliest proponents of the claim – for whose theory this was an absolutely central tenet – saw in it the seeds of capitalism’s eventual expiry. It comes as a surprise to many who revel in capitalism’s unique and seemingly boundless capacity for growth that the first economist to build his theory of historical development around this capacity was Karl Marx. (Don’t panic, read on...)


  Although Marx provides us with some useful insights into the process of historical change, my aim here is not to evaluate the pros and cons of his work as a whole, but to use some of the explanatory tools and conceptual categories he devised and developed, with the aim of making sense of the past as more than a random collection of dates and events. Marx’s economics and politics are not central to this process, but his theory of history – often referred to as historical materialism – will provide a scaffolding to assist us in building a picture of where we are, how we got here and where we’re going. Although Marx is regularly misrepresented by the right, the breadth of his work is also somewhat under-represented by the left. That’s not to say that the ideas with which many of us are familiar have been dishonestly attributed to Marx by those on the left. Rather, the events of the twentieth century, and the work of some of the personalities thrown into prominence by those events, have resulted in a relatively narrow understanding of the possibilities available to a historical materialist approach. The central concept of revolution, for example, is almost always taken to refer to a sudden, violent overthrow of political power, yet Marx writes extensively about the revolution by which capitalism superseded feudalism and describes its gradual progress over a couple of hundred years. In Chapter 2 we’ll look at that revolution and note that the real drivers of the emergence of capitalism in Europe were not ‘revolutionary’ characters like Cromwell or Robespierre, but technological innovations and new ideas about property, freedom and individual rights. From this perspective the core process of change is the interaction between technological development and human rationality. The term revolution applies to a degree and type of historical change, not to the means by which it is achieved or the timescale involved. As we’ll see, this also means that we need to broaden our ideas about what constitutes a ‘revolutionary action’. The revolution which saw capitalism replace feudalism included actions of landlords and merchants, such as the conversion of customary rents to commercial rents and conducting trade outside of markets controlled by local boroughs. A revolution doesn’t have to involve manning the barricades or storming the Winter Palace. It’s entirely possible (conceptually, at least) for the revolutionary transition to occur peacefully.


  There are many ways of analysing and categorising historical change, and they’re not necessarily mutually exclusive. Each approach delivers its own insights and has its own limitations. Sometimes different approaches just occupy different explanatory planes. While some historians might focus on the evolution of political systems, and classify societies as empires, monarchies, democracies, dictatorships and so on, from a historical materialist perspective, the defining characteristics of societies in different stages of development are the patterns of property ownership – not only who owned what, but also what kind of things could be owned and what rights and responsibilities came with ownership. As we’ll discover, many of our current ideas about property ownership were consolidated only a few hundred years ago.


  When we refer to changing ideas about property ownership, we’re not really concerned with the ownership of personal property, but with ownership of productive resources.21 This includes the ‘means of production’ – tools and machinery, factories, forests, office buildings, intellectual property, algorithms and so on, but it also includes people and their labour power. (Remember that in much of human history people themselves have been included in the set of things which can be owned) The term ‘Production Relations’ is used to denote who owns which of these productive resources. A person may own their own labour power, or some or all of someone else’s labour power. Or they may own another person, or any amount and number of means of production. Production Relations describe who owns what in the production process.22


  It’s important not to get bogged down in terminology, but on the other hand it’s also crucial to be clear about what is meant by certain terms – having briefly defined production relations and the means of production above I’ll limit our diversion into terminology to two more short definitions: class and economic structure.


  In this context, a class is a group of people who share the same production relations. In general conversation the term class has many meanings – usually quite vague, and almost always encompassing social and cultural facets. Terms such as working class and middle class are familiar to us all, but lack agreed, formal definitions. These uses of the idea of class are not wrong or invalid – they just don’t play a role in historical materialist explanations of social change. It’s important to note that for our purposes the term class does not equate to an occupational category (such as the familiar ABC1 schema developed by the NRS), or an income band, or any collection of lifestyle choices or cultural signifiers. Instead we’ll refer to specific, named classes, each defined by its relations of production – its members’ ownership or control of productive resources. Classes are important in historical materialism because they reflect people’s relationship to the production process and therefore influence the way people react to advances in productive technology. But the role of class in shaping historical change doesn’t have to conform to traditional ideas about class conflict and proletarian uprisings. This will become apparent as we examine the processes of historical change throughout the next few chapters. If you’re feeling that this way of classifying populations in twenty-first century advanced economies is a litt le jaded and out of date, don’t worry. In Chapter 3 we’ll discover why this approach makes for a much more usable classification in describing our current situation and the potential for historical change than ideas about ‘the working class’, or ‘blue collar workers’, or the group currently a hot topic in many US debates, the ‘Professional Managerial Class’, or PMC.23


  The economic structure is the network of production relations in a society at a given time – that is, of which classes a society is comprised. Capitalism and feudalism are examples of economic structures and we’ll look at the differences between them later, but first we should consider the means by which societies progress from one economic structure to another. In historical materialism, the revolution is the process whereby one economic structure – one set of production relations – is replaced by another. This is a gradual and somewhat ad hoc process – the sudden and violent episodes often called revolutions, or coups or civil wars are the processes whereby the political world catches up with these economic transformations. As we’ll see in Chapter 2 with respect to the process that saw capitalism replace feudalism in England, the real revolution – the underlying change in production relations, can take place over a few hundred years. The English Civil Wars in the middle of the seventeenth century and the coup known as the Glorious Revolution in 1688 were the upheavals whereby the capitalist class finally wrested political power from the hands of the old order – but the actual revolutionary change, the technological and economic developments – had been slowly progressing since the start of the sixteenth century.


  1.3 Understanding Historical Change


  The concept of revolution introduces the dimension of time and the process of social change into the equation. How such change proceeds, and how revolutionary transformations come about can be described by the Development Thesis and its conceptual partner the Primacy Thesis, as developed by G.A. Cohen in his ground-breaking and influential 1976 interpretation of historical materialism.24 This approach is based on two assertions:


  1. Humans are sufficiently intelligent to be able to improve their material situation, and sufficiently rational to be disposed to do so, given their historical situation of scarcity, and


  2. as technology develops, different types of economic organisation suit different levels of technological development. (A slave society might be suitable for building aqueducts or keeping the Picts at bay, but it’s not particularly conducive to the invention of spreadsheets or the development of ABS braking systems.)


  Taken together these assertions imply that:


  • historical change is driven by technological development


  • various economic structures will arise and persist because they promote development at the then existing level


  • as technology develops, an economic structure that had previously promoted development may now hinder further development


  • in such a case, the economic structure will (eventually) give way, and a new economic structure will (eventually) emerge which promotes further development. (If economic structures sometimes impede further development, and if rationality dictates that development cannot be subverted indefinitely – then economic structures must ‘rise and fall...as they enable or impede that growth’.)25


  The process of historical change in this context is similar to the evolutionary process of natural selection by chance variation. As possibilities to improve technology arise – from the wheel and the seed drill to the factory system and artificial intelligence – humans will tend to adopt those developments, and if economic and social arrangements prevent societies from doing so, then it is those arrangements which will be surrendered, not the technological advances. (In Chapter 2 we’ll see how feudal (and post-feudal) economic and social conditions hampered technological progress. Eventually, the lure of technological advances (and the benefits of their adoption) proved to be greater than the attachment to traditional, feudal customs.) Sometimes a society will, for whatever reason, choose to forego technological developments in favour of retaining some traditional economic, social, cultural or religious arrangement. (Usually because the decision-making interests in such a society are doing very well under the existing situation and have no desire to rock the boat.) Such societies soon find themselves at a military or economic disadvantage against rivals who adopted the technology in question. Over time the technology spreads, either by invasion, economic dominance or capitulation of the forces of tradition in the face of reality.


  Throughout history there is constant experimentation with different ways of doing things. Not just in the development of new technologies but in the field of human relations. The variation of time, place and circumstance in the human experience has led to an incalculable number of combinations of production relations. Those experiments which favour further development at a time when existing relations are proving a drag on progress confer a productive advantage on their host societies. In the almost universal human situation of scarcity, a productive advantage translates into a competitive edge and, for that society, a survival advantage. Over time, societies (or groups within societies) adopting production relations that ‘work’ will come to dominate their neighbours who resist such a change – a new economic structure emerges and the process of revolution is underway. The struggle may be peaceful or bloody, and the tide may ebb and flow, but in the battle between the past and the future – the future always wins in the end. This is the process that has seen us progress through history from slavery, through various forms of feudalism and into capitalism. It’s also the process that will see us progress from capitalism to something else. Capitalism, as its advocates will point out, has delivered technological advances and material abundance to previously unimaginable levels. The approach I’ll adopt here asserts that this capacity is unique to capitalism and intrinsic to its nature, but also that this very aspect of the character of capitalism is its fatal flaw. In short, capitalism has developed technology to a point where it is no longer the best structure to develop technology further.26


  1.4 What is Capitalism?


  Some definitions of capitalism equate it with markets, the exchange of goods and so on – and the proponents of such definitions are thus able to claim that it’s a permanent and natural feature of human existence, but such definitions are so broad as to be of no real use to anyone. Here I’ll employ a definition of capitalism as an economic structure, situated historically as emerging in Western Europe over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and consolidating its global dominance during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. There’s no universally agreed definition of capitalism, but if you prefer an alternative to the version I propose here, that shouldn’t cause us a problem – just make up a snappy name for the thing I describe and then mentally replace instances of the word ‘capitalism’ with your chosen descriptor for the remainder of the book. It’s the concept that’s important here, not the label. Note, though, that there is considerable precedent for the type of definition I’ll be using. Ellen Meiskins Wood, for example, reflects a broad consensus among historians with the assertion that ‘capitalism is not a natural or inevitable consequence of human nature, or of the age-old tendency to “truck, barter and exchange”. It is a late and localized product of very specific historical conditions.’27


  In defining capitalism as an economic structure, the definition will consist entirely of a description of who owns which productive resources, and what “ownership” means in that type of society. This focus on the character of ownership structures as the defining elements of social systems is not limited to those writing from a historical materialist perspective. Economist Thomas Piketty adopts a similar approach in his Capital and Ideology. Piketty refers to societies up to the present day as inequality regimes and classifies them by the type of wealth inequality they exhibit and the institutions and ideology which perpetuate and legitimise that inequality. The societies which I refer to as capitalist are a subset of those which he calls proprietarian. He reserves the term capitalism for proprietarian societies which have reached the industrial stage of technological development (though not because they’ve reached the industrial stage, but because of the necessary changes in ideas about ownership which accompany industrial development).28 The overall approach is similar and the differences in terminology need not detain us here. The important point is that there is value in understanding historical change in the context of the way in which attitudes to property and ownership change over time, as technology develops and opens up new possibilities. (Also, as noted above, this approach need not exclude other approaches, but can complement them. When, for example, economist Robert Reich frames our predicament as a battle for democracy against oligarchy, his emphasis on political manifestations of power confronts much the same problem as our focus on property ownership, but from a different angle. It’s important that we see the whole picture, rather than descending into endless nit-picking about whose theory is purest.)


  Any definition of capitalism can appear abstract and irrelevant when presented in unfamiliar (and somewhat archaic) terms, but it’s necessary to be clear about what we mean by the concept. A brief definition of capitalism is presented below, the value and relevance of which will become clear in later chapters. Bear in mind that in a historical context, the chief value of a definition of capitalism is to identify what sets it apart from the economic structures which it replaced. The definition of capitalism I’ll employ here is that it is an economic structure in which the dominant production relation is that most workers are proletarians. The proletariat are distinguished from pre-capitalist workers by their full ownership of their own labour power, and their non-ownership of any means of production. This is the condition of virtually all waged employees under capitalism and means that:


  • they are free in that they own their own labour power and may sell it on the open market to the highest bidder – they are not compelled to work for any particular employer, but


  • they are unfree in that their non-ownership of any means of production dictates that in order to live they must sell their labour power to some employer or other


  This situation is in contrast to pre-capitalist labourers who were typically bound to the land by feudal obligations, unable to sell their labour power on the open market but compelled to labour for others, not by the need to earn their living, but by force, the threat of force or customary obligations. Workers in pre-capitalist economic structures were typically unfree in the sense that they didn’t enjoy full ownership or control over their own labour power. Sometimes restrictions were formalised in their legal obligation to perform work for a feudal lord, in other cases the restrictions were less transparent, but no less real in terms of the lived experience of the worker. On the other hand, many workers enjoyed some rights over their means of subsistence: their obligations to their feudal lord may be partly reciprocated by provision of a plot of land on which they could grow crops and various rights of use or access to communal assets – the right to graze livestock on a common or to collect firewood from a spinney, for example. Capitalism sweeps away both the rights and the obligations of the feudal workers.


  Under capitalism then, most people are proletarians, who own no means of production. A much smaller class are the capitalists – or bourgeoisie – who own most of the means of production. Full membership of the bourgeoisie is defined by ownership of sufficient means of production as to not need to work in order to be able to live. A bourgeois industrialist or landowner may actually work, but their class location requires only that they need not do so. These are of course ideal-typical definitions, and in capitalism, as in any system, numerous shades and intermediate classes exist. Chapter 3 includes a discussion of some intermediate classes under capitalism – chiefly technocrats and the petty-bourgeoisie – and an explanation of their potential roles in transitioning us away from the capitalist economic structure.


  With these two great classes – the proletariat and the bourgeoisie – facing each other, the capitalist economic structure provides the conditions for technological development to flourish – a flexible workforce, concentrated ownership of the means of production, generous rewards for innovation and investment, production for the accumulation of capital and so on. But however perfect are these conditions for the development of technology, it is exactly that development which delivers the conditions which eventually render capitalist production relations a hindrance to further human progress.


  1.5 Capitalism and Progress


  As we’ve seen, historical materialism asserts that different economic structures correspond to different levels of technological development. That is to say that as technology develops, economic structures – such as feudalism and capitalism – arise when and because they promote further development at the then existing level. This formulation entails that each economic structure contains the ‘seeds of its own destruction’. By facilitating and promoting further development each economic structure moves technology on to the point where the structure itself no longer corresponds to the new, higher level of development.


  According to this approach, capitalism, having driven productive capacity to previously unimaginable levels, will at some point begin to hinder further progress. Here I will argue that we have reached that point. The success of capitalism – as its diehard supporters will never tire of explaining to you – lies in the ability of the invisible hand of the market to respond quickly and efficiently to demand.29 If there’s money to be made by satisfying a demand, some enterprising entrepreneur will satisfy that demand. Prices will settle at a point determined by exactly how much people who have money are willing to pay, ensuring that everything always sells for its exact ‘value’, meaning that all demands will be satisfied more ‘efficiently’ by the market than could ever be managed by any army of state planners. The price of anything, the number or volume required, the exact details of the product – all of these things will be determined perfectly by the market. (The limitations of this understanding, in terms of what ‘value’ and ‘efficiently’ really mean are discussed in Chapter 6.)


  While the condition of the world was one of acute and generalised scarcity, capitalism’s responsiveness to demand (which really means demand combined with ability to pay) provided innovative solutions to problems of insufficient or ineffective supply. Demand was met, problems were solved, innovations were developed, profits were made – technological progress marched on. Of course, many were left behind, but many benefitted, and in general the beneficiaries were those best placed to ensure the continuation of the system which served them well. There is no question that capitalism had its victims, and in our appreciation of history this can’t be overlooked, but in our attempt to understand what capitalism is, our focus should be on the relationship between capitalism and technological development.


  Up until recently, technological development tended to focus on producing more, and bigger and better. Driven by the desires of those who could back their demands with cash, capitalism ramped up this process to previously inconceivable levels. But the technological advances which have been accomplished under capitalism have created the conditions for a different paradigm and for the transition to a new economic structure. The capacity for capitalism to develop technology and for that technology to deliver material abundance means that as a global population we are no longer living in a situation of scarcity. That may seem an odd statement, given that 20,000 people still starve to death every day, but what it means is that we have eliminated scarcity in the relevant sense of it being a driver for technological progress. Capitalism drives progress by meeting demand – but only when that demand is coupled with the ability to pay. The invisible hand of the market doesn’t care if people are starving – only if they’re starving and can pay for food. This is why we end up throwing away more than a quarter of all the food we produce. In the twenty-first century, the problem of human poverty is one of distribution, not scarcity. And this situation is not confined to those literally dying for want of a more equitable distribution of produce. In the developed world inequality is increasing and bringing with it problems for people at all points on the wealth and income scale.30


  Extensive research by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett31 has shown that quality of life across societies in the developed world – measured on any number of independently produced scales (life expectancy, infant mortality, divorce rates, suicide rates, prison population, addiction rates and many more) does not correlate at all to the overall level of wealth in a society. More importantly, though, their data also shows striking correlations between quality of life and the levels of equality in a society. More equal societies enjoy a far higher quality of life – and not just for those at the lower end of the equality spectrum. On this wide range of measures, even the richest in a relatively egalitarian society enjoy a higher quality of life than the richest in a richer, but less equal society. ‘Economic growth, for so long the great engine of progress has, in the rich countries, largely finished its work. Not only have measures of wellbeing and happiness ceased to rise with economic growth but, as affluent societies have grown richer there have been long-term rises in rates of anxiety, depression and numerous other social problems.’32


  Capitalism has delivered material abundance at a scale and pace with which no other system could compete. But scarcity is no longer our enemy, and therefore abundance is no longer our goal. Inequality, not scarcity, is what is now holding back progress to improvements in our quality of life. Equality is the new prosperity.






  2


  The Rise of Capitalism



   Everybody was supposed to grab whatever he could and hold onto it. Some were very good at grabbing and holding, were fabulously well-to-do. Others couldn’t get their hands on doodley-squat.


  Kurt Vonnegut, 197333




  2.1 The Development of Capitalism in England


  At the end of the seventeenth century with England’s population at a little over 5 million, Geoffrey King predicted that improvements in agricultural techniques would eventually permit sufficient food production to support as many as 11 million people. He expected us to reach those giddy heights somewhere around the year 3500.34 But King hadn’t seen capitalism coming. Although by the time he was writing, many of the processes of the transition were well under way, no one could really have seen how rapidly England would change over the coming century. King’s estimate of a maximum population of 11 million by 3500 was hopelessly inadequate – we passed that figure in the 1820s, and even by then we could spare over 10 per cent of our agricultural output for export.


  What changed then, to enable such unimaginable growth in population? How did we suddenly manage to produce sufficient food to feed 11 million people by the 1820s, or 30 million by 1900? In order to understand what changes led to this development, we need first to understand something about pre-capitalist society.


  Pre-capitalist England


  At the start of the sixteenthcentury, although feudalism proper had largely disappeared its legacy was everywhere. Seventy-five per cent of the population worked on the land. Inefficient, small-scale strip farming prevailed. Production was largely for consumption and for the local market, with surpluses finding their way up the feudal hierarchy through the system of manors, and manorial lords which still dominated the countryside. These landowners – the nobility and the gentry – derived their status from customary arrangements, from the number of servants in their household and tenants bound to their land and from their proximity in the hierarchy to the monarch. Rents were usually customary, meaning that the value didn’t change often or by much, and bore no relation to any market value of the property. Customary rents were symbolic representations of social hierarchies, rather than returns on investments. Rents sometimes included a money component but usually also included various labour obligations or payments in kind. Tenancies also generally included a plot of land to cultivate, as well as some rights over common assets, enabling workers to provide subsistence for themselves and their families. (In historical materialist terms, the workers enjoyed some ownership rights over some means of production.) Tenures could be for a number of years, for life, or a number of lives. Workers were not free to seek a tenancy wherever they pleased – feudal obligations tied them to their master, whose permission was required if they wished to live, work, marry or in some cases to even travel outside of their home manor. Permission, if it was granted at all, was often accompanied by a fee.


  The freedom to buy and sell was limited by a maze of restrictive practices and customs. Town markets were local, and prices were fixed by the Borough. Staple produce and products were sold to individuals for personal consumption first, in fixed amounts, then to those who would use them in their trade (brewers, bakers etc), and only after this was any surplus allowed to be sold to merchants or middlemen to sell outside of the local community. Even the middlemen had to be licensed by the Borough.35 It’s not feasible to characterise the markets in either labour or commodities as ‘free markets’ in sixteenth-century England.


  This was a system in which those working on the land enjoyed some rights of use of the land, but were also bound by custom or circumstance to their locality and their local ‘social superiors’. For their part, the landowners, while rarely turning down any opportunity to increase their wealth, ran their affairs in the pursuit of status, rather than profit. This was a highly regulated and quite static society. Depending on local circumstances, change was generally either slow or non-existent. And yet change did happen – and in line with Cohen’s Development Thesis, the prime mover in that process of change was technological progress.


  The Agricultural Revolution


  Despite the importance of figures such as Oliver Cromwell or Admiral Nelson in the public imagination, the real movers and shakers in English history were turnips and sheep manure. With 75 per cent of the working population engaged in agriculture at the start of the sixteenth century, each worker was producing enough for themselves and one-third of another person. This level of productivity is simply not enough to enable urbanisation or industrialisation on any significant scale.36 There would need to be a revolution in agricultural production before any such progress would be possible.37 The first stage of this process took place between 1500 and 1640.


  At the start of this period, English arable farming used a three-field system of crop rotation – one field in three had to be left uncultivated each year to allow the soil to recover its nutrients, or it might be planted with legumes such as peas or beans which stimulate a process of fixing nitrates into the soil. The discovery that crops such as turnips and clover could be grown in fields normally left fallow, and greatly increase the regeneration of the soil leading to increased wheat or barley yields in subsequent years, enabled the adoption of a four-field system in which no land was left fallow.38 The improvements to the soil led to higher wheat and barley yields, but in turnips and clover the system also provided fodder and grazing crops with which to support more livestock, which in turn increased the supply of manure for use as fertiliser, leading to even higher yields. The practice of sheep folding developed whereby sheep would graze during the day, and then be brought back into the fold – a moveable pen – for the night. The daytime grazing transferred nitrates from the soil into the sheep. During the night, the sheep obligingly deposited urine and manure wherever the fold had been placed, transferring the nitrates back into the soil elsewhere on the farm.39 Farmers learnt to add lime or marl to their soil, reducing acidity and improving the conversion of organic nitrogen to mineral nitrogen which can be taken up by plants. Without any conception of the chemistry at work, a process of trial and error – and careful observation – was improving agricultural production.


  As improvements in productivity began to produce a greater surplus, the more progressive landowners – perhaps those with lower status among the customary hierarchy, and therefore less to lose and more to gain, or perhaps just those of a more adventurous spirit – began to understand the potential rewards of modernising their relations with their land and with their tenants, and started to change their attitude to markets and money.40 A market in land developed, with some landowners now viewing land as an investment opportunity rather than a status symbol. This new breed of forward-looking landowner would typically introduce modern farming techniques to their land, but would also ‘modernise’ their relations with their tenants. As the wool industry grew, sheep pasture became a better investment than arable land. With sheep becoming more profitable than people, progressive landowners looked for any means to free their land up for sheep pasture by displacing tenants or shifting them to a less secure or shorter-term footing. Where possible customary rents were converted to modern market rents, copyhold to leasehold, rent-in-kind to money rents. Whereas customary rent was nominal, and remained at a fixed amount for generations, these newer ‘rack rents’ could be increased at will, effectively giving the landlord the power of eviction. Where conversions were not possible, copyholds were now often not renewed as they expired, leaving the tenant homeless and landless. Wastelands, woodlands and commons were enclosed, subverting common usage rights and making subsistence for the tenant farmers precarious if not impossible. As tenant farmers were squeezed off the land, their now vacant plots were added to the newly enclosed sheep pastures. Ellen Meiskins Wood summarises this process as one of ‘mounting assaults on customary rights, assertions of exclusive private ownership against communal rights to common land, challenges to customary tenures and an assortment of usage rights, together with various oppressive practices and extortionate rents, accompanied by legal and theoretical efforts to redefine the meaning of property’.41 While many landowners remained content to derive their status from a large number of socially subordinate tenants, and their income from customary rents and similar payments, the more forward-looking among them preferred the seemingly unlimited potential of market profits. A section of England’s gentry were moving their operations in the direction of a more capitalist footing, and the evictions they forced on their tenants were creating a landless proletariat.


  The Resistance of the Feudal State


  It’s important to recognise that in this period these progressive tendencies were resisted by the establishment. In 1489 and 1516, Acts were passed to limit the process of enclosure. In Utopia (1516) Thomas Moore criticises the enclosing landlord as an ‘insatiable wretch who is a plague to his country’, whose ‘tenants are turned out of their possessions by tricks or by main force or by being wearied out by ill-usage’.42 The world was changing, and those who had benefitted from the old order were mobilising the forces of tradition to resist new developments in any way they could. The crown and clergy were joined in this resistance to progress by the more traditional landowners – those benefitting most from the existing order, those who couldn’t see the benefits of experimenting with new technology, the short-sighted, the risk averse, those whose religious outlook attached them to tradition, and those whose assets just didn’t lend themselves to adaptation to new technologies.


  Alongside the modernisation of farming methods which brought growing numbers of progressive landlords into conflict with the traditional order, the rise of a new type of merchant again reduced the income finding its way up through the system to the crown. These merchants circumvented the regulations of the guilds and the boroughs by trading in unofficial markets in unincorporated towns. Just as anti-enclosure legislation was aimed at inhibiting the activities of the modernising landowners, the traditionalists attempted to thwart the rise of the developing merchant class. Unfortunately for the crown, the chief means at its disposal was to address the apex of the merchant pyramid by increasing the use of monopolies and patents – stifling progress and innovation through a characteristically old-world system where the exclusive rights to profit from certain activities were handed out in return for loyalty. Here we see one of the first examples of the conflict between the progressive interest and the traditionalists being expressed in the struggle between Parliament and the Crown. As well as granting Sir Walter Raleigh a patent to colonise America in 1584, Elizabeth I also issued numerous other patents and monopolies – in butter, salt, beer, herrings, soap and a host of other commodities. By 1601 Parliament demanded an end to this practice by which ‘a fewe were enriched and the multitude impoverished’.43 (Note that the ‘multitude’ here refers to a section of the gentry, not to the great unwashed masses of seventeenth-century England.) At this point Parliament was not able to force the issue, and had to make do with half an apology and some vague promises from the Queen, but by now the writing was on the wall – the days of the old order were numbered.


  Bourgeois Ascendency


  With progressive farmers and merchants accumulating capital and seeking investment, with the plunder of the New World and the west coast of Africa bringing new riches and with the boom in the wool trade, greater numbers of the gentry and even the nobility started to look at the world and their place in it in a new light. The crown and its supporting structure of the traditional hierarchy saw revenues dwindle and crown finances become more stretched and therefore more reliant on raising taxes, for which they required Parliamentary consent. (In practical terms, the gentry were the only group able to enforce and collect taxes, and their interests were represented nationally by the House of Commons.)


  The important thing to note is the direction of travel in this process of change. Technological developments provided a greater agricultural surplus which in turn enabled experiments with new approaches to ownership and control of the means of production. Some of these experiments enabled further developments in technology and more advances in production. The incomes of those who took up these progressive opportunities had increased, while the incomes of the traditionalists had remained static. Those who had benefitted most from the traditional hierarchy faced a choice – they could either embrace the future, or they could stick with tradition and try to cling on to the past. The crown, as the figurehead of the old order, deriving its status and legitimacy from tradition and custom, lacked the imagination to look forward to a new era and opposed innovation at every turn. As the Tudors gave way to the Stuarts the crown became even more desperate in its attempts to resist progress. The doctrine of the Divine Right of Kings was revived.44 Parliament was suspended from 1629 until 1640 by Charles I, but reconvened when he ran out of other people’s money. The political deadlock between the forces of progress, represented by Parliament, and the forces of tradition embodied in the crown was broken through 9 years of civil war and the execution of Charles I. But this struggle for political power was a symptom of the broader, longer-term economic processes described above, not the decisive train of events as portrayed in popular accounts. The crown’s resistance to the way in which economic relations were changing resulted from its adherence to the social, religious and cultural capital it had invested in the system which had legitimised and facilitated its rule in earlier centuries.


  The Consolidation of the Capitalist Interest


  Following the victory of the modernisers in the Civil War, the second half of the seventeenth century saw the consolidation of their political power. Although the monarchy was restored in 1660, Parliament now held the upper hand. The subordination of the Crown to Parliament was established through the (largely bloodless) ‘Glorious Revolution’45 and enshrined by the Bill of Rights in 1689 – the progressive bourgeois interest now held the political power to complement its economic ascendency. The process of pushing the workers from the land in the pursuit of ever larger farms through enclosure was now resumed, but this time using the machinery of the state in the form of Parliamentary acts. Whereas Tudor enclosure had been piecemeal and resisted by the state, the process of Parliamentary Enclosure was the systematic, state-sponsored clearance of the people from the land on behalf of capitalist landowners. Through this mechanism almost 9 million (of England’s 11 million) acres of farmland were redistributed from small-scale, subsistence workers to capitalist landowners by 1850. Local markets were freed from the regulation of the boroughs through a series of Acts from 1663.46 Progress in financial markets and the judicial system promoted investment in longer-term projects which saw improvements to infrastructure, which in turn increased the viability of production for distant markets. The extent of navigable rivers, turnpike roads, canals and railways increased massively during this period.47 Capitalism in England was in full swing and had been delivered by technological development, leading to a shift in production relations which in turn enabled further developments. The economic foundations of the old order had crumbled in the face of technological progress and the rise of the bourgeoisie. But there was no great revolutionary moment where the traditional aristocracy were swept away by the upstart capitalists. Although there had been bloodshed in the civil wars it mainly resulted from the inability of sections of the old order to embrace the changing world. There was a social, cultural and emotional investment in the traditional way of doing things which they couldn’t forego – at least, not without a fight. As for the emerging capitalists – they were mainly drawn from the lower ranks of the feudal ruling class. The crucial revolutionary transformation was in the ownership relations – in the development of new class locations, rather than in the personnel occupying certain positions in the economic structure; in the emergence of a profit-seeking bourgeoisie and a propertyless proletariat. As Piketty has noted, ‘In many ways the social and political regime that prevailed in the United Kingdom in the eighteenth and much of the nineteenth century represented a gradual fusion of aristocratic and proprietarian logics.’48 Far from the capitalist upstarts putting the old feudal barons to the sword, the brunt of the suffering was borne by the workers – evicted from the land, subjected to persecution, forced to seek wage labour in the emerging industrial economy and drafted into service to be killed and maimed in the civil wars on both sides, though neither side was fighting for their interests. In Marx’s words: ‘Thus were the agricultural people, first forcibly expropriated from the soil, driven from their homes, turned into vagabonds, and then whipped, branded, tortured by laws grotesquely terrible, into the discipline necessary for the wage system.’49 He lists numerous Acts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries specifying punishments including whipping, branding (variously on the breast, back, shoulder or forehead, depending on the ‘crime’), cutting off half an ear, abduction of the transgressor’s children into slavery, use of irons and manacles, imprisonment, slavery and execution. The birth of capitalism, particularly the clearance of the peasants from the land, can be a brutal process.


  2.2 The Spread of Capitalism—France and the US


  Across the Channel in France, technological developments – some imported from Britain – enabled a degree of progress in both agricultural and industrial production in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but real transformation was hindered by the persistence of the Ancien Régime – the absolutism which the Stuart kings had tried to create in Britain, but had never quite achieved.50


  As in England an emerging bourgeoisie, stifled by restrictions and exclusions, came into conflict with the backward-looking monarchy and nobility. There was some progress, of course. In 1627 Louis XIII had declared that maritime commerce would no longer ‘stain the honour of a gentleman’. In 1767 this concession was extended to banking and manufacturing, but the French economic structure was still dominated by the nobility and clergy who between them owned 45 per cent of all the land in France, as well as claims to a proportion of the produce of much of the remainder.51 As tensions broke out into conflict in the French Revolution from 1789, feudalism and the monarchy were abolished, Louis XVI was executed and the clergy and nobility had large portions of their land confiscated. We’ll look at the process of confiscation and wider land reforms in Chapter 6 – for now it’s important to note that, as in England, the bourgeoisie were asserting their dominance in French national life, and that the central processes were driven by technological advances and consisted of changes to the ways in which ownership was understood and distributed among the population. Although the regicide and the terror receive far more attention than the details of the conversions of feudal obligations into capitalist financial transactions, the latter were essential features of the revolutionary transformation, whereas the former were circumstantial – the revolution would still have been a revolution without them. Again as in England, regicide was not the final nail in the coffin of the French monarchy, the early republican years were plagued by personal rule and the transition from feudalism to capitalism included many twists and turns. During the process, bourgeois institutional change was exported far beyond the borders of France. With a population more than three times that of the UK, France was the dominant force in Europe and its transition to capitalism was felt across the continent, giving strength to emerging bourgeois interests in numerous countries. The wave of revolutions in 1848 and the establishment of bourgeois nation-states in the second half of the nineteenth century saw the spread of capitalism across Western Europe. By the beginning of the twentieth century the rise of the bourgeoisie had been consolidated and codified in constitutions across most of the continent. Often these arrangements included a compensatory nod to the representatives of the old order, accommodating their craving for status with ostentatious lifestyles, but with greatly reduced and often largely benign or merely ceremonial powers.


  In the US there was no feudal yoke to overcome. The constitution was the product of Enlightenment ideals from the outset, with all the liberties – and contradictions – that entails. The authors of the constitution didn’t go so far as to outlaw slavery, and the agricultural economy of the Land of the Free was saddled with this hindrance to progress until abolition in 1865 following the Civil War. Although the slave economy was a major contributor to US exports and created a swathe of wealthy plantation owners across the Southern states, it was a suboptimal supplier of agricultural output to the world economy.52 By definition, slave owners in the nineteenth century were not men of a progressive mindset, and they hindered the adoption of the flexible approach to labour and commodity production upon which the capitalist market thrives. Following the closure of the slave trade in 1807 there was virtually no attempt to attract free labour. The most prosperous slave states saw net outmigration throughout the period, even during cotton booms when demand for labour was high.53 Infrastructure was neglected, inhibiting development, and plantations tended to aim for self-sufficiency in foodstuffs, which limited their capacity to produce for the market.54 As the price of slaves rose after 1807 calls to re-open the slave trade – in order to meet the demands of the labour market – were resisted by slave owners, not out of any moral concern or any progressive desire to employ wage labour, but in order to protect the market value of their human ‘assets’.55 Wedded to the system that had created its wealth, staunchly opposed to progressive ideas and largely disinterested in modernisation, the slave-owning interest was incapable of adapting to the march of technological progress. As in England 200 years earlier, it was a civil war which finally saw the social and political hangovers of the past defeated by the economic demands of the future.56


  Before we leave behind our survey of the historical transition from feudalism to capitalism there’s one further example of this process we should look at. It’s a case in point of the way in which the political ambitions of would-be authors of historical change can be derailed by long-term economic processes. It is the process by which feudalism in nineteenth-century Russia was transformed into the capitalism we see there today. I’ve dealt with this transition at length in Unlearning Marx and so here I’ll provide only a brief summary.


  2.3 The Russian Road to Capitalism


  We’ve noted that the historical materialist concept of revolution does not equate to the sudden, violent political uprisings often called revolutions, but to the longer-term processes underlying those upheavals. This in turn helps us to avoid the idea that history consists of long periods of stability, punctuated by sudden revolutions which turn the world upside-down before receding into the background as a new epoch quickly sett les in. Rather, the transition from one epoch to another is almost constantly at work. We’ve also noted that the progress through these epochal stages is constrained by the level of technological development at any given time – economic structures correspond to levels of development, as certain material conditions are required before each structure can take hold. For Marx, for example, there are certain technological prerequisites for the transition to socialism – including the condition that socialism would only be even a potential option in the most advanced capitalist societies. This is because it is capitalism which creates the ‘ruthless productive powers of social labour, which alone can form the material basis for a free human society’.57 Without capitalism having run its course – having fulfilled what he calls its ‘historical task and justification’58 – att empts to establish socialism would be doomed to failure. In Marx’s words, full capitalist development is an ‘absolutely necessary practical premise, because without it privation, want is merely made general, and with want the struggle for necessities would begin again, and all the old filthy business would necessarily be restored’.59 Marx is here warning that if you try to distribute resources fairly, when the total amount of resources is insufficient, you merely distribute shortfall to everyone, so that no one has enough (‘want is merely made general’ i.e. not-having-enough is extended to the whole population), the struggle for necessities ensues and we end up back with ‘all the old filthy business’. Russian revolutionaries had writt en to Marx in 1881 to ask if the Russian peasant commune might allow them to bypass the capitalist stage and leap straight into socialism. His answer was less than encouraging, though he did offer a potential way out in his Preface to the 1882 Russian edition of the Communist Manifesto. Here he suggested that a socialist revolution in Russia might succeed, but only if it acted as a catalyst for other socialist revolutions in the advanced capitalist nations.60 Given the backward nature of Russia in 1917 and the failure of international revolutions to materialise, the Soviet failure is clearly explained (from this perspective) as a case of premature revolution, predictably failing to establish socialism, and ending in the restoration of ‘all the old filthy business’.


  But we can go further than that. Russia in 1917 was not only too backwards for socialism – it was insufficiently advanced even for capitalist production to take hold. Feudalism, as a formal system of serfdom, had survived longer in Tsarist Russia than in most of the rest of Europe. The legal emancipation of Russian serfs took place through a series of measures in the 1860s, but the terms of the emancipation kept the peasantry bound to the land and the landlords through a complex web of obligatory dues and duties. By 1917 capitalist production relations had penetrated the lives of no more than 10 per cent of Russian workers and peasants. The vast majority of immediate producers fell outside of our conception of proletarian status, either by virtue of their possession of relevantly significant means of production or because of their insufficient control over their own labour power. The ‘expropriation of the great mass of the people from the soil, from the means of subsistence’61 had not yet taken place. The means of production had not yet been ‘transformed from the pygmy property of the many into the huge property of the few’.62 The absence of these fundamental preconditions of capitalist development restricted the progress of the capitalist mode of production. In terms of technological development, Russia had a long way to go before urbanisation or industrialisation could take place on any significant scale. In 1905 nearly three-quarters of Russian workers gave their main occupation as agriculture, fishing, hunting or lumbering.63 At around 700 kg/ha, arable productivity in Russia in 1913 was lower than that att ained in England by 1600.64 Industry stumbled along, chiefly sponsored by the state or foreign capital – the absence of a proletariat in Tsarist Russia was matched by the weakness of the bourgeoisie. Russia was not ready for capitalism.


  Amid the turmoil of the First World War Tsarism unexpectedly (and somewhat accidentally65) came to an end in February 1917. The Provisional Government proved inadequate and the Bolshevik faction of the RSDLP had seized political power by October. The declared aim of the Bolsheviks to establish socialism has led commentators from across the political spectrum to view the regime in those terms. But historians ought to be concerned with what people actually did, not what they said they were going to do, or what they claimed to be doing or even what they thought they were doing. The best efforts of Soviet propaganda can’t hide the fact that the USSR never achieved a socialist economic structure.


  In historical materialist terms, what they did achieve was to put in place all the prerequisites for capitalist development which had been absent in 1917. Permanently hamstrung by circumstances, the Soviet regime reacted to one crisis after another with policies focused on the urgent goal of survival. Having extricated the country from the First World War, it was then almost immediately attacked on all sides in a series of civil wars in which the counter-revolutionaries enjoyed support from Western governments. Emerging somehow victorious from this period of ‘War Communism’ by the beginning of 1921, the Bolsheviks now had the opportunity to embark on a peacetime programme of reform. The implementation of socialist policies, though, would have to wait. The chaos of war, revolution and more war had exacerbated the already poor productive output of the economy and the Bolsheviks were in no position to start directing the distribution of already insufficient resources. The regime had little option but to accept concessions to the market under a set of measures known as the New Economic Policy (nep). A private sector was encouraged in industry and retail and markets in land and labour developed freely. The Soviets were stabilising the regime and consolidating their position, but modernisation was slow and the prospect of socialism or of revolutions in the West was receding all the time. Neither War Communism nor the nep had moved the Soviet economy any closer to socialism.


  Following Lenin’s death (in 1924) and Stalin’s rise to power, the nep was abandoned by the end of 1929 in favour of a series of Five Year Plans under which impossibly ambitious targets were accompanied by brutal methods of requisitioning and forced collectivisation. While the aims of the Five Year Plans and collectivisation through state planning may have had acceptably socialist credentials, the end result – the expropriation of the peasantry and the concentration of their scattered plots into large-scale farms – is right out of Marx’s list of prerequisites for the development of capitalism – disconnecting the peasants from the land, and consolidating their property into modern large-scale farms. Furthermore, the harsh methods of their implementation look very much like the grim realities of the equivalent process in Western Europe a few centuries earlier, which enabled the birth of capitalism and the acceleration of urbanisation and industrialisation.


  By the time of Stalin’s death in 1953 the economic prerequisites for the development of capitalism were all in place. Feudal bonds had been dissolved formally in the nineteenth century and in practice by the Bolsheviks under the nep. The peasants had been forcibly expropriated from the land – their conception of rightful ownership had been broken by collectivisation, and would soon be a distant memory. The land had been transformed from the scattered and divided property of the peasantry into huge collective farms (kolkhoz) and state farms (sovkhoz), making the land ripe for conversion to capital a few generations later, as well as enabling some degree of mechanisation of agriculture. The increased yields resulting from this mechanisation enabled large-scale industrialisation and urbanisation, providing the material pre-condition for capitalism. All that was required now was the transfer of assets from the state into private hands...


  As we noted earlier, a central claim of historical materialism is that although a given economic structure may promote development at a certain stage, it eventually will become a hindrance to further growth. The Soviet system had proved itself able to promote development from an immediately post-feudal level to that required for the emergence of a fully capitalist economy. But by the post-Stalin era the USSR found itself up against the advanced capitalist economies of the West, with which it could not compete. Western economies were reaching a level of development which was impossible within the Soviet model. While the Soviets could – in the short term – compete in terms of state-sponsored projects such as space exploration, the technology of the emerging digital age was led by consumer demand, and the planners could not hope to compete with the invisible hand of the market. The failure to meet consumer demand created a channel of internal disquiet aimed at the Soviet regime, alongside demands for religious freedom and resurgent nationalism. (Remember that the Soviet Union inherited the territory of the Russian Empire – only half the population were Russian nationals and the population of the USSR was drawn from over 100 nationalities.66) Internal tensions exacerbated the external pressures of the Cold War, which even in its later stages was a major drain on Soviet resources. As the regime wavered and debated over whether to adopt reforms along Swedish or Hungarian lines, prominent members of the establishment were positioning themselves to take advantage of the inevitable shift to private ownership. When privatisation came, these well-placed members of the Soviet machine – the Nomenklatura – took full advantage, subverting the various schemes aimed at distributing wealth and resources among the citizenry and creating a de facto class of capitalist oligarchs. Amid this process the Soviet Union was dissolved and political power passed to an ostensibly democratic system of government which few imagine serves the needs of anyone who doesn’t own at least a coalfield or two.


  So we can see that the course of Russian history has followed the path expected by historical materialist theory, despite some confusion caused by the 75-year interregnum under a regime claiming to be socialist, and under Stalin’s policy of Socialism in One Country claiming to have subverted Marx’s predictions and leapt over capitalism into socialism. From a feudal economic structure before the emancipation of the serfs in the 1860s to a capitalist economic structure by the end of the twentieth-century, Russia passed through the same processes we’ve identified as central to England’s transformation a few centuries earlier, albeit under a very different guise.


  2.4 Revolution and Reform


  A question which has faced the left for generations is that of ‘Revolution or Reform?’ Despite the volume and intensity of debates around this question, it’s almost always framed incorrectly. It’s usually taken in the context of means – should we be on the streets with Molotov cocktails or taking a parliamentary route, lobbying our MPs and signing petitions? But ‘revolution or reform’ is really a question of ends – can capitalism be reformed until justice is achieved or must it be replaced with a different economic structure? It’s emphatically not the case that violent regime change necessarily constitutes revolution, any more than it’s the case that gradual change is limited to reformist ambitions. As we’ve seen, a revolution, such as the one which ushered in capitalism, can be a long, incremental process. By the same token it’s entirely possible for a sudden, violent seizure of political power to merely impose new personnel into existing roles – leaving the economic structure intact and having no revolutionary impact at all. Advocating the removal of capitalism doesn’t require one to hold unrealistic ideas about the likelihood of an insurrection – even less so about its desirability or chances of success. It’s not a contradiction to take a gradualist approach to realising revolutionary ambitions. Such an approach is not only more philosophically, historically and strategically viable but also far more realistic than ideas about an armed uprising. Defending such a revolution would be impossible, but even seizing power in the first place is a pipe dream. In the lyrics of Five to One Jim Morrison tells us ‘they’ve got the guns, but we’ve got the numbers’. In truth, we don’t even have the numbers. We didn’t then (in 1968) and we don’t now. And ‘they’ don’t just have guns. They have drones. And helicopter gunships and body armour and tanks. They have a trained fighting force and bunkers and space age communication facilities. All those survivalists up in the mountains of Idaho with an arsenal of Uzis and a million rounds each wouldn’t last 5 minutes against the US armed forces – what odds do you give the Tooting Popular Front? In Russia in 1917 the army – largely composed of conscripts, and demoralised from 3 years on the wrong end of the Great War hostilities, led by donkeys and ill-equipped by an anachronistic regime – became a hotbed of revolutionary ferment. The situation in the UK and US today couldn’t be more different. As well as being theoretically misplaced and strategically counter-productive the idea of an armed uprising leading to a seizure of power and a period of consolidation is pure fantasy.


  Marxist academic David Harvey has recently (August 2020) argued that capitalism is ‘too big to fail’.67 By this he means that a sudden overthrow of capitalism would cause such disruptions to supply chains across the world that many of the most vulnerable people – the very people such an overthrow purports to help – would suffer catastrophic destruction to their lives. While this has been received by many on the anti-capitalist left as some sort of surrender or capitulation, it is no such thing. It’s merely the recognition of reality. Although I’d disagree with some of the detail of Harvey’s analysis (and the phrase ‘too big to fail’ doesn’t quite describe my position) it’s undeniable that a sudden upheaval would cause considerable suffering to many of the least well off in the world. Global capitalism is an incredibly complex system and most of the forces for good in the world are inextricably intertwined with capitalist institutions. Supply chains for food and medicine, international aid, vaccination programmes, education and research facilities, support for victims of crime and abuse – there’s an almost endless list of worthwhile and essential services which need to remain uninterrupted in the progression away from a capitalist economic structure and that can only happen through the kind of incremental process which characterised the transition from feudalism into capitalism. That is one of the reasons why the final section of this volume (chapters 7-10) presents measures aimed at progressing us away from capitalism, rather than at suddenly overthrowing it.


  The criticism of Harvey’s position comes in two flavours – on the one hand that his analysis is incorrect and on the other that his position is a deviation from Marx. Critics are sometimes confused about which criticism they’re making, and some apparently think that being incorrect and deviating from Marx are just two descriptions of the same thing. While the value of the analysis is the really important thing, and whether or not it’s a deviation from Marx is of merely historical interest, it’s worth quickly noting that Marx’s attachment to the concept of a forceful overthrow of capitalism has been regularly overstated from commentators across the political spectrum.68 To any observer in the middle of the nineteenth century, it would have seemed obvious that the most likely way – perhaps the only way – in which the mass of people could achieve a system in which their stake in society was recognised would be through the use of force. The significant examples of seizures of political power available to people of that time were those bloodthirsty episodes carried out by bourgeois interests in England in the seventeenth century and France in the eighteenth. The civil wars of the 1640s cost a higher proportion of English lives than both the first and second world wars combined. The ‘revolutionary’ period in France was not short on bloodshed while the export of bourgeois interests and the assault on embedded European powers continued for decades and left millions of casualties. The seizures of political power that accompanied the capitalist revolutions were murderous affairs – why would anyone expect future revolutions to be any different?


  And yet, later in life, Marx noted the expansion of political participation and spoke favourably of the potential of democracy to provide a vehicle for structural change. Even by the end of his life there wasn’t a single example of a country with a democratic electoral system. (Universal adult suffrage was first adopted in New Zealand in 1893, 10 years after Marx died.) As early as 1871, though, he noted that, ‘In England, for instance, the way to show political power lies open to the working class. Insurrection would be madness where peaceful agitation would more swiftly and surely do the work.’69 The following year he argued in a speech in Amsterdam that ‘there are countries – such as America, England, and if I were more familiar with your institutions, I would perhaps also add Holland – where the workers can attain their goal by peaceful means’.70


  In this chapter I have referred often to the progressive and traditionalist tendencies among the outgoing feudal class and described how the progressive wing introduced new technology, established bourgeois production relations and finally overhauled the political system to further accommodate their ascendency. I’ve avoided using familiar political labels to describe these groups and processes, because to do so is misleading. Political culture is something which is imperfectly overlaid on top of the economic power relations in a society. In Chapter 4 we’ll look at how various political positions map onto these economic relations and the evolution of the current political landscape, from the Whigs, Tories and radicals to neo-cons, democratic socialists and beyond. The most important thing to note for now is that the correspondence between political ideology and a role in a revolutionary process is not straightforward. During the crisis that led to the Glorious Revolution, those favouring a strong parliament and a constitutional monarchy with limited powers became known as Whigs, and their opponents, supporting the Stuart kings and their tendency to absolutism became known as the Tories. But although the Whigs were predominantly promoting the bourgeois agenda of merchants and industrialists, they drew considerable support from the old aristocratic families of England. On the other hand, their opposition, the Tories (still a parliamentary grouping, rather than a party in the modern sense) included landowners of progressive, as well as traditional, outlook. They may have been forward-looking when it came to the operation of their farms, but socially and culturally they were still embedded in the fabric of rural society – big fish in small ponds who resisted radical social and cultural change, unless it was clearly to their benefit.


  The point here is that people are often unaware of the great processes of historical change going on around them and in which their lives are caught up. The motives they profess can be quite genuine even though, with the benefit of distance and hindsight, we can see that their actions – collectively – created conditions beyond their intentions – sometimes far removed from those intentions. The transformation from feudalism to capitalism – the bourgeois revolution – was not anyone’s plan, but consisted of an aggregation of incalculable individual actions and decisions, each made with the intention of meeting relatively short-term and often quite personal aims.


  Those familiar with historical materialism may be wondering where this type of explanation of historical change accommodates the familiar concepts of class consciousness and class action. Isn’t a Marxist revolution supposed to involve the radicalised proletariat rising up and forcibly overthrowing the bourgeois overlords? Well, no, not necessarily. In Marx’s more political and journalistic works he sometimes called for such an insurrection, but in his more considered, theoretical writing it’s clear that he views the process of transformation as one of changing economic relationships driven by technological developments. The political upheavals we’ve noted – the English Civil War, the French Revolution and so on – are flashpoints in the transformation but do not constitute the transformation itself. For Marx, explanations which give political upheavals explanatory primacy over economic changes are back to front – the political tail is wagging the economic dog.


  Viewed from this perspective, a ‘revolutionary course of action’ doesn’t always involve storming the Bastille or detaching a monarch’s head from his body. In historical materialist explanations, the ‘era of social revolution’ is essentially characterised by the displacement of one dominant production relation by another. It is possible that this revolution could consist entirely of processes of ‘adaptive metamorphosis’ or revolution from above. Indeed, Marx’s description of the emergence of capitalism in England includes elements of both of these processes. He describes how ‘the great feudal lords created an incomparably larger proletariat by the driving of the peasantry from the land’71 and how they then ‘vindicated for themselves the rights of modern private property in estates to which they had only a feudal title’.72 In this way the feudal landowners were able to deliver ‘what the capitalist system demanded...a degraded and almost servile condition of the mass of the people, the transformation of them into mercenaries and of their means of labour into capital’.73 Thus the bourgeois revolution is carried through, in part at least, by the actions of members of the feudal class in transforming themselves into members of the bourgeoisie (placing their operations on a capitalist basis), and, in the process, transforming the peasantry into a proletariat; free from feudal obligations and ‘free from, unencumbered by, any means of production of their own’.74 The bourgeois revolution in England involved a wide variety of forms of ‘revolutionary action’, and a broad range of ‘revolutionaries’, including feudal landowners. In Chapter 3 we’ll look more at the way in which people’s ownership or non-ownership of productive resources can influence the range of actions open to them and their likely motivations for supporting various approaches to change.


  2.5 Economic Determinism


  A criticism often levelled at historical materialism is that it is a form of economic determinism. The suggestion is that it crudely reduces all human interactions to their economic aspect. Thomas Piketty, for example, takes issue with Marxist approaches in which the economic base determines the superstructure in an almost mechanical way insisting ‘that the realm of ideas, the political-ideological sphere, is truly autonomous’.75 Elsewhere, however, he concedes that ideologies emerge in order to defend and legitimise the existing economic structure. Referring to Medieval Europe he argues that ‘the primary goal was to justify existing social hierarchies so that the laboratores would accept their lot and understand that, as good Christians here below, they were obliged to respect the ternary order and therefore the authority of the clergy and nobility’.76 This latter statement seems to acknowledge that such ideologies are not wholly autonomous but arise and persist because of the functional advantage they provide for existing economic and political interests. Of course, Piketty is right to be wary of reductionist arguments which ignore the ‘complexity and flux of human affairs’77 but it’s possible to maintain an approach which recognises the fundamental importance of technological developments and economic relations without forcing every detail into an explanatory straightjacket.


  The account of Russian history given above provides a good illustration of the way in which economic factors are held to be fundamental drivers of change, but are not considered to be all-encompassing in determining the exact course of history. It’s worth reviewing our earlier summary of the process of historical change:


  • historical change is driven by technological development


  • various economic structures arise and persist because they promote development


  • as technology develops, an economic structure that had previously promoted development may now hinder further development


  • in such a case, the economic structure will (eventually) give way, and be replaced with a new economic structure which promotes further development. If economic structures sometimes impede further development, and if rationality dictates that development cannot be subverted indefinitely – then economic structures must ‘rise and fall...as they enable or impede that growth’.78


  The only really deterministic proposal here is that development cannot be subverted indefinitely, a claim which arises simply from the assertion of the Development Thesis that humans are sufficiently ingenious as to be able to improve their lives, and sufficiently rational as to not reject the opportunity to do so (temporary bouts of irrationally rejecting progress for religious or other cultural reasons notwithstanding).


  Obviously historical materialism doesn’t predict or dictate the actual events by which this process will manifest itself. In the case of Russia, had Nicholas II been less incompetent or his brother Archduke Michael been less reluctant, perhaps Tsarism may have persisted and overseen a transition to capitalism (though it’s unlikely that it would have survived the transition unless the Romanovs could have found it in themselves to embrace a constitutionally limited role). Had the Provisional Government enjoyed better leadership, then perhaps after the Great War Russia could have overcome its past and its backwardness and embarked on a gradual path to capitalism. Had Lenin lived longer, or Stalin been thwarted in his ambitions, perhaps a continuation of nep into more conciliatory Five Year Plans may have prepared the ground for capitalism through a less traumatic twentieth-century. (Though this may have weakened the Soviet position against Hitler’s invasion in the Second World War.) Perhaps, without Soviet direction, Russia would have failed to develop the preconditions for capitalism and become imperially or commercially subjugated to the advanced Western powers. Or perhaps a typical proto-bourgeois middle class may have developed and set in motion a more traditional bourgeois revolution. The development of capitalism was not inevitable, but once it had emerged elsewhere and proved itself far more efficient than any available options (given the level of technological development at the time), one way or another, capitalism was coming to Russia. As it happens, Russia’s bourgeois revolution was carried out largely by the Soviet regime’s pursuit of survival and modernisation.


  In the case of the US, while the Civil War was clearly a significant moment in the process of abolishing slavery in North America, there should be no suggestion that had war been avoided, or if the Confederacy had won, that slavery would still be with us now. At some point, the inefficiency of slave-based agriculture would have been usurped by more efficient capitalist agricultural production – whether by war or simply by economic reality. Similarly, to argue that the English Civil War was a decisive moment in the course of English history would be to suggest that (for example) had Prince Rupert not lost his discipline at the Battle of Edgehill, on a Sunday afternoon in 1642, and the Royalists had prevailed, then the march of industrialisation, capitalism and democracy might have been stopped in its tracks. Despite the clear absurdity of this position, it is directly entailed by the ‘great men’, battles and dates approach to history taught in schools and perpetuated by the majority of popular historical broadcasting. This approach doesn’t deny Piketty’s assertion of ‘the complexity and multiplicity of the political and ideological pathways we actually observe in different countries and regions’ but it does suggest that the economic base underlying those pathways will be able to make the most of current technology – or will soon give way to a structure that does.79


  In this chapter, then, we’ve taken the theoretical framework we covered in Chapter 1 and looked at how it applies to real-world examples of historical change. Of course, there are many different ways to look at the same events, and they’re not necessarily mutually exclusive, but given the general levels of confusion about what’s going on in the world, and where we might be going, it seems to me a valuable project to take a framework that provides an insightful view of past developments, and see whether it could apply to future developments too. In Chapter 3 we’ll review some aspects of our current situation and ask whether they suggest that we’re approaching a period of transition away from capitalism. We’ll also discuss whether people’s class location – that is their ownership or non-ownership of productive resources – might influence their motivation for supporting various avenues of change.






  3


  Capitalism Undone



   The history of the twentieth century encourages the thought that the easiest way to generate productivity in a modern society is by nourishing the motives of greed and fear. But we should never forget that greed and fear are repugnant motives.


  G.A. Cohen, 200980




  Capitalism, then, can be viewed as an economic structure capable of developing productive capacity to previously unimagined levels, and defined by its dominant production relations in which most people own no productive resources of their own, and as such must sell their labour power on the open market. Such workers are free from the obligations of pre-capitalist workers, as well as being free from (‘unencumbered by’81) any ownership of the means of production.


  3.1 Does Capitalism Still Work?


  Despite its obvious shortcomings, huge swathes of the world’s population have benefitted from the productive advances of the capitalist era in terms of improved nutrition, health, housing, infrastructure and services. While the distribution of such benefits has been vastly uneven, and the management of the process often brutal, improvements have been felt across a broad mass of people at various levels of wealth and income. Such benefits have not been the aim of capitalism or even of capitalists, but the drive to continually accumulate more capital and thus to increase productive capacity has obviously had beneficial side-effects in terms of the volume and variety of products available to people. (Capitalists don’t set out to satisfy your needs, but to make money – but the fastest way to make money is to satisfy your needs better than anyone else, providing, of course, that you have money to exchange in return for such a service. If you have no money, capitalists aren’t interested in your needs or wants.) As a result, opposition to capitalism has been blunted in many circumstances as people are reluctant to bite the (invisible) hand that feeds them. And yet there’s a limit to the correlation whereby chasing profit happens to produce outcomes favourable to enough people to maintain sufficient support for a profit-driven system. A point is reached at which the self-interest of resource owners stops coinciding with the development of greater productive capacity and the output of the capitalist system ceases to meet any interpretation of the wants and needs of the population. Both of these processes are clearly evident within today’s advanced economies, and between these economies and those of the developing world.


  The growing financial sector in the US now accounts for around a third of GDP82 and this situation is mirrored across the globe to some degree. For many capitalists the fastest and easiest way to accumulate capital is not to provide goods or services that people need, but to speculate in the financial markets, which is far from beneficial to our economic performance. Commenting on financialisation of the US economy, Michael Hudson notes, ‘The financial sector’s aim is not to minimize the costs of roads, electric power, transportation, water or education, but to maximize what can be charged as monopoly rent.’83 Joseph Stiglitz goes further: ‘The financial sector is emblematic of what has gone wrong in our economy – a major contributor to the growth of inequality, the major source of instability in our economy, and an important cause of the economy’s poor performance over the last three decades.’84 In the UK, according to Ann Pettifor, ‘We are living through a disastrous era in which the financial sector has expanded vastly – an era in which most financiers have virtually no direct relationship to the real economy’s production of goods and services.’85 This is not a phenomenon unique to the Anglosphere – as James Galbraith has demonstrated, there’s a clear link between increasing financialisation of the world’s economies and the growth of global inequality.86 The financial sector produces little, excludes many, destabilises the economy and increases inequality. Its growth is a hindrance to progress, not a facilitator.


  Of course, under global capitalism, financial markets provide some of the investment required for companies providing goods and services, but again here we see a move away from the model whereby profit is generated by meeting people’s needs. The affiliate marketing industry, for example – one of the ‘success stories’ of the internet age – actually hinders the process whereby producers and consumers encounter each other in the marketplace.87 Whereas traditional advertising – as well as peddling lies about diesel emissions and tobacco – might be seen as performing the useful role of directing a consumer with a need, to a company with a product to satisfy that need, affiliate marketing does no such thing. Much affiliate marketing works by scraping a slim profit from transactions by hijacking the consumer’s online search and inserting extra steps between the customer and the commodity. This huge industry produces nothing of worth and actually hinders the process of discovery. Thousands of people, millions of workhours, office buildings, heating, lighting, pollution, congestion – and at the end of the day not a single additional product is created or useful service delivered. Money moves from account a to account b, but no need or want is met – there are no more chairs or tables in the world, no more tricycles, trombones or trampolines. No more satisfied customers – affiliate marketing usually makes it harder to find what you want. This self-interested, money-making behaviour of rational economic actors makes zero impact on the level of development of the productive forces – nor is it of any material benefit to anyone. The ‘pie’ is not in any meaningful sense any bigger as a result of this activity. In the world of affiliate marketing, the invisible hand of the market delivers nothing but a minor redistribution of zeros and ones among computerised bank balances.


  Even when actual physical products are created it’s hard to argue that the output of much of the capitalist economy still coincides with any interpretation of the concept of progress. One of capitalism’s strengths has always been its ability to rapidly adjust to circumstances – profit was made by satisfying demand. But today, in many industries we’re manufacturing demand, not meeting it. We have disposable razors with seven blades, the top dozen brands of washing powder are all made by two manufacturers and the Danny DeVito Celebrity Prayer Candle is a thing. In December 2019 arch-capitalist UK newspaper The Daily Telegraph ran a piece asking if the world really needs 15 different Harry Potter Advent Calendars.88 When even Telegraph journalists are questioning the outcome of leaving everything to the market it’s time to wonder if things have gone too far. Yet still we have R & D departments coming up with ways to create razors with eight blades, advertising agencies trying to differentiate almost identical products through the promotion of endless brands, and marketing departments trying to predict whether an Angela Merkel novelty worship accessory would outsell Louis Theroux. At the same time we have collapsing infrastructure, chronic staff shortages in the NHS and over 100,000 vacancies in the UK social care sector. There is a striking mismatch between our needs and the allocation of our resources. Maybe the invisible hand of the market isn’t so unerringly accurate after all?


  The global situation is no better. While 9 million people die of hunger and related causes every year, we throw away 1.3 billion tonnes of food. According to the UN, 28 per cent of the world’s agricultural area is used annually to produce food that is lost or wasted.89 It’s the twenty-first century. We can do better than this.


  Supporters of capitalism argue that almost by definition there cannot be a more efficient system of meeting needs than the mechanisms of the free market. Even though the sole aim of the capitalist is to make money, not to satisfy needs – they can only make money by satisfying needs – and doing so more efficiently than anyone else. (Though we should remember that the only needs the market ever addresses are those backed by the ability to pay.) Capitalism automatically selects out, so the story goes, the inefficient producers. In this limited context, the concept of the efficiency of the market was possibly true in the 1870s. Even in the 1950s the pads and pens and filing cabinets of Soviet Gosplanners couldn’t compete with market mechanisms in the West for predicting and meeting consumer demand. But we’ve noted the domination of the unproductive financial sector, the rise of parasitical sectors such as affiliate marketing, the absurdities on our supermarket shelves and the waste of nearly a quarter of our food while millions die of hunger every year. Given all of that, it’s astounding that the idea of the market as the super-efficient arbiter of production and distribution retains any credibility at all in the twenty-first century. We live in a different world now and the market is falling short. The connection between what makes money for capitalists and what advances civilisation has come unstuck. Perhaps we should set out with the aim of catering for people’s real needs, regardless of their ability to pay for their subsistence, rather than trying to cater for the ambitions of entrepreneurs to buy more yachts and hoping that the starving might be fed as a by-product of that process. Perhaps twenty-first century computing power might be able to help us with that – it seems to be pretty good at targeting Facebook users with deceptive political campaigns – maybe we should see if Cambridge Analytica could target hungry people with food? It might even be a possibility that – if we get our skates on – we can cut out all this waste while we still have a functioning planet!


  I should be clear here – I’m not advocating Soviet-style central planning. I’m making the point that when capitalism is defended on the grounds that it has developed productive capacity and brought untold abundance to the world through the efficiency of the market (to the extent that it is true at all) that is a defence of its record in the past – there’s no guarantee that it will continue to be so beneficial in the future and, indeed, all the signs are that capitalism has already outlived its usefulness. Claims that the less well-off members of capitalist societies receive sufficient benefits from economic growth to outweigh the iniquities of the growth-promoting system no longer stand up to scrutiny. While the ‘pie’ has continued to increase in size, the benefits have become ever more concentrated. In the US, for example, between 1989 and 2019 overall household wealth more than doubled (after adjusting for inflation and population growth), but while the richest 40 per cent gained considerably (with the richest 20 per cent making by-far the highest gains) the wealth of the poorest 40 per cent of households decreased and the middle 20 per cent remained almost static. Note that this is the actual wealth, not the share belonging to the poorest households.90


  3.2 Capitalism and Rationality


  It’s all very well to argue that capitalism is producing ‘irrational’ outcomes – that humankind is no longer reaping sufficient aggregated rewards from the system to justify its continued dominance. But, in the absence of some global mechanism by which we can all agree to move on, how will widespread dissatisfaction turn into a move away from the current economic structure? Recall that the transition from feudalism into capitalism was no one’s plan, but the sum of countless decisions made by many individuals, across generations. Technological developments created new possibilities and for individuals to grasp those possibilities was rational, given the location of the decision-makers in the network of ownership relations.


  Is it the case, then, that current technological developments are increasing the number of people whose needs and wants are no longer being met by capitalism? (Adding to the very many whose needs and wants have never been met by capitalism.) And are there courses of action open to these people which could contribute to a shift away from the capitalist economic structure? At this point I’d like to look at two areas in which recent and imminent developments are creating just this situation. In both cases the processes are not new, but in each of them recent developments mean that their impact on society is unprecedented.


  3.3 Automation and Artificial Intelligence


  The first proposed mechanism is simply the drastically changing scale and scope of the impact of technology in the workplace. Since the Luddites91 and the Swing Riots92 in the early nineteenth century, workers have opposed automation. Technological advances have resulted in unemployment and destitution across a range of industries since the earliest days of the factory system, and – coupled with the export of manufacturing to the developing world – have sent recurring shockwaves through working-class communities in the West.


  For those in the poorly-rewarded jobs traditionally usurped by progress, this is nothing new, and illustrates one of the absurdities of capitalist production – that those whose lives are blighted by drudgery and toil have learnt to fear the invention of any machine that might decrease the amount of drudgery and toil they are required to suffer. Technological advances which result in a reduction in the amount of work required to produce the same outcome should be welcomed by all, but we’ve been conditioned under capitalism to fear such progress. In the 1970s and 1980s many trade unionists opposed both environmentalism and nuclear disarmament because of the perceived threat to jobs. In 2006 Barack Obama argued that private health insurance must be retained in the US because otherwise 2 or 3 million jobs in health insurance would be lost, even though the tasks undertaken by those workers would not be necessary under a nationalised system. Essentially, as we noted in the introduction, he was proposing that a public system would be more efficient and require less paperwork, but couldn’t be adopted because it would be more efficient and require less paperwork.93 Today, social media posts do the rounds imploring people not to use self-service checkouts at supermarkets because they’re putting cashiers out of work. While these responses are entirely understandable from the point of view of those facing unemployment, as a society it’s time to recognise that less work to be done isn’t a bad thing – it’s the wages that people fear the loss of, not the drudgery and toil. We need to move into a situation where machines can do the work without causing humans to become destitute. It seems incredulous that this should even need to be said, but apparently it does. Many, if not most, low-income jobs are largely disagreeable. Of course, there are often elements of work that people enjoy – the social aspect, the feeling of accomplishment and of having contributed – but 45 years of 40 hours a week on the nightshift at a mattress factory for barely enough money to keep the wolves from the door isn’t the extent of anyone’s life’s ambition – and if it is, then it really shouldn’t be. Even in 1932 Bertrand Russell argued that, ‘The fact is that moving matter about (while a certain amount of it is necessary for our existence) is emphatically not one of the ends of human life.’ Russell notes that we have been misled by those who ‘preach the dignity of labour, while taking care themselves to remain undignified in this respect’.94


  The difference today is the range as well as the number of jobs being replaced by technological advances. Of course automation is still adversely affecting low-wage employment as it always has done, but now artificial intelligence (AI) is supplanting automation with medium- and high-tech jobs coming under threat:



   Workers with graduate or professional degrees will be almost four times as exposed to AI as workers with just a high school degree. Holders of bachelor’s degrees will be the most likely to be made redundant – facing more exposure than any other group by education level, more than five times as exposed to AI than workers with just a high school degree.95




  Vulnerability to the effects of AI increases through the range of wage-income levels, right up to the ninetieth percentile and the impact is likely to be felt not only by a broader range of skill-sets and income levels, but also across a more diverse group of industries. According to Michael Webb’s extensive and innovative research (itself using AI to compare the scope of AI patents with tasks listed in job descriptions in the labour market) the only sectors in which the impact of AI will be negligible are those in which face-to-face contact is an asset, such as health care, social services and education.96


  The importance of the fact that AI will affect higher-paid roles than was the case with automation is not that those roles are more valuable or that the people that occupy them are more worthy of our sympathy, it’s largely that the impact will be much wider and as with all things, there is a tipping point to be reached before anything changes. It’s also true that the impact of AI will be felt by people with more influence, more access to the media, more contacts among decision-makers. The main thing is that the number of people whose livelihoods are threatened by AI is far greater than any previous wave of occupational displacement. More people than ever before in the advanced capitalist nations will find that the system requires little from them and has little to offer them in return.


  While earlier waves of technologically driven occupational displacement largely affected powerless or isolated groups such as weavers in the 1830s or print workers in the 1980s, the AI revolution will cause disruption across almost all groups who rely on wages for their income. The scale of the impact of these developments will make it necessary to adopt a new approach to coping with the effects of technology. The Luddites and the print workers did their best to resist change, but the response that is now required is to accept change, and to work out how to live with it. This can only be achieved on a society-wide scale, and doing so will require a fundamental rethinking of our relationship with work and therefore of our concept of the relationship between work and reward. These issues are discussed further in Chapter 7.


  3.4 Rescuing the Proletariat


  There’s an element to all of this which has important consequences for the relevance of Marx’s analysis of class, and its role in transformative change. The combination of automation and AI will hit workers in all sectors, of all ages, with all levels of qualification and at all income levels up to the ninetieth percentile. While this encompasses individuals as diverse as 50-year-old supermarket cashiers and 20-something data analysts, all of these people have something in common. They must all work for a living, and they must all do so because they lack sufficient ownership or control of resources to be able to live without working. They are proletarians, and the conditions of their existence which define them as proletarians are the same conditions of existence which – in the face of being forced out of the employment market – will make it more likely that they will support alternatives to the capitalist mantra work or starve. (Or in societies with a social safety net, ‘Work or be really poor.’)


  For generations, the stratification of the proletariat – the steadily increasing affluence of a subset of paid employees, has been taken as proof that class consciousness was a dead duck. Commentators waxed lyrical about the upward social mobility of a proportion of the children of manual workers – largely to fill new white-collar positions created by the switch to a service and information economy as manufacturing and agriculture have been increasingly mechanised and exported to the developing world. In the 1960s sociologists debated whether workers were becoming ‘middle class’ now that they could afford consumer durables such as washing machines. From this point of view ‘affluence was held to be associated with a process of embourgeoisement, of which increased Conservative voting among manual workers was an important part’.97 In turn this idea was rebutted with the argument that people making their lives easier by buying consumer durables was not necessarily a symptom of changing class identities or loyalties, but was just a symptom of people wanting to make their lives easier by buying consumer durables – as David Lockwood put it, ‘A washing machine is a washing machine is a washing machine.’98 All of this makes some sense if you view class as something related to income, or aspiration, or consumer goods, or where people shop or what car they drive. But that approach completely fails to accommodate the shared experience of proletarians in a range of occupations in the face of technologically driven displacement from the employment market. Here a structural view of class is what we need to understand how these technological developments will impact proletarians across all income, education and skill ranges. As the post-war economy evolved people became less likely to work in a traditional industry or in a large workforce, to do manual work, to belong to a trade union or to live in a council house. But these changes have not affected all ‘working-class’ people to the same degree, hence the social stratification of the traditional working class and the idea that class solidarity and class consciousness are things of the past. But, as we noted in Chapter 1, a historical materialist analysis doesn’t deal in concepts such as ‘the working class’, but prefers a more structural category – the proletariat. Defined not by income levels, or skill levels or by the colour of their collars, the proletariat are those who – because of their non-ownership of any means of production – must sell their labour power in order to escape destitution. This group includes many who live relatively comfortable lives, but none who could survive long-term unemployment in anything but desperate circumstances. For proletarians social stratification is intimately bound up with employment stratification, and widespread unemployment removes many of the trappings of that stratification. After a few months on the dole, the material circumstances of the unemployed accountant and the unemployed welder begin to converge, as does the range of behaviours that make sense, given those circumstances.


  In our earlier review of the revolution which ushered in the capitalist era I argued that we need to accept that there’s a much broader range of behaviours that can be considered to be ‘revolutionary acts’ than is often thought. A revolutionary act in this sense includes those we noted in the bourgeois revolutions – evicting tenants from copyhold tenures, enclosing common land and so on (with no Molotov cocktails in sight). In a similar vein, we also need to rethink the range of ways in which individual motivations could relate to a person’s class location. The bourgeois revolution was not carried out by people conscious of their class situation and acting collectively to promote their class interests. However, the individual actions which contributed to the process of transition were often motivated by material circumstances – by the nature and extent of individuals’ ownership of means of production. Similarly, those who may become under-employed or unemployed (or in some cases unemployable) by automation and AI share the common situation of being financially dependent on wages. With no ownership of means of production to fall back on, many people – even those on relatively comfortable salaries – depend on their ability to earn in order to keep paying the bills. Stratification of income and of lifestyles might lead to social, cultural and political differences while unemployment is low and concentrated on the most vulnerable, but the structural condition of proletarian status will encourage a wide range of workers to support ideas such as Universal Basic Income or a jobs guarantee scheme as a greater range of occupations become obsolete in the face of technological progress. (Both Universal Basic Income (UBI) and the concept of a job-guarantee scheme are discussed in chapters 8 and 9.)


  Of course, real life is always more complex than ideal-typical concepts and numerous shades exist in reality where our model sees only definitive lines. One group, which we may call the technocracy, can be said to have effectively left proletarian status behind, although they remain wage-earning employees. There is some overlap between this class and the group known as the Professional Managerial Class, but they are not identical categories. In Unlearning Marx I provide an extensive analysis of the class location of this well-paid, wage-earning technocracy and discuss at some length the distinctions between this group and both the proletariat and the petty-bourgeoisie.99 (As the name suggests, the petty-bourgeoisie are the small business owners who own enough capital to be self-employed but not enough to free themselves from the obligation to work.)100 It’s important to note that the technocracy are not excluded from the proletariat because they earn too much money, or because they enjoy a large degree of autonomy in their work. It is the effective (though incomplete) control they exercise over productive assets by virtue of their technical knowledge that separates them from the proletariat. They make largely autonomous decisions about how and where productive assets will be deployed, and the expert knowledge which gives them the ability to do so puts them in a different relationship to both the means of production and to the bourgeoisie than that of the proletarian. At the same time, they do not enjoy the full range of ownership rights over the assets they control – they cannot sell or bequeath them for example. This limitation sets them apart from the petty-bourgeoisie. In relatively stable times the interests of the technocrats may not coincide with those of proletarians, particularly those at the lower end of income and autonomy scales, but if predictions of the impact of AI on many technical roles are correct, we might find that the two groups have more in common than they had thought. After all, the factors which differentiate the technocrats from the proletarians are conditional upon their employment. An unemployed architect or geologist has as much interest in UBI or a jobs guarantee as an unemployed miner or mechanic. While these technological advances might bring to light similarities in the interests of the technocracy with the proletariat, they are also likely to emphasise the differences between the interests of the technocracy and the petty-bourgeoisie. A jobs guarantee, for example, represents an increase in government spending into the economy. For technocrats, this might provide a host of new employment opportunities, whereas such a policy is more likely to be opposed by the petty-bourgeoisie, for whom it could provide competition in the employment market, and an increase in costs.


  As progress begins to detach the whole range of salaried employees from the workplace, more and more of us might come to view this process as an opportunity, not a catastrophe. Less work! That’s what capitalism was supposed to be for! To drive productive capacity and technological development to the point where it is ‘no longer true that most of life and time and energy must be spent joylessly producing means to imperative ends’.101 But this freedom which capitalism enables cannot be delivered by capitalism. Taking Adam Smith’s famous example of a pin factory, Bertrand Russell illustrates the point. If a machine is invented which enables the manufacture of the same number of pins with half of the labour input, capitalism allows only one way to proceed: half the labour force are turfed out into destitution, while the other half continue to work their fingers to the bone.102 A sane society, Russell argues, would surely respond to this situation by allowing all of the workers to work half days. The same number of pins will be produced, they will sell for the same amount of money, the capitalist will still take his profit, the workers will still be paid, and the machine which was invented to halve the work will have done just that – to much rejoicing from the workers. The problem with this assessment is that Russell has completely failed to understand the nature of technological progress under capitalism – the very feature which makes it so much more productive and inventive than any other system.103 Under capitalism the machine wasn’t invented to halve the work. It was invented to halve the costs. That is how capitalism works – and, in Marx’s terms, it’s why capitalism works. From this perspective, the point of capitalism is the unprecedented development of technology, the rapid expansion of productive capacity, the route out of scarcity – the delivery of abundance.


  It will help to look at the way an entrepreneur might critique Russell’s argument. Firstly, he talks about the pin factory as if the machine that halved the work must also halve the cost, but that’s not true. The machine required some capital investment, which had to come from somewhere. While the ongoing savings may be 50 per cent, there’s some initial investment to return. That’s okay – Russell might reply – we can adjust our figures slightly to factor that in. (Perhaps the workers could work 55 per cent of their previous hours over the lifetime of the machine to cover the costs.) But that’s not really the main objection to Russell’s position. The more important point is that the invention of the machine required time and effort to be spent by someone with the possibility of no reward. What if it turned out that a pin-making machine can’t be made? Or if it breaks so often as to be no cheaper than labour? Under capitalism, the inventor of the machine – and his entrepreneurial backers – need to know that the rewards for inventing such a contraption make that risk of failure worthwhile. The rewards must be extraordinary otherwise no one will risk the investment. Capitalism provides for just such extraordinary rewards, which is exactly why it cannot be supplanted until it has driven us to the point of abundance – and why, having reached that point, it becomes obsolete. We now have enough productive capacity to keep us supplied in pins – and in suitcases, and bicycles and banjos. We have passed the point where our problem is that we have an insufficient volume of things. Our problems now revolve around the organisation of employment and production and the distribution of who produces and of what’s produced. Our problems now are that we have too many people for the work available, and that we have work that we all want to be done, but from which no one can make a profit – and that we’re running out of planet. These are not problems which capitalism can solve.


  We need to get our heads around the fact that the employment experience is changing. For many people, retraining will be required more than once during their working life. Jobs for life already do not exist for many people. The idea that we do training at the start of adulthood followed by on-the-job experience has to go. It’s not like that anymore. But capitalism is not well placed to accommodate or support non-linear career progressions or widespread job-switching across industries. Or job sharing or extended leisure time. We need a dynamic and forward-thinking, publicly-managed approach to lifelong learning and the active labour market. We also need public investment in education for its own sake, to enhance the quality of our lives and the legitimacy of our participatory democracy. This change in our attitudes to work will also entail a change in our attitudes to both education and leisure. Russell notes that some people object to any increase in leisure time on the grounds that the masses are not equipped to be able to handle so much spare time. He (correctly) adds that if this is in fact the case, then it’s a shameful indictment on our society, and should be addressed without delay.104


  The required transformation in the way we view work, and in the way we view the relationship between work and reward, is not limited to the idea of changing career patterns. We also need to accept that it’s okay to work less. The response to automation and the advances of AI should be positive – relief at the prospect that there is less work that needs to be done. More time to spend with our loved ones, to pursue our interests, to learn things, to help people – to have time for ourselves and each other and to establish a meaningful work/life balance. But this response isn’t possible while the dog-eat-dog capitalist labour market determines who has diamonds and who has doodley-squat – and ensures that almost everyone has the latter. (We shouldn’t confuse the allocation of poverty and destitution by the labour market with the ridiculous notion that under capitalism rewards are intrinsically linked to effort. That is one of the fallacies we’ll be dismantling in chapters 6 and 7.)


  The concept of a post-work future has been gaining currency for many years and is often linked to proposals for a move towards a Universal Basic Income. I don’t believe we can ever achieve a fully post-work society – or that we would actually want to, but I think we can get as close as we ought to and that we can get there relatively soon. My reservation about whether we really want to say goodbye to work doesn’t spring from some moralistic attachment to the work ethic, but from the simple fact that some jobs need a human touch. I don’t think we want our children’s teachers or our parents’ carers to be automatons, however good the AI gets.105 Not so much Fully Automated Luxury Communism106 as mainly automated, comfortable, post-capitalism. Not as catchy, as ambitious or as glamorous, but a more attainable goal, at least in the short term. I don’t think that Universal Basic Income is the solution we’re looking for either – not because it doesn’t do the job of breaking – or at least weakening – the relationship between work and reward, between salary and survival, but because I think there’s a structural approach which is preferable because it addresses the actual problem, not its symptoms. We’ll look at that approach in Chapter 9.


  3.5 The Changing Shape of Inequality


  The second mechanism which could encourage large numbers of people to look beyond capitalism for answers is simply the fact that we have reached the point where improvements in the quality of life are not brought by ever greater consumption. Comprehensive research by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett has shown that among developed countries the best quality of life is not a product of more wealth, but of less inequality. Not of the extent of capitalism, but of the extent of its mitigation.107


  In developed countries we have enough stuff. Our lives will be improved by better distribution of work and resources – by less work, not by more bling. This approach to enriching lives by something other than endless consumption will also tackle problems in the developing world where there are more pressing needs than the manufacture of new varieties of disposable trainers to fend off cultural stagnation in the West.


  Whether it’s Sweden’s steeply progressive tax rates or Japan’s shallow earnings curve, countries with less inequality produce a better quality of life for their populations – right to the top of the income range. These countries deliver longer life expectancy, lower infant mortality, fewer suicides, decreased divorce rates, lower prison populations and so on.108 Of course, these countries still exhibit capitalist economic structures, but these are the societies at the forefront of experiments with ways to mitigate the iniquity of capitalism. As such they’re also the societies most likely to begin to move us away from capitalism altogether. In chapters 7-10 we’ll go on to look at some suggestions for how this process might begin. Here we’ll look at the changing nature and effects of inequality, which will help to illustrate why it’s not possible to properly address this issue within a capitalist economic structure.


  Thomas Piketty’s thorough analysis of inequality in Europe and the US has revealed that ‘Inequality with respect to capital is always greater than inequality with respect to labor. The distribution of capital ownership (and income from capital) is always more concentrated than the distribution of income from labor.’109 This, he notes, is found in all countries, at all times (for which data is available), and the difference is always striking. In labour terms the bottom 50 per cent receive a quarter to a third of total labour income – approximately the same as the top 10 per cent. In terms of income from capital on the other hand, the bottom 50 per cent usually own nothing or almost nothing, while the top 10 per cent own between 50 and 90 per cent. This picture reinforces Marx’s assessment that the important, defining characteristic of life under capitalism is not income, but ownership – or non-ownership – of capital. Joseph Stiglitz also notes huge inequalities in the US and places much of the blame for recent exacerbations of the trend on the power of the finance sector, arguing that ‘Rents have moved dollars from the bottom and the middle to the top and distorted the market to the advantage of some and to the disadvantage of others.’110 (Notice that here Stiglitz refers to distortions of the market, not the workings of the market. His point is that the logic of the market has been hijacked and undermined by rentiers, but – I would argue – such distortion is an inevitable consequence of the concentration of capital in the hands of a tiny minority. It’s a feature of capitalism, not a bug.)


  Stiglitz lists a number of changes to the tax system which he thinks would help to alleviate income inequality (closing loopholes and raising taxes for high earners, speculators and polluters) but recognises that the political and legal systems are set up to operate in favour of those with the deepest pockets.111 Stiglitz and other leading economists who recognise that inequality is a blight on society tend to frame their solutions in terms of changes to the tax system. Those writing from a broadly Keynesian position might advocate – in addition to tax reform – government investment in public services. Economists favouring the heterodox approach known as Modern Monetary Theory might go further and offer more radical solutions such as a jobs guarantee, but none of these approaches deal with the fundamental, underlying issue, which is that most people do not exercise any form of control over any means of production, and as such must enter into unfavourable employment contracts in order to live any kind of dignified life. Stiglitz hints at this when he concedes that the natural resources of the US are ‘resources that rightfully belong to all Americans’.112 But in the same breath, he advocates dealing with this via higher taxes on the corporations who profit from those resources. If we really believe that natural resources rightfully belong to the community, then we need to start moving towards policies which really reflect that rightful ownership, rather than those which merely offer compensation for their appropriation. (In Chapter 6 we’ll look at precedents for the ‘compensation’ approach in the work of theorists from Locke to Nozick, and at why such an approach is insufficient for addressing the problems we face.) While taxes will continue to play a role in national economies for a while yet, it’s time to look beyond progressive taxation as a means of mitigating inequality. (Aside from anything else, as the effects of AI take hold in coming decades, there may be fewer and fewer people with an income to be taxed.) That’s not to suggest that taxation has no role in moving us forward. In Chapter 9 we’ll look at various approaches intended to progress us towards a more socialist footing, including Thomas Piketty’s radical proposals to use the tax system to transform capitalism’s concentrated and permanent resource ownership into a system of distributed temporary wealth.


  One important role that taxation has played over the last 200 years is to introduce and reinforce the idea that those who benefit most from the way society is currently organised ought to be prepared to contribute more to its upkeep. This sentiment varies in strength from country to country, as well as across the political spectrum within each country. But in all modern, liberal democracies the idea that taxation is merely a form of theft and should be abolished is highly marginalised. Mainstream politicians may argue about how great the overall tax burden should be and how it should be distributed across different forms of taxation and different types of taxpayer, but no one seriously argues that it shouldn’t exist. This is a start. This sentiment contains the seed of the idea that perhaps the particular distribution of wealth into which each of us was born was not the most equitable, or the fairest or one which bore much relation to the respective talents and efforts of the global population we became a new member of. It’s almost as if there’s an unspoken contract between those who are fabulously well-to-do and those who have doodley-squat: ‘We’ll contribute a chunk of tax so that you guys can have schools and hospitals and libraries and so on, if in return you don’t ask too many questions about how come we seem to own the entire planet you just arrived on.’ But now it’s time to start asking those questions, and much of Chapter 6 does just that. Before we look at the moral and philosophical questions surrounding the transition away from capitalism, though, I’ll provide some context with a very brief review of one aspect of the development of political ideology in the capitalist era in Chapter 4 and a discussion about the concept of equality in Chapter 5.
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  Ideology






  4


  Left and Right



   Despite our best endeavours things seem to stay the same, the right keeps all the power and the left gets all the blame.


  Flying Patrol Group, 1985113




  Once we begin to view capitalism not only as an economic structure, but as part of a progression, rather than some kind of end-point, we can start to develop a better understanding of the politics of the bourgeois era, and of the possibilities of what might come next and how we might get there.


  4.1 Origins


  The most common taxonomy of political ideologies in the bourgeois era has been the familiar left-right spectrum. For generations this provided a standard reference point for politicians, commentators and the public – a common currency of political understanding. Since the 1950s this approach has come under increasing scrutiny with numerous alternative proposals either rejecting the left-right concept altogether, bending it into a horseshoe or adding new dimensions and axes.114 It remains convenient shorthand in certain circumstances, but often causes confusion because what the terms mean has evolved over time, and the historical context has largely been forgotten. Despite the rise in identity-focused politics in recent years, the left-right axis is still most often perceived in an economic context – running from full-on laissezfaire free-market economics on the right to public ownership of essential services and major industries on the left. It’s not the focus on the economic sphere that’s the problem with this approach, but the attempt to align the concept of the political left with any particular set of policies. This just isn’t possible once we take the historical context into account. The left now are clearly engaged in either mitigating the excesses of capitalism or replacing it altogether, but the entire concept of left and right in politics dates from the immediate aftermath of the French Revolution – a time when the left were the advocates of capitalism – pursuing revolutionary change to overturn feudal privilege. The original left115 during the revolutionary period in France drew support from many factions opposed to the Ancien Régime. Peasants and labourers yes – but also merchants and early industrialists, the emerging capitalist class, or bourgeoisie. The left, in its opposition to the ‘old order’, demanded an end to a wide range of injustices, and while its successes benefitted almost everyone outside of the old alliance of monarchy, nobility and clergy, the real winners were the emerging bourgeoisie. It was the bourgeois interest who came to dominate political life, bringing laws and institutions into line with their capitalist ambitions. Given this historical background, the concept of the political left cannot be seen as inherently antagonistic to capitalism or identified with a given set of policies, but rather should apply to a direction of travel. The only way to reconcile the pro-capitalist origins of the concept of the political left with its current anti-capitalist incarnation is to see it as a programme advocating the progressive ideas of the Enlightenment, adapting to historical circumstances and advancing from tradition to modernity – from superstition and fear to rationality and understanding. (Despite accusations of – and flirtations with – post-modernism, the left is firmly a modernist project.) From this perspective, some degree of ideological continuity can be detected between capitalism and socialism, as consecutive stages on the road from religiously justified feudal hierarchy to secular demands for equality.


  The change that the left were then demanding was an end to feudalism – the removal of various social, political and cultural institutions which had frustrated capitalist ambitions. The emerging bourgeoisie – in revolutionary France as in seventeenth-century England – had found their progress hampered by arbitrary justice, favours, prerogatives, customary rights and obligations and different sets of laws for different social classes. In order to flourish, capitalism needs certainty and predictability. Laws need to be codified and to apply across the board. Investors need to know in advance that if their commercial judgement is correct, then they’ll be rewarded with the proceeds, not see their effort and investment handed over to court favourites by a monarch ruling by arbitrary judgement. Monarchs had enjoyed near absolute, God-given authority which had been legitimised over centuries through doctrines of Divine Right and the Great Chain of Being. Limiting their power wasn’t just a case of developing superior economic arrangements and better technology, or of seizing political power. An ingrained belief system had to be broken down and – equally – something had to replace it. The emerging capitalist order needed an ideological legitimacy.


  That legitimacy was provided by the philosophers of the Enlightenment – Locke’s justification of private property, Paine’s rights of man, Wollstonecraft’s rights of women, de Tocqueville’s democracy and later the utilitarianism of Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill (embodied in the concept of ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’). The philosophies of all of these thinkers include a requirement of egalitarianism in that they treat all men’s interests (and for some of them, even all women’s interests) as being of equal value regardless of wealth or station – in a certain set of specifically limited ways, no one man’s needs are considered more important than those of others on the grounds of their social standing. These thinkers developed the concept of rights based not on hereditary privilege, but on no more than the simple fact of being a person. This, in turn, inspired the formulation in the US Declaration of Independence that ‘all men are created equal…with certain unalienable Rights’.116 The text of the Declaration omitted women, and the historical context plainly excludes many actually existing men from the rhetorical construct ‘all men’ on the grounds of class and race, but it was a start. The philosophical underpinning of capitalism and its emphasis on rights attached to the status of being a human could only lead in one direction and over time Western-liberal democracies began to recognise that people counted as humans even if they were not wealthy white men. From eighteenth-century abolitionists and nineteenth-century radicals, through the Chartists, the Reform League and Suffragettes to the UN Declaration of Human Rights, the civil rights movement in the US and the anti-apartheid campaigns of the 1980s the doctrine that people have a value solely by virtue of being people – and that there’s something intrinsically equal about each person’s value – has become an integral part of the fabric of political ideology in the capitalist era. Although really-existing capitalism has often failed to deliver on these ideals, we shouldn’t ignore areas where progress has been made. Since universal adult suffrage in 1928, in the UK we’ve had the Equal Pay Act (1970), the Sex Discrimination Act (1975), the Race Relations Act (1976), the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) – all eventually consolidated into the Equalities Act in 2010. In many countries much more is being done. Of course there is still a long way to go, particularly in moving on from legislative instruments to actual equality, but that shouldn’t detract from the direction of travel of the past few hundred years. Political power in capitalist countries is fundamentally legitimised through the concept of democratic consent, based on equality before the law and the principle (if not the practice) of one vote of equal value for every adult human. And yet discrimination on the basis of race and gender still persists – and not just in the occasional encounter with citizens who didn’t get the memo, but in patterns embedded in the fabric of Western society and its institutions.117


  4.2 The Duality of the Left


  In terms of contemporary politics, this helps to explain some of the confusion of what it means to be considered ‘left-wing’. In both the UK and the US there is a palpable tension between the socialist left (mainly focusing on economics) and the liberal left (mainly concerned with identity politics). The opposition to Trump was demonstrably weakened by its division into factions coming from very different philosophical positions. In the UK the leadership of the Labour Party (under Starmer at the time of writing) spends more time attacking its own left-wing than scrutinising what is probably the most incompetent and corrupt UK government in living memory. Jeremy Gilbert has observed that the dividing line in British society between those who want to see decisive, structural change to improve the lives of all of us (and in particular the least well off) and those who do not want to see such change currently runs right through the Labour Party.118 From the Parliamentary Labour Party and the party machine to the membership and potential members – in different proportions for each of those groups there are those in the Labour movement who want structural change and those who do not. This line is the dividing line between the liberal left, who think capitalism can be reformed, and the socialist left, who recognise that capitalism has to go.


  The core, driving theme of liberal identity politics is to point out the hypocrisy of the existing system – to call out the hypocrisy of capitalist liberal democracy in failing to live up to its own principles. Essentially, the liberal complaint is that modern Western capitalism fails to deliver the fundamental freedoms upon which its own philosophical legitimacy relies. We can call these bourgeois freedoms, not in the pejorative sense of ‘freedoms enjoyed by the bourgeoisie’ but in the simply descriptive sense of ‘freedoms won in the bourgeois era’. Whatever is wrong with capitalism it has some advantages over feudalism and the acceptance that all humans have a right to these freedoms is one of them – and the liberal complaint is that really-existing capitalism fails to fulfil this philosophical ambition.


  In contrast, the thrust of the socialist left (including the democratic-socialist left) is to argue that the bourgeois freedoms of liberal capitalism are insufficient to deliver real freedom to the mass of humanity. For the socialist left, the demands of the great bourgeois upheavals – the French Revolution, the English Civil Wars and the Glorious Revolution of 1688 – are welcome, but don’t go far enough. It’s great that people gained (theoretical) equality before the law, and – eventually – a vote each in a participatory democracy, but it’s the unequal distribution of wealth, income and opportunity that’s really holding society back.


  There is no necessary requirement to abolish capitalism in the liberal movement demanding that human and civil rights are delivered. These are not socialist demands, but they do illustrate a continuity between capitalism and socialism. Both projects demand an equality of something. Socialism demands all the equalities promoted (if not delivered) by capitalist ideology and more. In Chapter 5 we’ll address Amartya Sen’s famous question aimed at egalitarian liberal capitalists, Equality of What? We’ll note how discussions of equality within a capitalist mindset hit a brick wall when it comes to the proposition that a formal recognition of rights is not sufficient – that without the material means to access the actual benefits of rights, any formal right is somewhat meaningless. The only real way to address this problem is to ensure that all people enjoy sufficient material wellbeing to enable their formal rights to have real meaning. The problem here, though, is that although capitalist ideology is founded on the idea of natural rights, it also embodies the premise that property rights are not only natural, but also that they trump any other rights. Property rights attain this protected moral status via an ideological sleight of hand in which infractions upon property are taken to be infractions upon individual freedom, itself the greatest sin in the capitalist world. This idea holds such sway that arguments in favour of material equalities can be summarily brushed aside and – as we’ll see – even proposals for universal sufficiency receive short shrift from capitalist philosophers. Such is the morally protected status of private property rights that even the right to life cannot compete.


  So the main difference between the liberal left and the socialist leftis that the former calls out capitalism for not living up to its own standards while the latter argues that those standards would be insufficient, even if they were met. In terms of today’s choices, the socialist left takes all of the rights and demands of the liberal left and adds to them, to root out economic disadvantage too. The liberal left has little reciprocal interest in adding socialist objectives to its agenda.


  There is, though, one area where the liberal demands cross into socialist territory, and that is in the recognition that given the course of history and the details of our route to the present there is a case for demanding more than equality before the law and equality of political participation. The history of past injustices has an influence on current society which any reasonable concept of justice would address. Affirmative action policies in the US and women-only short lists in the UK119are examples of policies based on this common ground – the acceptance that the legacy of historical discrimination, and the continued existence of inequality means that formal equality of treatment and status is not a sufficient condition for justice in really-existing modern capitalism.


  Most people who would consider their politics to be left-leaning would recognise elements of both the socialist and liberal philosophical positions in their own ideological makeup. The numbers perceiving themselves as belonging firmly to one strand and viewing the other as part of the problem have probably increased in recent years in both the UK and the US.


  4.3 The Duality of the Right


  A similar duality can be seen on the right, though as always, they seem to be better at living with their differences for their mutual benefit. In this case, the difference is probably more easily observable in the UK than the US. On the one hand there are those who appear to regret the passing of feudalism – Jacob Rees-Mogg springs unpleasantly to mind. There is a large slice of right-wing thought in Britain that feeds on faux nostalgia about the Empire and draws emotional strength from ridiculous, anachronistic traditions – the monarchy, fox-hunting, everything about daily life at Westminster and so on. While these Tories look to the likes of Roger Scruton for philosophical justification of their nostalgia, there’s also a faction of support for the modern, ruthless, free-market economics of F.A. Hayek120 and the (supposedly) clinical political philosophy of Robert Nozick121. Of course, these two factions share considerable common ground and to different degrees co-exist within most people on the right – their differences more of emphasis than argument, of style more than substance. While pining for days of landed abstention from anything as vulgar as going to work, the old Tories have to accept that tradition and hierarchy don’t pay the bills and as such they must rely for their continued status and privilege on neoliberal economic policies. For their part, the bankers and industrialists know deep down that the truly meritocratic free market they like to talk of in the abstract would in reality be a cut-throat world forcing them to compete without the leg-up from the right school and the security of the old-boys network, and this is a prospect that keeps them just sweet enough to maintain a respect for the traditional hierarchies of social status.


  So we can see a continuum encompassing mainstream politics, with four overlapping approaches. From right to left we have the Tories regretting the passing of feudalism, but broadly content with the privilege they retain under capitalism, then the right-libertarians – enthusiastic about capitalism and its bounties, but not so committed to its philosophical underpinnings as to want the inconvenience of a level playing field. Next up there are the liberals, holding capitalism to its word and demanding equality before the law regardless of a person’s identity (or their self-identity) but also aware that no one’s life is an abstract concept – that we’ve all arrived on the planet in a historical context and that there may be some hangovers from the past which need redressing. Finally, at the leftward end of this mainstream continuum we have various flavours of socialism, which share the liberal conviction that people’s present situation is largely a product of the past they find themselves born into, and that a valid political programme might include plans to minimise the upshot of those historical circumstances. Socialists, though, push further than the liberal demands of redress for generations of cultural and social discrimination – for really-existing capitalism’s failure to live up to the ideological principles upon which it was built. Socialists demand redress, not only for capitalism’s inability to deliver what it promises, but for the consequences of capitalism’s successes. Capitalism, as we have seen in Chapter 2, delivers propertylessness to the mass of the population, and socialists argue that this is a situation which requires correction – either by mitigation of capitalist excesses, or by wholesale replacement of the capitalist system itself.


  As we’ve noted, the birth of capitalism was accompanied by – and legitimised by – an insistence that in some way, on some measure, there is something (in theory, if not always in practice) which people are entitled to an equal amount of, solely on the basis of being people. This entity, which capitalist ideology insists we must all enjoy to an equal extent, is often expressed in popular discourse as equality before the law. In more philosophical tracts it is sometimes referred to as self-ownership. Such is the prevalence of this idea in modern capitalist societies that it’s easy to forget that for most of human history the ownership of people and their capacities was not distributed equally among populations. In slave societies a slave-owner may own many people, and slaves own no one, not even themselves. Whereas under capitalism we each enjoy ownership rights over exactly one person (ourselves), in pre-capitalist societies this was not the case. Some who write from a historical materialist perspective further divide pre-capitalist society broadly into slave-based economic structures and a range of post-slavery economic structures (broadly lumped together as feudalism) in which most people are granted ownership of their own person, but do not own all of their own labour power – some of which is owned by their feudal ‘superior’.


  Uneven distribution of personal freedom was a central feature of pre-capitalist economic structures and remains a feature of modern non-capitalist countries which attracts condemnation from across the political spectrum of the capitalist world (though not enough to do without the profits from slave labour – let’s not get carried away with capitalism’s commitment to this, it’s most fundamental concept). The point here is that the equalising instinct – the tendency towards egalitarianism – is not an anti-capitalist ideological ambition. The difference between capitalist ideology and socialist ideology is not that one favours equality and the other doesn’t, but what kind and extent of equality each requires. Jerry Cohen describes egalitarianism as the idea that, ‘There is something which justice requires people to have equal amounts of…not “no matter what”, but to whatever extent is allowed by values which compete with distributive equality.’122 As long as egalitarianism itself is perceived as an anti-capitalist position, defenders of capitalism will continue to trot out caricatures of the egalitarian spirit as utopian fantasy doomed to end in absurd excess123. Once we recognise that capitalism itself requires (ideologically speaking) some form of equality, then the conversation changes from a discussion of the virtues or otherwise of the process of equalisation, and has to address what it is that is being equalised, how far we should go, and what competing values might need to be considered. Supporters of capitalism cannot argue that the pursuit of egalitarian aims is in itself unjust or unnecessary, since, as we’ve shown, capitalism itself relies on equality of something. Instead, they must explain why the egalitarian impulse is desirable and justified to the extent that it suits them, but undesirable and unjustified in cases where it might suit others. What does equality before the law have, which equality of opportunity, or equality of wealth or income do not have?


  4.4 Civil Rights and Natural Rights


  We’ve noted above that the US Declaration of Independence asserts that ‘all men are created equal...with certain unalienable Rights’. The first article of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen similarly asserts that ‘Men are born and remain free and equal in rights.’124 These declarations of bourgeois consciousness are not awarding rights to anyone, but recognising that they already exist, that they are a product of nature and not subject to human whim. Such is the strength of these ideas that it’s now almost impossible to imagine a world in which they were new and controversial. But in pre-capitalist Europe rights were attached to social status, and were by no means equally distributed. Debates over the question of rights came to a head more than a century before the US and French Declarations, during the English Civil Wars and particularly during the ‘Putney Debates’ in 1647 – in the interbellum period between the first and second wars. At the end of the first war a split emerged within the parliamentarian New Model Army. Cromwell and the army Grandees took a conciliatory approach to negotiations with Charles I, but groups such as the Levellers, Ranters and Diggers were emerging at this time, gaining support among the ranks and demanding a radical new society.125 The radicals were allowed to put their case over 2 weeks of debate in Putney, now part of south-west London. Although the discussions were inconclusive126 they illustrate the wrangling over the source and nature of rights, and the novelty of the ideas at the time. Reading the minutes – which were only discovered in 1890 – there’s a clear sense that the protagonists are feeling their way through unchartered territory.127 These were not like the tired and well-rehearsed debates we’ve become used to seeing our politicians engage in. The Levellers advocated parliamentary sovereignty and universal male suffrage with Thomas Rainsborough arguing that, ‘The poorest he that is in England has a life to live as the greatest he; and therefore truly sir I think it’s clear that every man that is to live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that government.’128 Rainsborough’s reference to England is important here as it aligns with the Leveller’s common assertions of the rights of ‘freeborn Englishmen’. These are civil rights accorded to those who have the status of Englishmen, not natural rights which are enjoyed by virtue of being a human male. (Though some radical groups already supported the idea that natural rights might apply to women too it would be a long time before such a view became widespread.) Henry Ireton, Cromwell’s son-in-law – representing the leadership – glosses over the distinction between natural and civil rights and counters that property ownership should be the basis of the electoral franchise. He cites the conventional view that only a stakeholder will really have the interests of the country at heart whereas those who ‘have no permanent interest in the state, [but] whatever interest he hath he may carry about with him’ have no stake in society, since they could easily move to another kingdom.129 Ireton presents his case, not only as the conventional practice embedded in the constitution, but also as the obvious pragmatic solution. It’s framed in terms of interests and who is best placed to make judgements, not on some new-fangled idea of rights, whether derived from the state of nature or the fact of being English-born. Where would it end – all this talk of rights? Ireton sees that the logic of equal rights, whatever their foundation, is ultimately incompatible with the institution of private property: ‘Is it by the right of nature? (whatever it be) that you pretend, by which you can say, one man hath an equal right with another to the choosing of him that shall govern him – by the same right of nature, he hath the same [equal] rights in any goods he sees – meat, drink, clothes – to take and use them for his sustenance.’130 Ireton was not accusing the agitators of wanting to do away with property but warning them that such abolition would be the logical conclusion of their attempt to introduce principles of equal rights. Although Rainsborough supported the concept of property, when he argued that ‘my person it is more dear than my estate,’131 he was clearly suggesting that people are more important than property – a situation which Ireton recognised as fatal to the concept of private property. (If A owns all the land and chooses not to deal with B, the institution of private property upholds A’s property rights over B’s right not to die of starvation. To assert B’s right to life would require A to surrender some degree of control over their property.) The debates were left hanging in November 1647 when the king escaped and was reunited with royalist forces. A second war now loomed, and there was to be no time for discussions on the future constitution. Cromwell, clearly rattled by the radical ideas and the extent of their support, turned to violent suppression, effectively putting an end to the Leveller cause by 1649. The ideas didn’t go away, though, and somehow the circle would need to be squared. How could the promotion of equal rights be reconciled with the practical necessity to overlook even the right to life, in the event that it might conflict with the right to own property? Rather than getting to the bottom of this conundrum, a sleight of hand was devised, largely by John Locke in the late seventeenth century, upon which an entire bourgeois ideology was built, complete with misdirections, contradictions and Declarations – of rights and of independence.


  In Chapter 6 we’ll dissect Locke’s illusions and those of his philosophical descendants, but first we should address the question of equality itself, and consider candidates for what it is that should be equalised and what competing values might limit the extent to which equalisation is justifiable or desirable. We have already noted (see Chapter 3) that inequality is damaging to both quality of life and to progress, and now we should turn our attention to what kind of equality we should be promoting (if any), and what other values might restrict the scope of our egalitarian ambition.






  5


  Equality of What?



   ...the majestic equality of the law, which forbids the rich as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets and to steal bread


   Anatole France, 1894132




  G.A. Cohen argues that the purpose of egalitarianism is ‘to eliminate involuntary disadvantage’133 and – as we’ve noted in Chapter 4 – a fundamental thesis of bourgeois ideology is that this principle should be applied to people’s legal status and their participation in the political system. These measures of equality before the law and equal political participation set bourgeois ideology apart from life under pre-capitalist economic structures and have become cornerstones of the bourgeois worldview, even though really-existing capitalism frequently fails to deliver them in practice.


  Should we go further, though, and promote the application of the egalitarian principle to other areas of life? In his 1979 Tanner Lecture, Amartya Sen posed the question Equality of What?134 Sen sought to identify the fundamental currency of equality – not the evidence or symptoms of equality but the aspects of life which egalitarians should seek to distribute equally (or at least less unequally) among the population. Before we look at some of the candidates for the answer to Sen’s question, we should ask what it is that motivates the egalitarian principle. The Enlightenment thinkers who founded and developed the bourgeois principles of equality before the law and equality of social status were clear on the purpose of this ideological commitment – the motivation for this move to greater equality was the promotion of justice.135 If we accept this approach – that greater equality leads in some instances to more justice, and I can see no reason not to – then those arguing against extensions of the egalitarian principle into new aspects of the human experience must take this into account. They must be prepared to defend their opposition to extensions of equality on the grounds that either:


  a. the extension of equality in question does not increase justice (while maintaining that the historical delivery of bourgeois equality did increase justice), or


  b. some other benefits, which outweigh an increase in justice, are threatened by the suggested extension of equality.


  What this means is that in the absence of evidence to the contrary, we should assume that any extension of equality represents an extension of justice. The currently dominant assumption – that moves to greater equality must be justified – needs to be turned upside-down – it is resistance to such moves which needs to be justified.


  We should bear in mind this general desirability of the egalitarian principle (all other things being equal) as we now examine some of the potential answers to Sen’s question ‘equality of what?’ Sen turns first to John Rawls who provided a major advance over the utilitarian approach in his 1971 A Theory of Justice. Recall that the utilitarian maxim ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number’ treats all individuals as equals but seeks to maximise ‘happiness’ rather than to equalise it. While Rawls’ ideal society might tolerate inequalities, he envisions institutions which seek to promote an egalitarian, rather than a maximising, distribution, and the thing to be distributed is not some vague sense of ‘happiness’ or ‘utility’ but what he termed ‘public goods’. By this he means ‘things that every rational man is presumed to want,’ including ‘rights, liberties and opportunities, income and wealth, and the social bases of self-respect’.136 The distribution of these, he argued, should ideally be more equal than is currently the case (inequalities must be justified on the criteria that they make the least well off, better off), but he does not place egalitarianism at the top of his agenda – moves towards greater equality must take second place to considerations of liberty. This is an important restriction which we’ll return to later in this chapter, and at length in Chapter 6.


  Sen himself moves the argument on again to combine the distribution of public goods favoured by Rawls with the ‘happiness’ at the centre of utilitarian theories, to arrive at a concern with ‘what goods do to human beings’. Cohen refers to Sen’s stance as a promotion of something more than either goods or happiness but a kind of ‘nutrition’ produced by the right quantities of each.137


  The problem with these discussions about what should be the currency of egalitarian ambitions is that they skirt around the issue of how those ambitions might actually be achieved. I don’t mean questions of how we might measure happiness or how we could distribute self-respect equally (though those are thorny issues), I mean that these approaches don’t take into account the elephant in the room – that formal equalities don’t necessarily translate into actual equalities. The absence of a formal barrier to liberty or opportunity or utility does not render that goal attainable to those with insufficient resources to reach it. In the end, equality of anything requires some degree of equality of resources – of wealth. The concentration of wealth into ever fewer hands confounds any attempt to construct a meaningfully egalitarian distribution of any other value. And it is proposals to redistribute ownership of resources in pursuit of egalitarian ambition which meet the greatest resistance. Our challenge is to present the case for egalitarian redistribution in such a way as to make the transition realistically possible. How we might begin to practically move towards that situation is discussed in Chapter 9, but first we must conclude our discussion of why we should move to that situation. One part of that task involves illustrating that a more equitable distribution of resource ownership represents a fair and just ambition – some objections to which will be addressed in Chapter 6. The other main part of the task involves demonstrating that most people in the world would be better off (or at least no worse off) under a more equitable system – and it is that claim to which we now turn.


  5.1 Wealth Inequality


  The benefits of a more equitable distribution of resources are not limited to the enjoyment of a healthier bank-balance, or a lower overdraft, or a better quality of material life – a nicer house, a healthier diet, more things...At the top of this chapter we used the term ‘bourgeois equality’ to describe equality before the law and equality of access to political participation – two essential features of capitalist ideology. In practice, access to those rights is clearly greater for those with considerable material wealth. No one seriously doubts that wealth allows access to levels of legal justice and political influence beyond that available to most citizens in liberal democracies, or that poverty reduces such access138. If the equalisation of political participation is desirable (bourgeois ideology says that it is), and the connection between wealth and political influence is inevitable, then the bourgeois goal of equalising political power requires at least a desire towards a greater equalisation of wealth – yet the bourgeoisie, on the whole, seem to exhibit no such desire. Now, there may be objections to such an equalisation on other grounds, but in the conversation about the pros and cons of wealth-equalising policies, the omission of the influence of wealth on access to political influence would be a serious deficiency. Supporters of capitalism cannot reasonably defend the legal and political privilege which wealth can buy because their own ideological standpoint revolves around a doctrine of equality of access to these facilities. Yet the promotion of the kind of resource redistribution which would enable genuine equality in these fields meets numerous objections from the bourgeois interest.


  5.2 The Cult of the Status Quo


  Thomas Nagel suggests in Equality and Partiality that humankind is stuck in limbo, unable to reconcile the needs of the community for fairness with the needs of the individual for liberty – to do ‘justice to the equal importance of all persons without making unacceptable demands on individuals’.139 Nagel argues that the demands of the poor for a greater share of resources are reasonable claims, but no more so than the claims of the wealthy for the right to hang on to the disproportionate share of resources they currently control. He concludes, not only that we do not have the tools to envisage a solution to this dilemma but also that such a solution might not exist. The problem with Nagel’s approach is that it gives the status quo undue reverence and in doing so it favours inaction – and accepts existing inequalities. Even if Nagel’s point is only supposed to hold water in modern, Western, capitalist, liberal democracies, the status quo – from which he argues that the wealthy are justified in resisting deviation – is a pretty diverse collection of situations across numerous societies. Yet the upshot of this type of argument is always ‘that’s far enough’.140 Whether we are considering a relatively less unequal society (such as pre-Thatcher Britain141) or a far more unequal society (such as Trump’s US142) Nagel’s ‘solution’ is to do nothing. That Nagel’s approach requires us to deem as reasonable the wishes of the wealthy to maintain the status quo – whatever it may be – gives it the air of a strained attempt to justify inequality, whatever its extent and however it may have arisen.


  The Rawlsian approach discussed above suffers from the same deficiency. Whatever the current situation, and however it arose, almost any redistribution of public goods at all can be deemed a ‘loss of liberty’ for someone. In the end, Rawls’ concern to limit any adjustments to those not affecting anyone’s current lifestyle favours those who already enjoy a generous allocation of resources. In addition to discouraging change, this undue reverence inadvertently accorded to the status quo by both Rawls and Nagel provides unwarranted ideological legitimacy for both the current distribution of resources and the historical processes by which it arose. By limiting our options to those which respect current distributions – whether or not those distributions were arrived at by unjust means – we would effectively be accepting the weak and circular argument that we should not seek to redistribute resources simply because the current distribution already exists. The question of the legitimacy of actually existing property distributions receives more attention in Chapter 6.


  5.3 Equality or Sufficiency?


  Harry Frankfurt takes a different line, arguing that people who oppose inequality are often confused about what it is they object to – what they really object to (he obligingly informs them) is poverty. What they ought really to want then, he concludes, is not less inequality, but more sufficiency.143 If a person has sufficient goods and rights and whatever else they need, he argues, it shouldn’t be relevant to them, or to us, how much wealth someone else has.


  The obvious problem with this approach is that there is no objective measure of sufficiency. If person A has x goods and person B has half x, then between them they have 1.5x and a switch to equality would leave them with 0.75x each. Any objection by A to such equality is motivated by their opinion that 0.75x is insufficient for their own needs, while also relying on their commitment to the idea that 0.5x is sufficient for person B’s needs. It’s not difficult to see that A’s position is motivated by self-interest, rather than any kind of objective logic. While the egalitarian approach ensures that the level of wealth with which we expect others to be satisfied is no less than the level we expect for ourselves, the subjective nature of what constitutes sufficiency contains no such guard against self-interest masquerading as philosophical justification.


  Sufficiency for all is, of course, preferable to our current global situation where millions live with – and die because of – insufficient resources. Supporters of capitalism, though, argue that poverty should be addressed not by sharing wealth more equally, but by creating more wealth. They argue that egalitarian concerns inhibit productive development and thus constitute the biggest threat to eliminating insufficiency or poverty. Although capitalism may not eliminate or even mitigate huge inequalities, they argue, its unique capacity to increase productive output means that more people are rescued from poverty and toil under capitalism’s inequality than would be the case under a seemingly more just, but less productively efficient, alternative. The claim is that even those at the bottom are better off under capitalist inequality than they would be under egalitarian inefficiency. In short, those with the least will benefit more from a small share of a bigger pie, than from an equal share of a smaller pie. This argument relies not only on ambitions for the future size and distribution of the pie for which there is absolutely no historical justification, but also on the idea that capitalism is – and always will be – the system most suited to the satisfaction of human needs. The errors in this approach have already been addressed in Chapter 3.


  Capitalism has an excellent track record of increasing productive capacity and extending sufficiency to greater numbers – though not necessarily to a greater proportion of humankind. That capitalism is uniquely suited to produce the abundance required for us to realise our potential is one of a limited number of points upon which both Marx and twenty-first century capitalists agree. The difference is that for Marx capitalism cannot deliver the freedom its productive capacity makes possible – for capitalists, capitalism is the freedom it makes possible. This difference of opinion is largely due to different approaches to the concept of freedom, which is the subject of the next chapter, but first we should consider another objection to the egalitarian approach – the claim that inequality is a necessary and inevitable part of the human experience.


  5.4 Is Inequality Inevitable?


  At the start of this chapter I argued that – since capitalist ideology is founded on one type of equality, and since the motivation for that egalitarian impulse is the promotion of justice – then other types of equality should not be ruled out without good reason and fair consideration, as it’s not unreasonable to attach to them a potential to increase justice. Blithe comments about human nature and how equality is a nice idea that can’t work in practice are not sufficient to reject an egalitarian approach. In the pre-capitalist era, doctrines such as the Divine Right of Kings and the Great Chain of Being led to assumptions that human nature would cause a descent into the abyss if the bourgeois ideals of equality before the law or equality of political participation were adopted. Just as early proponents of capitalism were right in thinking that human nature was more adaptable than their feudal critics thought, it’s likely that human nature is flexible enough to manage in a world where wealth is not concentrated in the bank accounts of a handful of families. As for appeals to the historical record for evidence that egalitarianism and success are incompatible – any such claim fails on the grounds that most ‘successful’ countries are more egalitarian now than they were x number of years ago, whatever the value of x and under any reasonable definition of ‘successful’. It’s significant that the UK and US – home to many of the most vociferous supporters of the idea that egalitarianism is to blame for economic stagnation and decline – are the very economies struggling to maintain the growth of past decades, despite increasing inequality. Thomas Piketty shows that inequality is not a necessary price of development, progress and growth by comparing the relatively high inequality and moderate growth of the Belle Époque (1880-1914) with the far lower inequality of the period from 1930-1980 which corresponded to ‘some of the strongest growth ever observed’.144 The high marginal tax rates he recommends (60-70 per cent for those enjoying greater than 10x the average wealth or income and 80-90 per cent for those exceeding 100x the average) are consistent with the rates in the UK and US during this latter period of robust growth.


  The musings of celebrity psychologist and YouTube star Jordan Peterson shouldn’t have any bearing on a serious discussion but the widespread dissemination of his approach to this question can’t really be ignored, so I’ll quickly address it here. Peterson argues that inequality is an inevitable feature of the human condition. (He also – bizarrely – argues that Marx misattributes inequality to capitalism145, ignoring at least tens of thousands of words Marx wrote about slavery and feudalism146 – but then he also admits to hardly having read anything by Marx147, so his lack of understanding is understandable.) As evidence for the inevitability of inequality Peterson equates human existence to the game of Monopoly and triumphantly declares that however many times you play the game, ‘someone always ends up with all the damn money’.148 He says this is ‘the inevitable consequence of multiple trades that are conducted randomly’. He asserts this as if he’s revealing some profound logic, but in fact the phenomenon is actually no more than the inevitable consequence of the rules of Monopoly stating that the game doesn’t end till one person has all the money. He makes a similarly nonsensical claim about a coin-toss trading game: if you keep playing till one person ends up with all the money, one person will always end up with all the money! He extrapolates from this a fundamental law of human existence that we all just have to put up with: however much we object to millions of deaths through starvation every year, in a world where a quarter of our food goes to waste, there’s absolutely nothing we can do about it...149


  As if the Monopoly and coin-flip analogies were not enough, Peterson (in the same lecture) has some sciency stuff to explain the inevitability of inequality. He recruits the Pareto Principle, which he variously characterises as the 80/20 rule or the more academic sounding (but still entirely wrong) idea that in almost any situation, ‘The square root of the number of people under consideration have half of the volume of what’s under consideration.’ And he goes on to make an extraordinary claim for it: ‘It’s a feature of every single system of production that we know of, no matter who set it up and how it operates...and we don’t know what to do about that.’ This bizarre claim entails that the wealth distribution in twentieth-century America matched that in third-century Borneo and ninth-century Sicily and twenty-first century Scotland – and everywhere else, at all times in history. His claim isn’t true in any of those cases, or in the global economy today, for which it is wrong by a mile – by a factor of several hundred. But Peterson’s absurd claim is not only that this distribution happens in every country on earth – and in all countries between them – all the time, it’s even more than that. He claims that it’s inevitable and that there’s nothing we can do about it! It’s not all bad news, from Planet Peterson, though. We shouldn’t worry about economic inequality, he argues, because the problem with not having any money is not the lack of money. He justifies this with an ‘anecdote’ about a guy who got himself into trouble when he had some money. Really? Are we going to base our approach to global poverty on the patronising notion that if poor people have money, they’re just going to get into trouble with it?150


  Peterson makes another claim against the egalitarian motive. In response to claims that the opportunities provided by formal bourgeois equalities don’t always deliver real equality he warns against trying to engineer outcomes, stating that ‘equality of outcome considerations are detestable and dangerous beyond belief’.151 Despite the evidence of progressive taxation systems, the NHS in the UK, welfare safety nets and so on, Peterson tends to view anything more egalitarian than formal bourgeois equality as the start of the slippery slope to the gulags but this approach lacks any kind of subtlety or nuance – or any supporting empirical evidence.


  Peterson’s views are not dissimilar to the Victorian dichotomy of the deserving and undeserving poor – those who scrape by without any assistance deserve some help, but don’t need it, and those who struggle to get by need some help but don’t deserve it. However, if we dismount the moral high-horse and just try to work out the best way to think about this problem we can easily see that people are differently able to convert opportunities into outcomes and that there are different types of inhibitors to that process of conversion. Rather than assuming that people are poor converters because they are lazy, feckless wastrels, we might ask whether it’s because they lack the required skills, education, training or talents. In some cases, that’s something they can do something about, in other cases it isn’t. In some cases it’s something we, the wider society, can do something about – by providing better educational opportunities, better training facilities and so on. In some cases, poor conversion abilities are insurmountable, and must be compensated for by wider society. It’s important to note that the particular skills or talents required to be a successful converter of opportunities into positive outcomes aren’t fixed features of the human condition. They are almost entirely context-dependent. Medieval Belgium had little use for the exceptional talents of George Best or David Attenborough, for example, in much the same way that expert type-cutters and pearl-divers might struggle to find any demand for their talents in twenty-first century Wolverhampton. Different careers are differently rewarded under capitalism on the basis of their market value which is usually not a good reflection of their value to society. (We’ll look in more detail at this phenomenon in chapters 6 and 8.) Nor is the market allocation of people to well-rewarded careers a true reflection of their skills and abilities – the higher echelons of most professions are populated largely by the children of well-to-do parents. Despite the ideological commitment of the bourgeoisie to the concept of meritocracy, it’s rare to find their children anywhere near a level playing field.


  The differential abilities of people to convert opportunities into outcomes is sometimes used by capitalists as evidence that inequality is an inevitable feature of the human condition, but we have mechanisms in place which exacerbate this issue – there’s no reason they cannot be exchanged for mechanisms to mitigate it. The observation that humans are differently able to convert resources into outcomes is not a false one, but it does not follow that current levels of inequality are inevitable. The observed fact can’t carry the conceptual weight that anti-egalitarian ideology places on it.


  Finally in this chapter, a short note on the concept of ‘levelling-up’. There’s a notion implicit in discussions surrounding redistribution of resources that the problem with egalitarianism is that the wealthy would inevitably face a reduction in their standard of living, because any such redistribution would necessarily see resources currently under their control transferred to others. A further, often unspoken implication of this idea is that the well-off would have no objection to a situation of equalised wealth, if that was brought about by some miracle of new production allowing everyone access to untold riches, rather than a transfer of assets from the wealthy to the poor. In fact, though, such a scenario would have a considerable impact on the lives of the well-off. One of the hallmarks of a wealthy lifestyle is not having to do everything for yourself – employing cleaners, gardeners, drivers, nannies, maids, personal assistants etc. If everyone had as much wealth as the currently wealthy, then no one would need to work in those occupations, and the wealthy lifestyle would lose most of its comfort and much of its appeal. Perhaps the opposition to equality might actually be influenced as much by the loss of inequality as by the loss of property itself. For wealthy opponents of egalitarianism, it’s not necessarily enough for them to remain wealthy – the lifestyles to which they have become accustomed also require the poor to remain poor.


  In this chapter, we’ve established that – even from the standpoint of bourgeois ideology – egalitarian motives should not be rejected without compelling grounds. We’ve considered the question of what it is that there ought to be equal amounts of – and observed that unless utility or public goods or self-respect or anything else is accompanied by the resources to actually realise their benefits, then the absence of formal barriers to them doesn’t necessarily count for much. Without sufficient resources to exercise them, formal freedoms are hollow promises.


  We’ve examined the resistance to the equalisation of resources for various reasons and found the sufficiency argument to be logically lacking and the inevitability argument to be based on faulty reasoning. We’ve noted an attachment to the status quo which betrays a resistance to change based on self-interest rather than a commitment to a philosophical principle. This importance accorded to the current distribution of wealth in anti-egalitarian approaches relies on a story about how that distribution emerged. If the status quo is to be defended against change on the grounds of injustice, surely it must be clear that it is not itself the product of an unjust process. We’ll examine this issue in the next chapter, as well as looking at both practical and ideological objections to the consequences of equalising resources – such as the loss of liberty, infringement of property rights or detrimental effects on efficiency.






  6


  Property and Freedom



   As long as there is any property, and while money is the standard of all other things, I cannot think that a nation can be governed either justly or happily.


  Thomas Moore, 1516.152




  In the last two chapters we’ve noted how the foundations of capitalist ideology include a demand for particular types of equality which have their origins in the bourgeois era – equality before the law and equality of access to political participation. We’ve also noted the regular failure of really-existing capitalism to deliver these benefits, as well as the staunch resistance to attempts to establish greater equality of resources, without which these formal, bourgeois equalities are often largely ineffective. We reviewed some eccentric (but popular) claims that gross inequality is the inevitable result of any sequence of trades or exchanges, as well as failures to account for the influence of the ‘rules of the game’ on these iniquitous outcomes. In this chapter, we’ll look at bourgeois justifications for the rules of property distribution under capitalism.


  In bourgeois ideology, the conceptual relationship between property and freedom is beset with contradictions. Since the seventeenth century (as we’ll see later in this chapter), the right to hold property has been identified as an absolutely necessary component of freedom, yet the actual ownership of property doesn’t figure at all in the criteria of freedom. According to this view, to take or infringe upon someone’s property is to infringe on their freedom – yet those who hold this view manage to maintain at the very same time the belief that it’s possible to be fully free while owning no property at all. The capitalist claim that a reduction in ownership of resources constitutes a reduction in the amount of freedom enjoyed by an individual is inconsistent with the fact that both the concept of capitalist society and every instance of really-existing capitalism include significant numbers of ‘free’ individuals who own no resources. (Recall from Chapter 1 that this characteristic is so central to capitalism that it is the most important factor in our definition of the capitalist economic structure.)


  Another contradiction concerns the nature of voluntary actions – if a person acts voluntarily then no infringement of their freedom has occurred, but if instead that person has been forced or coerced into a course of action, then their freedom has necessarily been compromised. It’s easy to see that a person handing over their wallet at gunpoint has not acted freely, but there are certainly less clear-cut cases, which require further analysis. If a person is not coerced to act in a certain way, but their options are restricted by circumstance, is their resulting action a voluntary action – can they be said to have acted freely? Capitalists argue that the proletarian, who (owning no means of production) must work or starve, nevertheless enters into a voluntary employment contract and therefore has no recourse to a complaint of exploitation. At the same time, they often complain that taxation on the profits they could choose not to make is a forced appropriation of their property and as such represents an infringement on their freedom.153


  6.1 Which Property?


  Before we continue, it’s worth mentioning here again that there’s a distinction to be drawn between private property and personal property. Although the concept of private property technically includes personal property, the term – in ideological discourse – is generally used as shorthand for ‘private property in the means of production’. It is the ownership or non-ownership of factories, forests, mines, machines, land and other productive assets which we identified in Chapter 1, and which (we’ll see in Chapter 9) are the source of exploitative relations in the capitalist economic structure. Most people in capitalist economies own little or no productive assets.154 Some commentators seek to downplay this fact by arguing that many stocks and shares are owned by pension funds on behalf of a wider public, but we should be careful not to exaggerate the effects of this on ordinary people. Firstly, pension subscribers have limited effective control over the shares they ‘own’, but more importantly most people do not have a private pension. In the UK the median private pension contribution among the workforce and the population is zero.155 In countries with wider private pension coverage, the amounts involved and the degree of control exercised pose no significant threat to the assertion that most people under capitalism control no means of production.


  6.2 Property and Freedom


  The prevailing ideology of the capitalist era tends to accord the institution of private property a morally privileged status whereby infringements against a person’s property rights are taken to amount to infringements against that person’s freedom. Attacks on property have been grouped together with attacks on the person as far back as Locke’s assertion that ‘no one ought to harm another in his Life, Health, Liberty or Property’156, and capitalist theorists tend to take this assumption as read. Nozick, for example, quotes this passage and then immediately moves on to a lengthy discussion as to which types of agency might be appropriate to defend individuals against such attacks. Discussion of the validity of Locke’s claim is not deemed either necessary or appropriate. Hayek is more explicit in establishing the connection between property and freedom: ‘The system of private property is the most important guarantee of freedom, not only for those who own property, but scarcely less for those who do not.’157


  It isn’t only free-market fundamentalists such as Nozick and Hayek that make the connection between property and freedom. Although liberals such as Berlin – and to some extent Rawls – argue that the wealthy should be lawfully compelled through taxation or other means to make some contribution to the survival of the poor, they concede to the right-wing theorists that this constitutes a compromise between freedom and social responsibility.158 Infringements on property are still taken to be infringements on freedom, albeit justified by the benefit in competing values. And yet a moment’s consideration exposes the total absence of logic in this indispensable foundation of bourgeois thought. Whatever other virtues one might find in the system of private property it is nonsensical to argue that it increases the sum of freedom in the world. By taking private ownership of an asset a person is instantly removing the freedom of the other 7 billion or so inhabitants of the earth to use that asset as they wish. The sum of freedom in the world is immediately diminished with every transfer of a resource from non-ownership into private ownership. There may be justifications for the concept of private property, but that it increases freedom is unequivocally not one of them. Nigel Ashworth, of the right-wing lobby group IHS, spectacularly illustrates the knots people tie themselves up in when they try to argue that the institution of private property enhances freedom.159 In his Principles for a Free Society (personally recommended by ERG bigwig Steve Baker and other hard-right MPs) Ashford asserts that, ‘The ability to live one’s own life in freedom, to pursue happiness in one’s own way, requires property.’160 Without the right to property, he continues, ‘it would be impossible to live, to occupy land, to produce goods and services, to trade with others’. To the extent that Ashford’s position makes any sense at all, it can only possibly be considered to relate to the ownership of property, not the existence of property. It’s the actual ownership of land that allows one to occupy it, not the existence of the concept of ownership. People who don’t own any land don’t magically enjoy more freedom because of a legal framework which enables someone else to own land! In fact they are less free because the institution of private property means there are fewer places they are free to go and fewer things they are free to use. If the ability to live in freedom requires property, then Ashford should be opposed to any system under which most people don’t own any property. Instead he is a fanatical supporter of a system actually defined by this feature.


  The institution of private property cannot reasonably be considered to be beneficial to freedom. Private property may, of course, provide property owners with more freedoms than they would otherwise have, but only ever at the price of a net loss of freedom to society. If property owners would like to start justifying the system by declaring that it increases their freedom at the expense of everyone else’s, we’ll happily drop the charges of inconsistency and hypocrisy.


  6.3 Property and Rights


  Imagine an inventor who devises a machine which can be built easily from commonly available household objects and which is capable of treating air in such a way that those who inhale it are cured of a range of deadly diseases. Now the inventor could allow free access to his plans, or he could assert his ownership and sell the plans for £10 a time. In the first case everyone who can gain physical access to the plans and materials is free to use them. In the second case those who don’t have £10 are not free to use them. There isn’t a way of construing the meaning of the concept of freedom in order to find as much freedom in the world under the second scenario as under the first. The assertion of private property rights has unquestionably diminished the sum total of freedom. (Of course, in most cases, property rights have already been claimed in objects that already exist, or in the raw materials from which new objects will be made. The freedom-diminishing powers of the system of private property are not inhibited by such pre-existing ownership claims.)


  The response of the bourgeois ideologue is of course to argue that the inventor would be well within their rights to demand a fee for access to the plans – if nothing else then just to recoup their investment in time and effort in inventing the machine in the first place. But this is an argument about rights which has no impact on the consideration of freedom. So now the conversation shifts to one about the legitimacy, or otherwise, of property rights. The first point we need to note here is that we’ve moved from a general theoretical claim (‘if you use my property you diminish my freedom’) to a specific empirical claim (‘I have a right to prevent you from using this piece of my property, because I am the rightful owner.’) This is important because the moral high-ground no longer lies automatically with the property owner, simply by virtue of claiming an infringement of freedom. In each individual circumstance an owner cannot resort to an over-arching theory about an abstract concept, but must come up with solid evidence of their ownership rights – the historical record is brought into play. Of course, in our daily lives, we generally accept that current legal ownership status will prevail – not least because the institutions of bourgeois society are so arranged as to make challenges impractical. But current legal status tells us that someone does hold ownership rights over a given resource. It is the point of a discussion such as this to ask whether that person should hold those ownership rights. Is the current distribution of ownership of productive resources a legitimate and just distribution?


  6.4 The Distribution of Ownership


  We noted in the previous chapter, on the subject of equality, that many theorists give an undue weight to the status quo. There is an assumption that in general people are entitled to what they have. But many of us wonder if this is true. Are 26 people really entitled to the same wealth as the poorest 3,500,000,000 people?161 Given that millions of people die every year for want of food and millions more for want of safe drinking water, basic health care or security from violence, this is not merely an academic question. This is a matter of life and unnecessary death.162 How do the wealthy justify their ownership, and do we accept that justification?


  Probably the most influential modern attempt to justify ownership is that of Robert Nozick in his Anarchy. State and Utopia, the work which in 1974 ‘philosophically underpinned the free-market anti-welfarism of the approaching Reagan-Thatcher era’.163 Nozick attempts to construct a theory of justice in holdings – that is, a framework whereby we can ascertain whether a particular ownership claim is just. He divides his approach into three principles, the first two of which establish the range of just means by which property may be acquired.


  1. The principle of justice in acquisition refers to previously unowned property – was the property converted from an unowned status into ownership in a just manner?


  2. The principle of justice in transfer refers to exchanges of property from one individual to another – was the exchange voluntary and free from fraudulent or coercive practices?


  These principles extend outwards from individuals and their property to society as a whole and the distribution of resources throughout the population. If all holdings have been acquired and transferred justly, then the society-wide distribution is just. Nozick further asserts that ‘whatever arises from a just situation by just steps is itself just’.164 The idea that property must have a history of ‘just transfer’ is important, because without it property bought from thieves or conmen would come with legitimate property rights and such a situation would undermine the whole system. For any particular item of property, if it was acquired by its current owner through just means, from a previous owner who also acquired it by just means and so on back to the point at which it wasn’t owned by anyone, and from that state it was initially acquired justly, then – and only then – can it be considered to be justly owned.


  The astute reader, at this point, will be wondering where the just society Nozick describes actually exists in the real world. No one should be surprised to learn that such a society does not exist. As Nozick notes, ‘whether a distribution is just depends on how it came about’ and it’s clear that in really-existing capitalism much, if not most, property has an unjust transfer somewhere in its history – on anyone’s criteria of justice. The details of the initial property grab are mostly lost in the mists of time – for large parts of the world we know almost nothing about the first time humans claimed permanent, bequeathable ownership over natural resources. Nozick leans heavily on Locke’s ideas about original acquisition, and we’ll look at some of the flaws in that approach later, but first we should note that there is no property under really-existing capitalism which meets Nozick’s own criteria of justice in holdings. Recall that Nozick’s criteria for an ownership claim to be considered just includes that its history of transfer from one person to another must consist only of transfers which are themselves just. Nozick also informs us in no uncertain terms that taxation is unjust. ‘The minimal state is the most extensive state that can be justified,’165 he argues, and clearly marks out all activities but protection of people and property as beyond the scope of the minimum state. Nozick insists that ‘any state more extensive violates people’s rights’166 because all state activity requires taxation, and the state has no right to take people’s money to pay for anything more than the very minimum necessary to protect life and property. In terms of income tax, he goes further, asserting that ‘taxation of earnings from labor is on a par with forced labor’.167


  Is there a single item of private property in the capitalist world that has a history of transfer that didn’t involve taxation, or whose value has not been affected by taxation? Anything that’s been transported on a publicly funded road network has – by Nozick’s own standards – been tainted by unjust transfers of wealth. Anything invented or built by people who benefitted from a state-funded education derives some proportion of its value from the taxation system which Nozick declares unjust. The same goes for any influence of any publicly funded facility on the current value of any property. I’m fully aware that these points are to some extent technicalities. Arguing that anything that’s been on a public road is not the rightful property of its owner isn’t going to be well received in a casual discussion of political viewpoints. But casual discussions – when pressed – tend to fall back on deep seated assumptions that are built around the kind of ideas promoted by the likes of John Locke and Robert Nozick. We can move on to a more ‘common sense’ discussion of property rights in a moment, but it’s important that we dismantle the philosophical scaffolding of bourgeois ideology first, so that we can see if the common sense we are then left with can carry the ideological weight demanded of it.


  So far we have exposed two major pillars of the bourgeois case and we can now assert that:


  1. The institution of private property does not increase the total sum of freedom in the world, and


  2. Regarding taxation as theft renders all current distributions of wealth unjust.


  So let’s ignore for a moment Nozick’s libertarian insistence that taxation is theft (or forced labour), and consider the more common sense position that taxation is a pretty reasonable approach to the funding of common goods and facilities such as roads and schools. There are arguments to be had over how much, and how to spread the burden and what to spend it on, but we can leave those for another day. Here we need to ask whether current distributions of property and resources are just, and if not then what can be done about that.


  These questions lie at the heart of many day-to-day political issues. A common approach among right-wing politicians, opposing policies of wealth redistribution, is to warn that redistribution will create an unjust situation, whereas left-wingers argue that the current situation is already unjust and should be redressed. Denied the ‘property promotes freedom’ avenue, the next way in which the right seek to justify the existing distribution of wealth in any capitalist economy is to fall back on a rights-based argument – to argue (as Nozick does) that resources have accrued to those who deserve them.


  A familiar incarnation of this approach is the promotion of the idea that wealth is the result of hard work. There are plenty of wealthy individuals happy to tell you that hard work is the secret to becoming rich. Multi-millionaire Tom Perkins is clear on this: ‘The 1 per cent work harder.’168 Harder than who? Coal miners? Nurses? Shopkeepers? The rest of the top 10 per cent? Tiresome Australian heiress Gina Rinehart has some similar advice for non-billionaires – simply ‘become one of those people who work hard’.169 The concept is not always expressed with quite this level of delusional vulgarity, but nevertheless it permeates capitalist society – if you work hard, you’ll be rewarded. It’s a persuasive message because most people in a capitalist economy live on earnings from labour – they have little wealth and what they do have, they worked for. Because most of us had to work to be able to own the things we own, it’s easy to slip into the assumption that most of the things that are owned were worked for by the people who own them. Flowing naturally from this assumption that having things is the result of going to work is the impression that having more things must be the result of working harder. But we know that this is not the case. Most wealth is where it is because of ownership of productive assets, not because of hard work. In The System – Who Rigged it, How to Fix it Robert Reich asserts that 60 percent of household wealth in the US is in the hands of people who inherited it, not people who worked for it.170 Although more than half of Americans own stocks, when employment-related retirement schemes are excluded a very different picture emerges – one of an America in which most people have no stake.171 In the UK, less than 3 per cent own any stocks or shares at all and Guy Shrubsole has calculated that only 5 per cent of the land in England belongs to homeowners, with another 8.5 per cent in public ownership.172 Three decades into the twenty-first century 30 per cent of the land in England is still owned by the aristocracy and gentry! And there is little indication that this situation is likely to improve – in most OECD countries, earnings from going to work are even taxed more harshly than income from owning productive assets.173


  Most people work hard, and their income, such as it is, is a result of that work. And clearly, many people who are very well off also work hard – but they are not well off because they work hard. Marx and Engels wrote of nineteenth-century capitalism that ‘those who work do not gain, and those who gain do not work’.174 While the second half of that sentiment may employ some degree of artistic licence, it’s still true that hard work is not the difference between wealth and poverty. As George Monbiot has put it, ‘if wealth was the inevitable result of hard work and enterprise, every woman in Africa would be a millionaire’.175 While the wealthy may work hard, so do many who have little or nothing – the differentiating factor must be something other than hard work.


  The largest single factor influencing people’s wealth in modern capitalist economies is their parents’ wealth176 though other factors, such as talent, good fortune or a combination of the two obviously come into play. While it’s an easily observable fact that under really-existing capitalism resources are not distributed according to the amount of effort expended, it’s valid to ask if resources should be distributed on that criterion. If so, how would we measure effort? Does all work require the same effort, so that we can merely count the number of hours worked? Is physical labour harder work than mental labour? Is skilled labour harder work than unskilled – or is that the wrong way round? Should we consider the value of work to society, not just its duration or difficulty? Should there be a premium for unpleasant work? How is learning to be rewarded – or raising children, or caring for relatives?


  F.A. Hayek rejects any kind of distribution of resources according to hard work, or good deeds or any other kind of ‘moral merit’177 and raises a broader objection to any ‘attempts to impress upon society a deliberately chosen pattern of distribution’.178 The pattern he then goes on to endorse is – unsurprisingly – his best attempt at formulating the already existing capitalist distribution: rewards should accrue to people according to their ‘value’. How is this value to be measured? By the market of course! (Had Hayek paid more attention to Marx – or Oscar Wilde – he might have understood that there’s a difference between value and price.)179 Hayek talks about the perceived benefit to others – the value (price) of which is settled by the market and so is determined through the prism of the currently existing distribution. Hayek and his fellow free-market enthusiasts would like us to believe that the prices in a capitalist economy are somehow natural or rational. The idea is that we find the true value of something when it’s offered for sale on the market. (You can insist your new product is worth ten pounds, but if no one buys it until you halve the price, then the market has ‘proven’ that its real value is five pounds.) The glaring hole in this argument is that the amounts people are willing or able to spend on various products is dictated by how much they have – which in turn is determined by the existing distribution of resources which is clearly not natural or rational. These theorists have invented a whole issue around this, which they call the socialist calculation problem. This is the claim that socialism cannot possibly work because non-market mechanisms cannot rationally calculate the values of products. The fatal flaw in the argument is that – as we’ve seen – capitalism doesn’t rationally allocate values to products either, so we’re not really losing anything. We’re swapping a price-allocation system centred around the needs and wants of resource owners for a system aimed at providing for the whole community. However optimistic this sounds – however imperfect the outcome – it’s important to remember that it’s not the replacement for a mythical, perfectly rational system, but for one in which millions starve because available food cannot be allocated to them.


  Nozick tries to tidy up Hayek’s clumsy reasoning, incorporating the fact that market calculations don’t reflect value or benefit per se, but ‘value to those who can afford to pay’ – that market value reflects a complex interaction between demand and purchasing power. Nozick rescues Hayek from his failure to notice that some people don’t have much money and arrives at the less-than–elegant formula that a person will receive resources according to ‘how much he benefits others who have the resources for benefitting those who benefit them’.180 Nozick doesn’t seem to mind the circularity of a distribution of resources in which value is accrued by benefitting those who already benefit from the distribution of resources. It’s almost as if anything will do, if it justifies the already existing distribution.


  Both Hayek and Nozick regularly ascribe a higher moral status to this approach than it deserves, by referring to the way that value accrues to ‘those who benefit others’, when what they mean is ‘those who have something to sell which others with money are willing to pay for’. It’s highly questionable – and frankly dishonest – to continually imply that, for example, a palliative care nurse ‘benefits others’ less than a trader at the London Metal Exchange. As Joseph Stiglitz notes, ‘The model that best describes income determination at the top is not one based on individuals’ contributions to society, even though of course, some at the top have made enormous contributions.’181 Stiglitz also notes that much of the income at the top derives from ‘rents’ – that is taking wealth without creating it.182 Remember that here we’re discussing ownership of the means of production, not people’s personal property or the goods and services they buy in order to survive and if possible to play their part in a participatory democracy. Most who work for wages are just covering their cost of living, the reproduction of themselves – of the proletariat as a class. With taxes and rent, bills, food, clothes and the cost of participating in a modern democracy, most people’s income is quickly spent on outgoings and doesn’t hang around long enough to become their wealth.183 Wealth accrues largely to those who own capital, because they own capital, not because they work, although they may also work. While most work is rewarded with income – as Thomas Piketty has demonstrated – most wealth does not derive from work, however much it seems that way to those of us who only have what we’ve worked for.184 The idea that the distribution of wealth or of income under capitalism reflects the amount or the value to society of the work one performs is entirely spurious.


  6.5 The Origins of Property Rights


  If we can see through the haze of these attempts to construct a justification of the status quo, there is actually a serious question to be discussed about just how we should approach the distribution of resources in society. Nozick rejects any attempts to allocate resources according to some kind of pattern – hard work, social good, moral merit and so on, preferring an ‘entitlement’ approach in which resources rightfully belong to those who are entitled to them. (His use of the term ‘entitlement theory’ is disingenuous as almost all approaches attempt to distribute resources according to entitlement – the disagreement is over what creates that entitlement, not whether or not something other than entitlement is the correct criteria.) What Nozick is really opposing is the idea that entitlement is based on some end-state objective or pattern of distribution, such as equality or sufficiency. He considers any assertion that all people should have an equal amount of resources – or even a sufficient amount of resources – to be a threat to the freedom of those whose resources may need to be redistributed in order to achieve such a goal. (Of course, in Nozick’s world, sufficiency – the right to life – for some, should not be considered more important than any infringement on the sacred property rights of others.) We’ve already dispatched the idea that losing property can be treated as an infringement of freedom, by those (such as Nozick) who assert that property ownership isn’t a requirement of freedom. Here we’ll examine Nozick’s approach from a different angle. As we’ve seen, he argues that people are entitled to whatever they can amass by fair means, but this approach brings a whole range of both theoretical and practical problems of its own. The practical problems begin at the beginning – with the original appropriation of the natural world into private property. At some point in pre-history, humans began to take ownership of natural resources. Instead of just using what was available, people began to claim permanent rights over things, then to extend those rights beyond their lifetimes by making their property bequeathable to their heirs. In the late seventeenth century, John Locke developed a theory of acquisition to defend the institution of private property, and to justify the increasing conversion of common land into private pasture under the process of parliamentary enclosure. (A process which by 1850 had seen the people of England deprived of their customary access to around 9 million acres of land – all in the name of freedom.)185


  Like Nozick and Hayek’s attempts to give the market a moral justification of ‘benefit to others’ by continually omitting the real details, Locke’s justification of private property is a sleight of hand designed to attribute noble origins to theft and self-interest. Locke begins by noting that the world in its ‘state of nature’ existed for the benefit of all ‘mankind in common’ acknowledging the great difficulty in discerning ‘how any one should ever come to have a Property in any thing’.186 His answer to his own question attaches moral virtue to the concept of property by his assertion that it is obtained by honest toil:



   ...every man has a Property in his own Person: This no Body has any right to but himself. The Labour of his Body, and the Work of his Hands, we may say, are properly his. Whatsoever then he removes out of the State that Nature hath provided... he hath mixed his labour with...and thereby makes it his Property. It being by him removed from the common State Nature placed it in, it hath by his Labour something annexed to it, that excludes the common Right of other Men.187




  Continuing with the veneration of Labour, Locke adds a crucial proviso, designed to ensure that the property of one person would not interfere with the freedom of others:



   For this Labour being the unquestionable Property of the Labourer, no Man but he can have a Right to what that is once joyned to, at least where there is as much and as good left for others.188




  So property is acquired by the virtuous pursuit of labouring with ones hands, and it infringes no one’s freedom because there is always ‘enough and as good’ left for everyone else. But clearly the amount of property in the state of nature is finite and will soon run out. Locke’s proviso is inadequate in practice to perform the role he asks of it, but that’s okay because he only really uses it as a means to make his formulation sound like it isn’t justifying theft. Its practical value is soon superseded by a different limit on the acquisition of property – that no one may take more than they can consume before it spoils: ‘Whatever is beyond this, is more than his Share, and belongs to others.’189 So the proviso requiring each person to leave ‘as much and as good’ is now replaced with a requirement not to take more than one can make use of. The virtue of honest toil and the commitment to not hoard more than is useful allow Locke to maintain the impression of a moral case thus far. Next Locke extends this limit to allow individuals or families to appropriate more than they can consume, providing they barter any surplus with others so that nothing goes to waste190 and finally, the introduction of money means that wealth can be hoarded without limit because money does not decompose, and so nothing goes to waste. The proviso which stood Locke’s scheme apart from a straightforward dog-eat-dog land grab was abandoned once the ‘only take what you need’ limit was introduced, but that limit is first extended and then abandoned, so as to leave the proviso an empty promise for Locke and later for Nozick who takes it on board with little critical analysis.191 (Nozick doesn’t accept the proviso unquestioningly, but his discussion revolves around what is meant by ‘enough and as good’ and the implications of that, rather than the fact that Locke is forced to abandon the proviso because it isn’t compatible with reality.) At least Murray Rothbard just admits that the proviso doesn’t work and offers the alternative that, ‘In fact we can generally achieve as much “access” as we want to these resources by paying the market price for them.’192 Rothbard appears oblivious to the fact that a theory of acquisition concerns unowned property which by definition cannot be bought from the current owners. He seems to be similarly unaware that a theory of justice in acquisition by labour is supposed to allow everyone an opportunity to acquire, regardless of whether they can afford to pay the market value (which in any case doesn’t exist.) That’s the entire point of Locke and Nozick’s attempts to inject moral virtue into the process by tying property up with phrases like ‘the work of his Hands’. Though having abandoned the proviso, Locke now puts the final nail in the coffin of this idea that property ownership derives from honest toil, with his endorsement of the inheritable status of property.193 If property is to be inherited (one of the range of transfers which Nozick lists as just) then the heirs to originally acquired land and other resources will be able to – in at least some cases – live off the ownership of those resources and not from the sweat of their brow. While Locke continues to assert that labour is ‘the great Foundation of Property’194 throughout the Second Treatise his journey from proviso to limit, to extending and then abandoning that limit, combined with his endorsement of inheritance, add up to a system of property in which those who labour have none because those who don’t need to labour have established a monopoly over it. (Again, remember that this is a discussion about property in the means of production, not personal belongings and notice how unrealistic is Locke’s formulation that property accrues to those who mix their labour with natural resources.)


  Clearly, Locke’s approach to original acquisition provides little support for the idea that the current distribution of the means of production is built on just foundations. Despite the majority of transactions in recent decades being potentially just, by any reasonable measure the historical record unequivocally demonstrates that even following original acquisition an extensive period of unjust appropriation has had a profound effect on the current distribution of productive resources. The idea that ‘patterned’ approaches to resource distribution cannot be justified because they might upset some kind of naturally arising equilibrium is obviously unsustainable, given that we live in the real world and have got here through actual historical processes. Even Nozick accepts that this is the case, and the third of his principles of justice addresses this – albeit in a half-hearted treatment of the issue through an entirely unrealistic proposal.


  Nozick’s third principle concerns rectification of injustices arising from past acquisitions and transfers. He suggests that some kind of one-off payment could be made to victims of injustice. No details are provided but there is the impression of some kind of once-and-for-all redistribution to rectify all past injustices, after which careful adherence to the principle of justice in transfer will ensure a just distribution in future.195 As a thought experiment this might have potential, but as a practical suggestion for a policy approach, it’s pure fantasy. The historical record is both clear enough to prove beyond doubt that (at least) large chunks of property have ended up where they are through unjust transactions, it’s also murky enough to prevent any grand-rectification of the kind envisaged by Nozick. There was an attempt, during the aftermath of the French Revolution, to conduct something like the grand redistribution which Nozick imagines is feasible. It was less ambitious than Nozick’s position requires but it still proved untenable. The idea was to abolish the privileges of the nobility, but to retain property ownership which derived from contractual exchange. Such a process would require some means of distinguishing between a privilege and a contractually justified right in each instance of ownership. This was clearly a move in the direction of what we’ve termed bourgeois equality, as it sought to abolish ownership claims which stemmed from expressions of social status.196 Piketty suggests that the exercise alerted the revolutionary legislators to the perils of such a process: ‘Provided one went far enough, perhaps centuries back in time, it was obvious to everyone that violence played a part in the acquisition of most seigniorial rights, which stemmed from conquest and serfdom. If one followed this logic to the end it was clear that the very idea of a contractual origin to property rights was pure fiction’.197


  So we have a principle in which labour is exalted and held to be the virtue by which property ownership has been distributed, being used to justify a system that embodies the exact opposite, and which rewards the non-labouring, property-owning bourgeoisie at the expense of the dispossessed, labouring proletariat. Locke’s insistence that labour ‘puts the greatest part of Value upon Land, without which it would scarcely be worth any thing’198 is quickly forgotten after a generation or two of inheritance. The land which supposedly is almost worthless without labour becomes the fanatically guarded property of the bourgeois, while labour – for Locke, the source of value – is the poorly rewarded realm of the proletarian. Three-and-a-half centuries later Thomas Piketty provides a wealth of data to prove that inequality of capital is greater than inequality of income, at all times and in all places – largely because wealth accrues to those who own wealth, not to those who work.199 Again, we find really-existing capitalism failing to live up to its ideological foundations. As Robert Reich notes, ‘dynastic wealth runs counter to the ideal of...meritocracy...it puts economic power into the hands of a relatively small number of people who have never worked...It creates a self-perpetuating aristocracy that is antithetical to democracy.’200


  6.6 Property and Productivity


  Having failed to provide a theoretical justification for the concept of property or an empirical justification for its current distribution, bourgeois ideologues have one more trick up their sleeve – again dating back to Locke’s Second Treatise on Government and developed by Nozick in Anarchy, State and Utopia. According to Locke, God gave the land ‘to the industrious and rational’201 so that ‘he who appropriates Land to himself by his Labour, does not lessen but increases the common stock of Mankind’.202 (The position here is that while they may have taken all the resources, they are so industrious and they produce so much that everyone else is better off for it. It’s the origin of the proposal that even though your share of the pie may be small, capitalism makes the whole pie bigger, so you should be grateful.)203 Nozick picks up this theme and modifies Locke’s proviso so that the limit of the property a person may claim for themselves is not that it must leave sufficient for others, but that it must not leave others worse off. But ‘worse off’, for Nozick, does not mean ‘unable to use the thing which they are now not free to use’ – even though, by Nozick’s own criteria, in which property and freedom trump all other benefits, this undoubtedly does leave people worse off. Nozick here decides that being ‘worse off’ equates to suffering a net loss, and that the person best placed to weigh up gains and losses and to decide which way the scales have tipped is Robert Nozick. He envisages some kind of compensation which would be due to those deprived of the chance to own property but he dismisses suggestions that such compensation might consist of sufficiency – ‘a socially guaranteed minimum provision’ – as too generous.204 The compensation which Nozick has in mind for those rendered propertyless by the march of capitalism is that they are able to live in a capitalist world. Because capitalism is more efficient and productive than pre-capitalist systems, the dispossessed proletarians will be rewarded with the abundance of capitalist production. Well, a small part of it. Three-and-a-half billion of them can share the same amount as 26 property-owning bourgeois billionaires, and they can work for it instead of relaxing on a yacht while watching it pour in. Although Nozick’s approach to this issue is particularly crass, he’s not alone in imagining that it’s possible for those who have appropriated the planet to compensate the rest of us for our loss. Whereas Nozick thinks that the wonders of capitalism should be compensation enough, others are more generous. Thomas Paine, for example, proposed a one-off payment and a pension ‘as a compensation in part, for the loss of his or her natural inheritance, by the introduction of the system of landed property’.205 While Paine betrays his understanding that the system of property itself has robbed most people of something which is rightfully theirs, and therefore should know that a cash payment offers no kind of compensation, Nozick is more internally consistent in that he appears to really believe his own publicity and that property owners really are entitled to their holdings.


  Bourgeois philosophers assign a morally privileged status to the concept of private property in order to characterise attempts to redistribute resources as attacks on their freedom. And yet they argue that those permanently excluded from property ownership still enjoy full freedom. Although these theorists venerate property to such an extent that to infringe on theirs is an attack on their freedom – even to the point that they often regard taxation as theft – they are also able to consider that denying others the opportunity to own property is not an infringement on their freedom, providing they’re permitted to toil in return for an income, which may or may not be sufficient for their survival. And that if it isn’t sufficient for their survival, then their death should not be considered an infringement on their freedom. And they hold all of these opinions at the same time, and with a straight face.


  Earlier in this chapter we summarised our findings to that point as having exposed two major pillars of the bourgeois case and we asserted that:


  1. The institution of private property does not increase the total sum of freedom in the world, and


  2. Regarding taxation as theft renders all current distributions of wealth unjust – and is inconsistent with regarding wage labour as a voluntary contract.


  We can now add:


  3. Wealth under capitalism is not distributed according to work, effort, value to society or any other index of ‘moral merit’,


  4. The historical record provides no justification for the current distribution of resources in capitalist societies, and


  5. The productive advantages of capitalism do not provide sufficient justification for inequalities of resource distribution since, even by the measure preferred by bourgeois ideologues, income cannot compensate for exclusion from ownership. (This is particularly true when the income also has to be earned as wages, which makes it remuneration for labour, not compensation for having no property.)


  So having expressed significant dissatisfaction with the capitalist approach to the relationship between freedom and property, it would be useful here to look at some ideological principles which might provide a framework for potential alternatives.


  Firstly, we should establish that freedom is an objective state – the presence or absence of which is not determined by people’s claims to hold certain rights – whether those rights are considered to be natural, human, civil or legal. This approach is in contrast to the broad consensus of opinion among capitalist philosophers that freedom is contingent upon rights.


  If, for example, you decide to pitch a tent on my property, that’s viewed as an infringement on my freedom to use my property as I see fit – because I have a right to refuse you access to my property. If I prevent you from pitching your tent on my land, however, that’s not viewed as an infringement on your freedom to pitch your tent wherever you wish, because you have no right to pitch your tent on my land. While this might seem like a technicality it’s important because the concept of freedom comes with a built-in implication of moral virtue. If we allow the term ‘freedom’ to be used out of place, we risk attributing moral value to morally neutral situations. The idea that your freedom is not curtailed if I am within my rights to prevent you from camping in my field might sound reasonable, but it goes against what we normally think of when we talk about freedom. This idea that a person’s freedom is not diminished if they have no right to do the thing they are being prevented from doing entails the idea that a prisoner’s freedom is not diminished providing they have been properly convicted – if society is within its rights to lock them in a cell. This is clearly at odds with any normal understanding of the concept of freedom or use of the term in general conversation. No one thinks a prisoner is ‘free’ just because they have been properly convicted. And yet it’s this interpretation of the meaning of freedom which props up so much of the moral case for capitalism. Under the bourgeois conception of freedom, only unlawful, or unethical, or otherwise unjust acts can restrict a person’s freedom. Legal acts, such as property ownership, are not deemed to be restrictions on the freedoms of non-owners. In general, according to this view, we enjoy the freedom to do things we cannot do, providing the reason why we cannot do them is deemed a just restriction.


  A cynical observer might suggest that a capitalist conception of freedom has to work in this way because it’s the only way to justify people dying for want of resources while others possess more resources than they could ever make any use of. While life and liberty enjoy equal billing it’s no one’s moral responsibility to give up their liberty to save the lives of others. And while liberty is tied to property then addressing global hunger remains in the nice idea folder, not the moral duty inbox. As we’ve seen, the bourgeois conception of what is just has no basis in theoretical consistency or historical fact, so the arbiter of justice tends to default to property rights established by legal frameworks, which are devoid of historical justification and which the capitalists themselves reject when it comes to regarding taxation as an infringement upon freedom. And around in circles we go following bourgeois attempts to dress up self-interest as logic or ethics or rights or historical precedent or anything but what it actually is. As J.K. Galbraith noted in 1964, ‘The modern conservative is engaged in one of man’s... oldest exercises in moral philosophy. That is the search for a superior moral justification for selfishness.’206


  6.7 The Possible and the Permissible


  Jonathan Wolff suggests a taxonomy of types of access to freedoms which may help us to see the differences in approach to this issue. He draws the distinction between possibility and permissibility: capitalist ideology asserts that freedom to do something is achieved if there is no rule forbidding it – if the act is permissible. Socialist ideology demands that an act is possible before recognising a person’s freedom to perform it. Wolff suggests that the left tend to place too much emphasis on the possibility, which the right ignore in their focus on the permissibility.207 How can the importance of possibility be overstated though? If we accept that the meaning of freedom entails that having the freedom to do something requires that we are able to do that thing, then freedom requires possibility. That an action is permissible is not a sufficient condition of it being possible, or of anyone being free to do it. It is possibility alone which gives freedom its meaning – the idea that permissibility confers freedom is nothing but a bourgeois illusion.


  The root of the permissible/possible debate lies in one of the central distinctions between socialism and capitalism. Capitalist ideology, as we have seen in chapters 4 and 5, recognises that there is an innate equality in our shared membership of humankind, that there is something of which we are entitled to equal amounts, just by virtue of our being human. But capitalism demands that we draw the line at equality before the law and equality of political participation – that these bourgeois equalities are all that freedom requires. From this perspective, outside of causing harm to others anything may be permissible. If some things for some people are not possible, then that’s just the way of the world and can’t be helped – even if the things that aren’t possible include having enough food to stay alive or having access to safe drinking water. Capitalists might find it unfortunate that some people starve to death because others have established a monopoly of resources, but in their schema, the freedom of those who die isn’t infringed by those who take all the resources. In bourgeois ideology, freedom to be alive doesn’t trump freedom to own property and here again we find the ‘logic’ of capitalism disappearing up its own inconsistency because we started this summary of the bourgeois position with the qualification that ‘Outside of causing harm to others, anything is permissible.’ But owning all the resources and denying others the means of survival does – on any reasonable understanding – cause harm to those denied the necessities of life. Socialists place your freedom not to starve above my freedom to mark out a chunk of the natural world as mine and mine alone. The only way to deliver real freedom to real people in their real lives is to back up the formal benefit of permissibility with the material benefit of possibility. Really-existing freedoms will always require access to resources, and the redistribution of resources to achieve that end is not in itself an infringement on anyone’s freedom. The right to survival should always take precedence over the right to own private property. As Gerrard Winstanley argued while John Locke was still in short trousers, ‘A man had better to have had no body than to have no food for it.’208


  6.8 Distributive Justice


  If then, we are to make some provision for a different distribution of resources to that which emerges via the market from the dark recesses of pre-history, what principles should guide that redistribution? An obvious candidate for socialists is Marx’s formulation in his Critique of the Gotha Programme that resources should be allocated ‘from each according to his ability, to each according to his need’.209 Unfortunately this doesn’t give us much in the way of actual policies to go on, but even leaving aside any practical limitations, Nozick raises an objection to the principle of Marx’s dictum. Nozick argues that ‘from each’ and ‘to each’ should not be treated as independent questions. Products, he reminds us, don’t just pop into existence devoid of human activity, they are brought into existence by someone and that someone already has a claim on them, before any redistributive considerations about who might ‘need’ them come into play.210 Obviously Nozick’s veneration of the noble labourer doesn’t stretch here to viewing the goods as belonging to the person whose labour created them – rather it’s the owners of the means of production whose interests must be defended. We might ask, though, why Nozick starts his analysis with products and their producers, rather than with people and their needs. People are born with needs and they continue to have needs throughout life – for nutrition, shelter, healthcare, education and so on. But people are not always productive, even in the widest possible sense. Some people will always be unable to work. In a civilised society children and the elderly are not expected to work and we would all be better off if a greater range of human activities were excluded from the influence of the market. (What benefit is to be gleaned from applying the profit motive to palliative care or mental health provision, for example?) We might ask why Nozick would begin his enquiry into distribution with the production process, not the people – with the products, not the needs. The products only exist because of the needs, so it seems reasonable to ask at the outset which needs – whose needs – will the products be meeting? In truth – and despite Nozick’s objections – that is how the market works under capitalism. Products are created to meet a demand, the only difference is that in a capitalist economy ‘demand’ is related to need through the vector of ability to pay. Although this system has – for a few hundred years – enabled huge technological advances which have created the productive capacity to provide civilised living conditions for all, it is a system which is incapable of delivering that change. It’s time now to consider systems designed to meet the needs of humanity as they are, not as they appear through the distorted lens of the market.


  Largely, Nozick’s objection centres around his view that distribution must be based on historical factors not ‘end-state’ considerations. He argues that any system in which distribution is organised under a ‘patterned’ principle – such as equality or sufficiency – only takes account of what people have, not how or why they came to have what they have. As such these systems miss out a crucial aspect of justice in distribution. Did someone deserve to have more or less than others? He rightly points out that if we look at who is or isn’t in prison at any given time, we don’t say that A has been treated unfairly compared to B just because A is in prison and B is not. We need to know what they each have done before we can decide on the justice or otherwise of their respective predicaments. We need to know their stories.211 Nozick argues that the same is true of wealth distributions. We need to see the historical record, to know whether A and B acquired their wealth justly or otherwise, before we can know if they deserve their respective fortunes. As we’ve seen, though, while Nozick’s criticisms of ‘patterned’ distributions make some telling points, his preferred ‘entitlement’ distribution – based supposedly on the historical record – is even more vulnerable to criticism. The paucity of historical evidence, the certainty of unjust transfer in the parts of the record which do exist, the circular logic in considering taxation as both theft and legitimate transaction in the same breath and the reliance on the total fantasy of some grand redistribution all deliver fatal blows to Nozick’s preferred approach.


  There is no reason, though, why an approach to justice in the distribution of the means of production has to fit into one or other of Nozick’s categories. The distinction isn’t hard and fast anyway – as is evidenced by Nozick’s confusion regarding Hayek’s market-driven ‘pattern’. Nozick classifies Hayek’s distribution according to ‘perceived benefits to others’ as a ‘patterned’ or ‘end-state’ system, despite its clear reliance on the historical record of what A has done to benefit B. Similarly, distributions based on ‘reward for effort’ or some other form of moral merit clearly rely on some knowledge of how people have behaved in order to work out their just allocation of resources. Although Nozick’s criticisms of the ethical basis of ‘patterned’ or ‘end-state’ approaches to the distribution of resources don’t stand up to rigorous examination, his exposure of the practical limitations of such ideas does show them to be incompatible with a system of private ownership. Nozick proposes a thought experiment to illustrate that any ‘patterned’ distribution is vulnerable to becoming ‘unpatterned’ – to losing the distribution its creators deemed desirable – through innocent transactions.212 He invites the reader to imagine that a grand redistribution of resources has taken place and that everything is distributed in accordance with their preferred pattern – equality perhaps. From that point he describes how someone – basketball star Wilt Chamberlain in Nozick’s example – becomes fantastically rich through a series of voluntary exchanges which no reasonable person could consider unjust or exploitative. In the example, a million people pay to see Chamberlain play over the course of a season and he receives 25¢ from each ticket, leading to his accumulation of $250,000. (Remember that Nozick was writing in 1974.) Thus the preferred egalitarian distribution of resources is destroyed by a series of innocent, non-exploitative transactions. The advocates of egalitarian distribution, he argues, must devise policies which intervene in this series of free, voluntary transactions to confiscate most of Chamberlain’s justly acquired wealth in order to restore their preferred distribution. Nozick’s ‘Wilt Chamberlain problem’ is only half the story, though. The situation is compounded by the introduction of what we might call the Lintilla Problem (after Douglas Adams’ infinitely replicating clones).213 In this analogy, the Lintillas represent human generations – a population which is never static, meaning that we can’t ever distribute resources once-and-for-all because by the time we had even conceived of such a distribution thousands of births and deaths would have rendered it obsolete. Free-market mechanisms are not sophisticated enough to continually redistribute resources in a way that maintains distributive justice in the face of new people being born every day. Distributive justice cannot be achieved or maintained through a mechanism of private property. The ownership benefits of wealth-creating property – of the means of production – must be aggregated in some way.


  Between them, Wilt Chamberlain and Lintilla make the idea of an egalitarian distribution of property ownership appear as a practical impossibility. And to some extent it is – but that doesn’t necessarily rule out the possibility of an egalitarian society – or at least a more egalitarian society than is currently the case. Nozick habitually ignores any distinction between property ownership in general and ownership of the means of production. He also conveniently picks an extremely atypical example of how a very wealthy person becomes wealthy. As we’ve seen, he acknowledges the dirty history responsible for a large proportion of the current distribution of wealth, but offers little more than a shrug and a childlike fantasy as a solution. In all of these matters we are entitled to expect more from Nozick, but for perhaps the most important failing of his viewpoint he could be forgiven. The distinction between wealth and income was obviously a known issue when Nozick was writing, but the significance of its impact on patterns of inequality has grown in recent years with the availability of more data and the work of economists such as Thomas Piketty, Robert Reich and Joseph Stiglitz, as we’ve noted in earlier chapters.


  Perhaps a part of the solution to the failings of both the historical record approach of Nozick and the ‘patterned’ approach of egalitarian theorists is to develop different strategies for wealth and for income. Distinctions already exist in tax regimes and other financial instruments, but a different conception of the rules of ownership provides a new set of options. As we’ve seen, the inequalities of capitalism are often excused on the grounds that a smaller share of pie is compensated for by the efficiency of capitalism managing to increase the overall size of the pie. But maybe we should admit that there are two pies. The income pie is supposedly distributed in accordance with effort, but the share of those who work keeps getting smaller. Meanwhile, the wealth pie gets ever bigger but most people don’t own even a crumb of that pie.


  Rules regarding ownership of wealth, we might decide, could be further divided into those which apply to personal possessions and those which apply to the means of production. Only a few hundred years ago a large proportion of the means of production in England were owned in common, with different individuals enjoying different rights of use and gaining different benefits. We certainly don’t want to revert to a feudal ownership model, but we should be aware that a change in our understanding of the way ownership works is not such a big deal. We’ve weathered these changes before, and in the name of progress we need to weather them again. Given the problematic nature of existing distributions of the means of production which we’ve discussed in this chapter, and the practical impossibility of maintaining an egalitarian distribution of individual ownership, it’s worth looking again at the possibility of shared ownership of productive resources.


  For some, alarm bells will be ringing just now – or hammers and sickles will be clanging – but our discussion in the first two chapters of this work should have dispelled any concerns on that front. To recap – experiments with regimes favouring communal ownership in the twentieth century predictably failed, due to the backward nature of the economic and political landscapes in which they took place. Without the abundance delivered by the technological advances of the capitalist epoch, and without the institutions and political culture of mature democracies, attempts to move to a system of public ownership are, and always have been, unlikely to succeed. As we progress through the twenty-first century and into the age of AI, we might very well find that experiments with collective ownership are the most likely to deliver the solutions to the problems we now face. As we’ve seen, many on the right will resist any threat to the system of private property, but their justification wholly depends upon one fairytale or another about past justice and how we arrived at the current distribution. It’s time to reject this preposterous con trick and to recognise that the system of private property inhibits freedom, and that its current distribution is an affront to logic and history, as well as to the concept of justice.


  In this chapter we’ve addressed concerns about the moral justification of attempts to redress the iniquities of current resource distributions, and found the objections to a more equitable distribution to be little more than self-interest dressed up as moral imperatives. Yet those who benefit from the iniquities of the current distribution might find themselves unconvinced by our arguments, and some of them will resist change just as fiercely as if they were right. So having concluded the ideological argument, we now need to address the practical question of how we might move to a more equitable distribution in the face of resistance from those whose self-interest is well-served by capitalism. We rejected the viability of a sudden and forcible uprising in Chapter 2, so we’ll need to explore ideas about the kind of mechanism by which resources might be successfully transferred out of private hands into public ownership. We’ll address exactly that question in Chapter 9, but first we’ll look at how we might have to change our approach to the concepts of work and money in the transition away from a capitalist economic structure.
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  Work



   There seems a general rule that, the more obviously one’s work benefits other people, the less one is likely to be paid for it


   David Graeber, 2013214




  7.1 Work and Virtue


  We noted in Chapter 6 the importance attributed to labour in Locke’s account of the origins of private property. For Locke, property ownership is given a morally privileged position through an association with honest toil:



   ...every man has a Property in his own Person: This no Body has any right to but himself. The Labour of his Body, and the Work of his Hands, we may say, are properly his. Whatsoever then he removes out of the State that Nature hath provided... he hath mixed his Labour with...and thereby makes it his Property. It being by him removed from the common State Nature placed it in, it hath by his Labour something annexed to it, that excludes the common Right of other Men.215




  Of course, even a conceptual connection between actual work and ownership of land was fairly spurious in Locke’s account of the history of property acquisition, and disappears entirely within a few generations of property inheritance, but the idea of the moral virtue of labour remained prevalent. By the nineteenth century, despite being entirely obvious to anyone that the distribution of wealth and income were entirely unrelated to the distribution of effort or toil, the idea that all (or most) value is created by labour was widespread. The Labour Theory of Value is often associated with Marx, but was common currency among classical economists before Marx’s time. This veneration of labour was not restricted to economists – in his first annual message to congress Abraham Lincoln reflected the mood of the times: ‘Labor is prior to and independent of capital. Capital is only the fruit of labor and could not have existed if labor had not first existed. Labor is the superior of capital and deserves much the higher consideration.’216 It’s nice that toil is held in such high regard among the bourgeois establishment, those who – as Russell notes – ‘preach the dignity of labour, while taking care themselves to remain undignified in this respect’.217 But such regard rarely extends to rewarding effort at anything above the lowest possible rate. In fact, the mantra of capitalists everywhere is that their first duty is to shareholders. It would be a dereliction of this duty to purchase labour power (and associated skills and experience) at anything but the lowest price available. The price of labour under capitalism – like the price of any commodity – is determined through the mechanism of the ‘free’ market, which is very good at rewarding innovation in profitable fields, but outstandingly poor at rewarding hard work.


  David Graeber notes that there is a theological aspect to ‘the old idea that work forms character’, which dates back to the pre-industrial past. Although the apprenticeship system in medieval England clearly performed functional, practical roles in terms of training, education and social cohesion, Graeber suggests that there was also a strong moral component to the practice, and to the concept of work itself, which he argues was viewed as an act of moral rectitude – like a ‘secular hair shirt’.218 The concept and practice of work, though, was significantly altered by the industrial revolution. In pre-industrial settings, working hours were determined by the rhythms of the seasons, both in terms of available daylight and the types and amounts of work to be done. Even many non-agricultural occupations in pre-industrial economies were influenced by the seasons – in determining availability of materials and demand for products and services. It was the factory system which was really responsible for the widespread adoption of standardised, regular working hours and it is this difference which has skewed our moral judgement in relation to work and employment. Although the employment contract and the ‘voluntary exchange’ of labour power for wages create an impression of a strictly functional business transaction, there is – and should be – a moral dimension to the organisation of work in society. There is work to be done, to provide the means of life and civilisation, and there are people who cannot work (children, the elderly, the disabled and unwell) which means that those who are able to, have an obligation to work, and to do so to a greater extent than to provide for themselves.219 We should feel a moral obligation to contribute to society and to civilisation. But that’s an entirely different proposition to feeling a moral obligation to work 40 hours a week in a call centre, reading scripts to dissatisfied customers. We’ve taken our eye off the ball here and conflated being useful with being in employment. Work may be its own reward, but pointless drudgery is not. If contributing to the promotion of a civilised society is important to people’s sense of fulfilment at work, a set of objectives focused on meeting society’s needs provides a far more satisfactory solution than the labour market under capitalism in the twenty-first century.


  7.2 Beyond the Labour Market


  In Chapter 3 we looked at the coming changes to the employment landscape in the face of further automation and the continued development of artificial intelligence. If we’re going to meet these challenges positively, take them as an opportunity to move forward and avoid the usual divisive chaos that comes from automation under capitalism then we need to develop a new approach to the relationship between effort and reward. Perhaps instead of effort and reward we need to think more in terms of rights and responsibilities. People have natural rights – or human rights if you prefer – including the right to a dignified life on a planet that can easily afford such luxuries.220 On the other hand, even in the most automated future imaginable, there is still quite a lot of work that will need to be done – and we share a collective responsibility to ensure that the work gets done so that those rights are maintained for everyone.


  It’s clear that we cannot rely on market mechanisms to assign value to different types of work, to ensure that the work that gets done is the work we need to be done, to regulate supply and demand of skills and training for employment, to set rewards and incentives for different career paths or to inspire the type of innovations most required by society, or by civilisation. Outside of the philosophical commitment to the bourgeois conceptions of freedom and property which we examined and found wanting in Chapter 6, there is absolutely no reason to think that all of these requirements must be met by a single mechanism – the labour market is not the sole and final arbiter of which work is to be done, who is to do it and how much they’ll be paid.


  Once we stop treating the market as some kind of divine measure of value, we become free to look at a range of options and to consider separately each of the roles currently left to the labour market. We can start this process by looking at:


  1. The distribution of effort, which can be further divided into:


  –the distribution of tasks – what needs to be done, and


  –the distribution of people – who will do it


  2. The distribution of rewards, including:


  –rewards for effort, skills and unpleasant work, and


  –rewards for innovation


  7.3 The Distribution of Effort


  If we’re to consider alternatives to using the market as the determining factor in the distribution of effort in society, we need to look at two central issues – what needs to be done and who needs to do it.


  In terms of determining what needs to be done – where we need to direct our efforts – we need to consider which currently existing tasks will be automated out of existence, but also which will become redundant as we move away from a market-centred model for organising productive activity. The business of affiliate marketing, as we noted in Chapter 3, is one example of a collection of tasks which have no role to play outside of a market-driven economy. Advertising and marketing in general will likely play a much-reduced role, and focus more on providing information than telling people that their life has no meaning if their phone is more than 6 months old.


  From an anthropological perspective, Graeber argues that many occupations in modern capitalist economies are of no discernible use to anyone. He refers to these as Bullshit Jobs – which he defines as ‘a form of paid employment that is so completely pointless, unnecessary or pernicious that even the employee cannot justify its existence even though, as part of the conditions of employment, the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the case’.221 Graeber cites a YouGov poll of UK workers which found that only 50 per cent of those who had full-time jobs were entirely sure their job made any sort of meaningful contribution to the world, and 37 per cent were quite sure it did not.222 Even allowing for an element of employees alienated from the rationale of their role in the production process, or unable to identify the value of the process to which their work contributes, these figures are startling – over a third of employees can’t all be entirely mistaken about whether their role makes any meaningful contribution to the world. This figure necessarily rules out people involved in the production of obviously useful items – food, medicines or hospital equipment, cars and trains, houses, washing machines and dartboards, for example. Similarly, those working in health, social care, education, transport or construction are likely to be able to discern value to society in their work. So these high percentages of bullshit jobs are necessarily concentrated in limited sectors of industry and crop up largely in office work, centred around the production of information. In my personal experience in this kind of role, the people for whom the information is collected usually lack the skills, time or inclination to gain any meaningful value from the data anyway. In other scenarios the information might prove useful in an immediate sense, but to serve an ultimately meaningless end.


  Somewhere between a half and a third of our workforce are occupied in pointless activity and at the same time we are chronically short of nurses, doctors, social workers, youth support workers and teachers. We don’t have enough people in support roles for all of those occupations, or maintaining infrastructure or building houses. More than 3 years after the deaths of 72 people in the Grenfell Tower fire and over a year since the inquiry recommended that similar buildings receive treatment to prevent further tragedies, work is still yet to begin.223 Our approach needs to find a better mechanism for identifying the goals that would benefit society and distributing our collective efforts to achieve those goals.


  The second element of the process of distributing effort relates to the allocation of effort between people. As we noted in Chapter 3, the standard response of capitalist economies to waves of automation is to continue to overwork an ever-decreasing number of people, while disowning any responsibility to the rest. In Rise of the Robots – Technology and the Threat of a Jobless Future, Martin Ford predicts that twenty-first century automation will fail to generate new forms of employment and that expanding education and training will not help as there will simply be very little demand for labour, however skilled. Ford envisages a future of ‘techno feudalism’ in which the well-off live in gated communities and the rest of us become superfluous.224 Jerry Kaplan proposes in Humans Need Not Apply: A Guide to Wealth and Work in the Age of Artificial Intelligence that every 10-year-old in the US should be assigned a kind of federal earnings/benefit account, with those who grow up to find employment subsidising the rest, who would occupy themselves with volunteer work.225 In The Second Machine Age, Brynjolfsson and McAfee suggest a negative income tax to support the newly unemployed masses.226 The problem with all of these approaches, though, is that they all assume that we must inevitably meet technological advances by throwing some people out of work and on to the scrapheap while others remain over-employed with ‘most of life and time and energy spent joylessly producing means to imperative ends’227. Once we remember that the point of productive activity is to meet the needs of the population and that the way to decide who does what in the workforce doesn’t have to involve the market, it becomes astoundingly obvious that there’s no need to expect an ever-dwindling number of workers to do all the work, while an ever-growing army of unemployed look on in poverty.


  Given that automation and the advance of AI are going to be having a dramatic effect on the employment landscape, there will be considerably less to do in some areas. Our neglected infrastructure, ageing populations and history of underfunding all kinds of services centred around improving the quality of life mean that there’s quite a lot more to do in other areas. Obviously, people can’t suddenly move from what Graeber refers to as a ‘bullshit job’ herding spreadsheets around an office network and then retrain immediately to become an effective ICU nurse or railway maintenance engineer. But overtime, we need a long-term plan to redirect our efforts into work that we all know needs doing – work which is far more important than yet another PowerPoint slide on the Acme Corporation’s EBITDA figure for Q3. If we stop treating the labour market as the sole arbiter of what gets done, and who by, then the advance of automation and AI can – at last – fulfil its promise of reducing the total amount of work that needs to be done.


  An obvious objection to this approach will come from those asking how we would pay for all of these workers spending their time meeting our needs instead of keeping Jeff Bezos in yachts. Those concerns are addressed in Chapter 8. In Chapter 9 we’ll look at some practical policies regarding the relationship between work, reward and income, but first we’ll address a different aspect of the work-reward relationship – the concern that any non-market approach will break the system of incentive and reward, without which nothing will get done.


  7.4 The Distribution of Reward


  In 1987, as the Soviet Union was sleepwalking to its demise, Sergey Vikulov (the poet, not the ice hockey player) wrote in Pravda on the problem of motivating the peasants in a command economy: ‘In the old days they did not work because they knew they would get nothing. Now they do not work because they know they will be paid anyway.’228 The question of motivation had been an issue in the USSR and is one which market-enthusiasts regularly level at any proposals for distributing effort and reward in any post-market economy. In an ideal-typical free market the motivation for the propertyless to work is clear – the alternative is starvation. Many industrial democracies have mitigated the excesses of the free market and upgraded the non-working ‘option’ from starvation to destitution, or in particularly generous cases to mere poverty. A defining characteristic of the socialist economic structure is that people are not forced to choose between exploitative employment and poverty or destitution. For many, some kind of universal income scheme is an attractive way of alleviating the work-or-starve mentality of capitalism. In Chapter 9 I’ll explain why I don’t favour UBI as a solution – though it may be suitable as a temporary measure in emergencies such as the Covid-19 pandemic. The worry – for many working people in capitalist economies – is that if we guarantee a decent and dignified standard of living, regardless of whether people work or not, then some will take advantage and spend their days fishing or bonding with their children, or learning origami, rather than working, and that will mean more toil and less reward for the rest of us. But removing the market mechanism doesn’t have to mean free money for everyone, or that there won’t be a requirement for those who are able to make a contribution to society to do so. (Though, as we’ll see, undercutting our reliance on the labour market will help us to make the most of technological advances and to share the benefits of such progress much more equally than has been the case in the past – and the upshot of that might well be more fishing, more bonding and more elegant paper swans...)


  Although we’ve noted that the labour market is particularly poor in rewarding workers proportionately to their efforts or usefulness or any other just or logical measure, it does provide a means of allocating rewards for different types of employment – and indeed, allocating people to different roles. There’s no reason to imagine – although many choose to do so – that a post-capitalist employment landscape would provide exactly equal rewards for all workers. Removing the market or partially replacing it perhaps with a system in which a basic wage is supplemented with additional rewards for certain features of employment (particularly hard or unpleasant or socially valuable or skilled work, for example) would provide the opportunity to dispense with some of the more extreme and unjustified differentials in earned income. So the motivation to work would remain just as strong under this kind of system as it currently is under the free labour market, the difference is that higher wages would reward work on the basis of its social utility, rather than on its capacity to furnish a profit for shareholders.


  We’ll also need to reward innovation but we should note that the kind of innovation which is handsomely rewarded by the free market is not necessarily innovation that has anything to offer humanity. Throughout the industrial revolution and into the late twentieth century there may have been a convenient overlap between innovations which increased wealth and innovations which drove productive capacity forward, but this relationship is – or was – specific to a given range of technological development. We’ve moved on and outgrown the happy accident of that overlap. Many of the best rewarded innovators under our present system are not the people who solve problems or cure diseases, but those who work out how to monetise such advances. So as well as needing to rethink our approach to rewarding work, perhaps we’ll need some new ideas about rewarding innovation too, though it shouldn’t take much to improve on the current system, under which rewards for innovation are haphazard and unpredictable. Financially speaking, Crick and Watson were considerably less well rewarded for their pioneering discovery of the structure of DNA, than was Professor Rubik for his cube.






  8


  Money



   This planet...had a problem – which was this: most of the people living on it were unhappy for most of the time. Many solutions were suggested for this problem, but most of these were largely concerned with the movements of small green pieces of paper, which is odd because on the whole it wasn’t the small green pieces of paper that were unhappy


  Douglas Adams, 1978229




  Hopefully, by this point, it’s clear that replacing the capitalist economic structure isn’t going to happen overnight. There are two implications of this. Firstly, that it would be fruitless for me to speculate about the precise details of the post-capitalist world. In the same way that the exact workings of capitalism were not available to the imagination of John Locke or the architects of the Glorious Revolution, neither is a blueprint for whatever comes next available to us today. Secondly, though, if it’s going to be a long time coming, it makes sense to get on with it – particularly given that capitalism is entirely incapable of addressing the climate emergency we now face – so now is the time to start to look into changes that can move us in the right direction. In an unusually lucid moment in 1982, Milton Friedman noted that in times of crisis ‘the actions that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around’.230 So now it’s time to get some ideas on the table, some suggestions for deliberation – so that they’re out there and being discussed and argued over when the time comes. This final section aims to contribute to that process, both in terms of suggesting some original ideas and of rounding up some of the best ideas already out there. As Thomas Piketty notes in Capital and Ideology, our purpose for now should be ‘to begin the debate, not to end it’.231


  While any policy which improves the lives of ordinary people is a step in the right direction, we must be careful to distinguish between those which are merely mitigating the ills of capitalism and those which genuinely move us closer to a post-capitalist system. The former can only be temporary measures while we aim for the latter. In many cases, the ideas we put forward today might turn out to be stepping stones towards bigger and better ideas in the future. In some cases, these ideas – or some variant of them – have been tried or are currently in operation somewhere in the world. In other cases, they are still at the drawing board stage and will need further work before they can be incorporated into a coherent economic, social and political programme. As we noted in Chapter 1, the revolutionary transition from one economic structure to another requires numerous experiments and will inevitably include some wrong turns and false starts. This chapter begins with a look at some approaches which can help to break down embedded attitudes to the current distribution of wealth, to the way we understand the workings of the capitalist economy and to the bourgeois conception of what wealth and property mean.


  First up is Modern Monetary Theory, an unorthodox approach to understanding the operations of the economy under capitalism. While this approach clearly has limited relevance to a socialist future, its observations and insights are relevant both to late-stage capitalism and to the process of transition to a new economic structure.


  8.1 Modern Monetary Theory


  Modern Monetary Theory, or MMT, is an approach to understanding capitalist economics, particularly in nations enjoying full monetary sovereignty – that is, nations which issue and have full control of their currency (such as the UK and US). Some countries have less control over their currency because they have borrowed heavily in another currency, or pegged their exchange rates or given up their national currency altogether in order to join a super-national currency such as the Euro. The following discussion refers to monetary-sovereign nations, like the UK, US, Canada, Australia and so on, but could also make sense if applied to the Eurozone (as a currency-issuing entity), given sufficient political co-operation among member states.232


  Despite the strength of opinion to be found all over social media, most of us are not professional economists and would do well to leave the technical differences between complex economic models to those better placed to judge. However, there are good reasons for looking at MMT from a layperson’s perspective here. Firstly, it’s a serious and important current in contemporary economic discourse backed by a growing number of economists. Secondly, it adds to the ranks of economic theories which assert that it’s possible for governments to compensate for the deficiencies of the market without plunging the economy into recession. Thirdly, it provides a number of interesting observations about the way we view economic issues, which are thought-provoking, even for those who may ultimately remain unconvinced by the wider project. Finally, MMT theorists often advocate a policy approach which is related to the proposal which we’ll discuss in Chapter 9. (The MMT version shares the same basic principles and root as the policy I’ll advocate, though they differ both in substance and purpose.)


  MMT takes issue with the traditional understanding of the economy, in which government spending is financed by taxation and borrowing. According to the conventional view, when we look at the economy we see currency circulating around among individuals and businesses, undergoing various transactions – purchases, payments of wages and so on. Most transactions are taxed, such that a percentage is diverted from the recipient to the government which then – so the story goes – uses that money to provide infrastructure and other public services. According to conventional wisdom, the government runs its budget in the same way as a household. If it spends more money than it has received in taxation, then it has to borrow the difference and is in deficit, which is a ‘bad thing’. If it is frugal and spends less than it receives in taxes, then the government is running at a surplus, which is a ‘good thing’.


  MMT economists challenge this picture. They point out that the government puts the money into the economy in the first place, the money circulates around, and with each transaction a percentage is taxed out and finds its way back to the treasury. Eventually most of the money finds its way back. The only money that doesn’t is that which ends up either in savings accounts or leaving the country – as payment for imports or nestling in offshore tax havens. The difference between the money the government spends and the money it taxes back – the deficit – is the money it leaves in the economy. It’s the money we – the population – have in our bank accounts, or have spent on shiny things from foreign countries. (In which case we have the shiny things.) MMT economists prefer to take a rounded view of the whole economy – the government deficit is the people’s surplus. (Let’s not get carried away and start thinking that the ‘people’s surplus’ is some kind of community dividend – it’s still distributed with depressing inequality.) The point here is that a government deficit isn’t a bad thing or a problem to be solved. It’s money currently held by individuals and businesses. MMT economists want us to think of the economy as comprising the government and individuals and companies, and to recognise that a government ‘deficit’ is just a term for money being in one part of the economy and not another.


  This view has implications for the much vaunted idea of a government surplus too. Politicians of all colours like to promise that they will run the economy ‘in the black’. At the 2019 General Election in the UK, the Liberal Democrats made a manifesto commitment to always run the economy at a surplus.233 Conventional wisdom finds this approach very responsible and comforting. MMT says it’s no such thing – that we should be horrified at the idea. What the Liberal Democrats (and other pro-surplus politicians) are saying is that for every billion pounds they spend into the economy, they’ll be taxing more than a billion back out. Where is this extra money going to come from? How will we pay more in tax than there is? Collectively, as individuals and companies, we’ll be going into debt to finance a government surplus. A government surplus is not a ‘good thing’ – it’s just a term for money being in one part of the economy and not another – and the part that it isn’t in is our wallets and bank accounts.


  From this point of view, the national debt – the cumulative total of every year’s deficit – is merely a record of the money the government has spent into the economy and not taxed back out. It’s the money in circulation in society, in pension plans and savings accounts – at home and in offshore tax havens. Some of it is also money that’s been spent on imports and found its way to foreign shores that way. We’ll look at the implications of international trade balances shortly, but first we should look at a more immediate consequence of national debt – interest payments. While the government is in debt, it must meet interest payments on that debt. Some MMT economists argue that the government could (if it wished) avoid this by simply paying off the debt. How will the government afford such a policy? By printing currency, of course! If at this point you’re picturing Weimar wheelbarrows and alarm bells are ringing at the thought of solving problems by printing money, you’re not alone, but don’t panic – everything is okay!234 MMT does have an unconventional approach to the control of the volume of money in the economy, but we’re not in that territory yet. Printing money to pay off government debt doesn’t necessarily have any inflationary effect. The majority of government debt consists of loans from the private sector in the form of bonds – sometimes called Gilts in the UK, or Treasuries in the US. But in effect, bonds are merely a different type of currency – currency which bears interest. In The Deficit Myth Stephanie Kelton suggests we think of bonds as ‘yellow dollars’ – they are essentially currency, very much like the green dollars in people’s wallets.235 When the government needs to raise money it prints ‘yellow dollars’ and effectively sells them to the private sector which pays for them with standard currency green dollars. Along with the ‘yellow dollars’ the private lenders get a promise that the government will pay them interest at regular intervals for a set period, and will then buy the yellow dollars back with green dollars.


  Now, if the government was to decide tomorrow that it didn’t like being in debt, then it could print several billion standard green dollars or pounds or yen or whatever and buy back the ‘yellow dollar’ bonds. (Obviously, no one actually prints money for these transactions now – they’re just numbers in a database – but the ‘yellow dollars’ analogy works better if we imagine piles of cash!) The Federal Reserve or the Bank of England or Bank of Japan would then destroy the bonds and the impact on the amount of currency in circulation would be zero. Green dollars have been printed, but an equivalent amount of ‘yellow dollars’ have been destroyed. Swapping green dollars for ‘yellow dollars’ (bonds) has no impact at all on the net wealth of the private sector or the volume of currency in the economy, and therefore does not create any inflationary pressure. In fact, there may be a small deflationary effect because the government doesn’t now have to pay interest into the economy to the bond holders.236


  Perhaps the fear of inflation is overblown anyway. The real inflationary danger lies in the initial creation of bonds. When bonds are created the government ‘prints the yellow dollars’, swaps them out to gain green dollars from the commercial sector and then spends the green dollars into the economy. So now both the green dollars and the yellow dollars are in circulation, the volume of wealth in the economy is increased and the inflationary risk has been taken. And what’s more the government is now committed to paying out interest until the loans expire, and then buying the bonds back at the end of the term – and both of these actions will be financed by...you guessed it – printing more bonds. This process goes on all the time – that’s why the national debt is so high – but inflation remains low. So perhaps the relationship between the money supply and inflation isn’t as straightforward as conventional economic wisdom would have us believe?


  MMT economists accept that there is an inflationary risk associated with increasing the volume of money in the economy, but contend that the risk is absent when spending is directed at utilising otherwise under-utilised resources. One of the most obvious under-utilised resources in modern capitalist economies is the labour power of unemployed or under-employed people. Conventional economists argue that there is an optimum level of unemployment for the economy, and by this they do not mean zero unemployment. Neither do they mean just enough unemployment to allow fluidity in the labour market. The ‘optimum’ level is generally referred to as the NAIRU (Non-Accelerating Inflation Rate of Unemployment), and represents the amount of unemployment which (securely employed) economists and politicians deem to be acceptable. In theory the NAIRU is the lowest level of unemployment below which inflation would be expected to rise, but in practice a cottage industry is maintained consisting entirely of economists explaining why the expected relationship between inflation and unemployment hasn’t materialised, or why action should be taken anyway despite the current unemployment level being higher than the NAIRU. But whether or not the NAIRU is a valid concept in modern economics, it’s one that is widely used. It forms one-half of the ‘dual-mandate’ approach, in which governments charge their central banks with balancing inflation against unemployment, moving base interest rates up or down to achieve just the right balance.


  In the US the NAIRU has been as high as 10 per cent, but is currently around 5 per cent, in the UK it’s hovered at just under 6 per cent for most of this century to date, but rose to over 7 per cent in 2011.237 Remember this is not the actual unemployment rate. This is the level of unemployment which governments decide is ‘desirable’. If unemployment drops below this rate, action will be taken (usually in the form of raising interest rates) to slow the economy and raise unemployment. The reason for this is that low unemployment tends (theoretically) to lead to higher wages, which in turn leads to higher prices, which fuel demands for even higher wages and inflation begins to spiral out of control. (In practice this relationship has not been observed in recent decades, possibly as a result of developments like the gig economy, the return of zero-hours contracts, the increase in disguised employment and the drift from unemployment to under-employment.)


  Kelton notes the human and social cost of this approach: ‘To put it crudely, the Fed uses unemployed human beings as its primary weapon against inflation.’238 But it’s even worse than that. This grim reality becomes even more damning when we look more closely at what motivates such a policy. The decision to keep unemployment at or above a certain level is not made to prevent too much work getting done. It’s not the employment that they’re trying to limit, it’s the wages.239 Raising unemployment to stop people from working is just the mechanism – the functional goal is to stop them from having ‘too much’ money. Mainstream capitalist economics in the twenty-first century requires 1 family in 20 to live in poverty.


  This point is driven home if we look at a statement to the House Committee on Financial Services from Jerome Powell, Chairman of the Federal Reserve: ‘We need to have some sense of whether unemployment is high, low or just right.’240 Now read that quote back, but replace ‘unemployment’ with ‘poverty’: ‘We need to know whether poverty is high, low or just right.’ Mr Powell has clearly never spent a bus ride home from work worrying about whether the electricity bill might be waiting for him on the doormat when he gets home. Or had to choose between feeding the kids and paying the rent. If those charged with fine-tuning the economy believe that not enough poverty is a problem to be addressed, then it really is time to move on from the capitalist economic structure.


  The fact that joblessness and poverty are government policies makes it even more galling that government-friendly media outlets encourage the jobless to blame immigrants or imports for their plight, and encourage the employed to demonise the jobless as idle scroungers. For those lucky enough to escape unemployment, the rise in interest rates increases the burden of mortgage debt and the cost of borrowing. At the lower end of the wealth spectrum, way below the point where mortgages become an option, short-term borrowing is often unaffordable and unavoidable at the same time. While a nudge in interest rates might appear a prudent move in the comfortable surroundings of the Bank of England or the Federal Reserve, the effects on the finances – and the lives – of low-income families can be catastrophic. And all to maintain a policy which hasn’t been seen working for decades.


  MMT economists propose a different approach. Since investing in the economy holds no inflationary risk as long as the investment is spent on bringing under-utilised resources into play, there is no reason why the state cannot institute full employment through a jobs guarantee. This policy does exactly what it says on the tin. The government sets a wage at which it will employ anyone who needs work, establishing a public option in the labour market. As long ago as 1943 economist Abba Lerner suggested that the government should encourage the private sector to get as close as possible to full employment, and then to use both monetary and fiscal policies to eliminate the last pockets of unemployment altogether.241 Some MMT economists have suggested that the focus of such work should be caring for people, communities and the planet.242 Some have used the expression ‘employer of last resort’.243 The details can be worked out once the principle is accepted. But first, MMT theorists need to win the argument about how the economy actually works and why spending constraints on currency-sovereign governments should be measured in terms of the real needs and resources of the people. They need to overcome the one-eyed view of the economy that sees only the government deficit and not the non-government surplus. The jobs guarantee, as understood and promoted by MMT theorists, is a mechanism with the laudable and civilised aim of delivering sufficiency to the majority of the population of a currency-issuing capitalist nation. As we noted in Chapter 5 there are some issues with the goal of providing sufficiency (though it’s certainly an improvement over widespread insufficiency) and in Chapter 8 I’ll look at how a variant of the jobs guarantee could be a significant step forward in the march onwards out of the capitalist economic structure and towards more meaningful and lasting benefits. First, though, there are a few more things to note about the MMT approach to understanding the economy.


  Demographics and Automation


  A jobs guarantee policy doesn’t quite reach the entire population, but those able to work and their dependents would constitute a majority. In order to deliver sufficiency to the entire population a range of schemes for helping the young, old, ill and infirm, as well as those in education and training, would need to accompany the programme for full employment. As demographic change in most Western capitalist societies is set to shrink the proportion of working-age adults in the population, we’ll need an economic approach able to mobilise the available resources to address the most pressing needs. A care-focused jobs guarantee scheme could be an important component of that project – co-ordinating our response to both the increasing demand in the care sector and the impact on the employment market of the impending wave of AI driven automation we discussed in Chapter 3. In terms of automation, and the potential to reduce the demand for labour, it’s important to note that the jobs guarantee approach loses none of its effectiveness if demand for labour falls. The problem the jobs guarantee solves is not that people are spending too little time working, it’s that they have too little money to spend. Guaranteeing 20 hours a week is as good as guaranteeing 40, providing the participants are being paid enough to live on. A large public-sector involvement in the labour market could help to overcome the usual upshot of automation under capitalism – the unemployment and destitution of part of the workforce while the rest work themselves into an early grave. With the scheme aimed at providing work and a living wage, the benefits and burdens of automation could be more reasonably shared.


  International Trade


  MMT theorists approach a country’s international balance of payments in much the same way as they approach the government deficit. A trading deficit with another country simply means that they have some of your currency and you have (or have had) some of their goods and services. What has happened is that workers in, say, China have toiled to produce goods which have then been sent to, say, the UK, for consumers to enjoy. That’s not such a bad deal – they did the work, we have the things. In return the Chinese now have a pile of sterling, which they can either hoard or spend back into the UK economy, creating demand and therefore employment opportunities. If China chooses to hoard that sterling, they’ll probably convert it to government bonds (gilts, or ‘yellow pounds’ if you like), and the UK government will need to pay interest on those bonds. In pounds sterling. Which China can then hoard, or spend back into the UK economy – and so it goes on...


  The real problem with such a deficit is that buying goods produced in China, for example, directly supports jobs in China, not in the UK. But with a jobs guarantee policy, that problem stops being a problem because the jobs lost will be replaced by other jobs, focused on the quality of life in society, rather than the production of consumer goods. I should add here that the jobs our trade deficit supports are often not the jobs we should be wanting to support. (If people want to buy goods at sweatshop prices and don’t want to work in a sweatshop, then effectively they’re requiring their government to run a trade deficit. The deficit isn’t the problem with this – it’s the sweatshop economy that’s the problem.) If we can mature large sections of our economies beyond the profit motive, we’d be able to provide better quality employment, as well as better quality products, leading to a reduction in the volume of both employment and products we would require.


  Free Money


  An interesting development as MMT has gained exposure outside of university economics departments is that a misrepresentation of one of its central arguments has become common currency among both its lay-supporters and its critics. While some enthusiastic supporters address any government spending conversation with the maxim that a currency-issuing nation can never run out of money, opponents mock the ‘magic money tree’ approach and point, predictably, to the well-worn examples of Zimbabwe and Weimar Germany. The fact is that neither of these positions contains the whole truth. Of course, currency-issuing governments cannot ‘run out of money’, they are always able to print more. But the inability to print more money was never the problem – it’s the potential implications of doing so that are the concern. Conventional economics says that you need to raise taxes before you can spend, or if you borrow money to spend then you need to raise taxes to repay the loans and interest. MMT theorists say that this is back to front – you can’t tax money out of the economy until after you’ve spent it into the economy, so taxation is not how you raise money to fund government spending. But that doesn’t mean that currency-issuing governments can just print and spend infinite amounts of cash – just that the limits to what can be spent are real-world limits, not financial limits set by tax revenues. When those real-world limits are reached, though, what actions do MMT theorists suggest to stop the economy from overheating? Well, pretty high up on the list is raising taxes – not, now, to fund spending, but to balance the economy following government investment. So instead of taxing to spend, governments tax to balance the effects of spending. Either way, critics argue, if you want more hospitals you’re going to end up paying more tax. The difference, essentially, is that MMT provides an approach to government investment which allows for both more generous spending and more informed control. Because the spending is determined by unused capacity, rather than cautious economic forecasts, there’s likely to be more of it. And because adjustments are made in regard to actual economic events, rather than being made largely in advance using models of worst-case-scenarios, they can be calculated with greater certainty and therefore timed and targeted more effectively. From a non-specialist perspective, the upshot of the observations of MMT look, in the end, quite a lot like the familiar Keynesian idea that it’s okay to direct resources into improving peoples’ lives.


  8.2 Transforming Wealth


  Although Thomas Piketty writes from a more orthodox background, his proposals are in many ways more radical than those often proposed by MMT economists. In Chapter 6, I argued that the philosophical case for private ownership of the means of production is defunct. In Capital and Ideology Piketty similarly argues, albeit from a more practical angle, that the entire concept of ownership must be reconsidered if we are to attain the goal of a just society, suggesting that, ‘In no region has enough attention been paid to transcending private property in its current form.’244 Piketty is clear that there is no empirical basis for considering the institution of private property to be compatible with a just society. Drawing on his historical research he asserts that, ‘The idea that strictly private property exists and that certain people have an inviolable natural right to it cannot withstand analysis.’245 The accumulation of wealth is always the result of social progress, which depends on social infrastructures, the division of labour, the accumulation of knowledge and so on. Piketty is not merely declaring the current distribution of property unjust – his argument is that the concept of permanent, bequeathable ownership rights is untenable in a just society.


  Once we are free from the shackles of the ideas that both the current distribution of resources and the institution of private ownership itself are sacred, a whole new world of possibilities opens up for us. Piketty grasps the nettle and recommends a radical programme of tax reforms – radical because they are not merely aimed at redistributing income, but at transforming the configuration of wealth – both who holds it, and what it is. He aims to make wealth ownership temporary through the circulation of property. The chief means of achieving this would be an annual wealth tax, a substantial inheritance tax and the introduction of a universal capital endowment, such that all citizens would receive a sizeable sum from the state on their twenty-fifth birthday. The idea of a universal capital endowment is not new – Thomas Paine argued for such a payment in Agrarian Justice in 1795.246 More recently, Anthony Atkinson has promoted a similar plan, like Piketty combining it with a proposal for Universal Basic Income. The schemes suggested by Paine and Atkinson, though, are substantially less radical than that favoured by Piketty – both in terms of volume and in the scope of their transformational power. Paine suggested an endowment of 15 pounds for each individual, upon reaching the age of 18, equivalent to around £10,000247 and Atkinson endorses a similar proposal.248 While such schemes would be welcomed by most 18-year-olds (and many of us well past that age249), they constitute an income boost, rather than a transformative redistribution of wealth. Twenty-thousand pounds will pay off less than half the debt most students graduate with, it might be enough to start a small business, or to help with living costs during an apprenticeship, but it’s not going to make significant inroads into the iniquitous distribution of productive resources which we identified in chapters 5 and 6 as the real problem facing us today. Piketty makes (and costs) the case for a universal capital endowment of €120,000 for every French citizen at the age of 25 – a figure equal to 60 per cent of average wealth. Financed by taxes on wealth and inheritance this intergenerational redistribution would have a significant impact on the distribution, not only of income, but of wealth, and potentially of capital – of ownership of the means of production. The universal capital endowment has other benefits, as it not only broadens the number of people who inherit wealth, but also improves both the timing and the predictability of their ‘inheritance’. The average age of wealth holders would also be reduced, injecting energy and vitality into the economy.


  Such a scheme still does not fully deliver the equality of ownership that we could call real socialism, but it goes a long way towards breaking the capitalist monopoly whereby wealth is permanently hoarded by a tiny minority, while the rest of us scramble for whatever income we can get. By taxing wealth annually, as well as on its transfer when it’s bequeathed to heirs, and then providing each citizen with more than the current average holding, the ownership of a large proportion of productive assets becomes temporary, fragmented and distributed across the population, and across generations. Getting this kind of policy in place would require us to have begun to break down the idea that wealth has accrued to those who deserve it – that the historical record provides some kind of justification for the current distribution of ownership. But the implementation of such a policy reinforces the new paradigm, and could help to entirely transform our understanding of property and of what ownership means – moving us ever closer to our goal of a just distribution. To be clear – I don’t think the implementation of a universal capital endowment (even of the scale envisaged by Piketty) is the answer to the problems caused by the capitalist economic structure. However, such a plan would help to fragment long-established capital holdings and see us very much closer to a mindset more accepting of policies which really could move us beyond capitalism.


  As ever, Piketty’s plan is fully costed – employing what he refers to as the ‘progressive tax triptych’ he takes aim at income, wealth and inheritance. While acknowledging that the details would need to be worked out through democratic deliberation in each case, he provides a template to illustrate the principle, using tax bands calculated on levels of wealth and income compared to national averages rather than fixed currency values. Perhaps the most striking element is the scale of universal provision made possible even with tax rates which are quite unremarkable, in the context of twentieth-century capitalism. Piketty proposes rates of 60 to 70 percent on wealth and income more than 10 times the national average, and 80 to 90 per cent on those over 100 times the average – levels entirely consistent with those in the strong growth economies of the UK and US between 1930 and 1980. This, he calculates, would raise a sum equivalent to 45 per cent of national income from income taxes (and a new carbon tax) which would be sufficient to finance the welfare state including health, education, pensions and a basic income. The wealth and inheritance taxes would raise a sum equivalent to 5 per cent cent of national income which would be used solely to fund the universal capital endowment.250 A universal capital endowment of the scale envisaged by Piketty would be a step in the right direction, but doesn’t deliver a socialist economic structure. Piketty’s work illustrates just how much wealth has been hoarded by those in the higher percentiles of the economy – enough (if distributed with any kind of egalitarian impulse) to provide a start in life to every citizen. Instead, those representing the interests of the wealthy argue (as we saw above) that unless a fifth of families live in poverty there will be too much money in the economy. Piketty clearly demonstrates that there’s quite enough money – it’s just not well enough distributed.






  9


  Beyond Capitalism



   He wants no servants under him,and no boss above his head


   Bertolt Brecht, 1934251




  9.1 Levelling the Playing Field


  In our discussion of Modern Monetary Theory in Chapter 8, we looked at the concept of a job-guarantee scheme as a means of making the capitalist economic structure more civilised by encouraging widespread sufficiency and thereby reducing poverty. What I propose here is a version of the job-guarantee scheme, but with important caveats aimed, not only at alleviating insufficiency of income, but also at removing the structural disadvantages created by the iniquitous distribution of wealth and resources under capitalism. Taken in conjunction with the other measures we’ll discuss later in the chapter such a programme has the potential to transform – over time – the nature of the bourgeois-proletarian relationship, and to contribute to the transition away from the capitalist economic structure.


  In order to understand the best approach to moving away from private ownership of productive resources we need to be clear about the reasons for wanting to do this in the first place. The root of the problems we’ve identified throughout this work is that under capitalism most people enjoy no meaningful ownership of any means of production. As such, while they are free to sell their labour power on the open market, to the highest bidder (in contrast to pre-capitalist producers who enjoyed no such freedom), they are also unfree in that they are compelled – on pain of destitution – to sell their labour power to some capitalist or other. (Capitalist claims that this arrangement is not an infringement on the freedom of proletarians are addressed – and dispatched – in Chapter 6.) This necessity means that the value of the reward received by the worker is generally the product of an inequitable negotiation, and therefore less than would otherwise have been the case. Imagine a worker, with a small trust fund, for example, which provides sufficient income for a modest lifestyle, with the basic trappings required to participate in the social, political and cultural life of the community. A person thus furnished is unlikely to find sufficient appeal in the wages and conditions offered by many employers at the lower end of the labour market – in that position would you get out of bed at 4am to clean toilets in an office block for £6.45 an hour? Employers negotiating with workers in this position would need to offer a higher salary than if they were negotiating with workers whose only options were to work or starve. The difference between the levels of salary offered in each situation is a product of the proletarian’s non-ownership of any means of production, and the size of this difference is a measure of the degree of exploitation suffered as a consequence of that lack of ownership.252 We do not need to accurately measure this amount, or even to be confident that it is measurable, so long as we can agree that it’s larger than zero.


  This disadvantageous employment contract – this exploitation – which arises as a result of the concentration of ownership of productive resources in the hands of a tiny proportion of the population has long been the target of socialist and Marxist attention. The only way to end exploitation, it has usually been argued, is to remove this situation of concentrated ownership – and thus the corresponding widespread situation of nonownership. The orthodox Marxist solution is to end exploitation by seizing the means of production from the bourgeoisie, by force if necessary. But why don’t we try approaching this problem from the opposite direction? Perhaps, instead of seizing the means of production in order to end exploitation, we could take exploitation out of the equation and watch private ownership of the means of production (largely) wither away? (Or at least, lose much of its exploitative potential, and thus most of its appeal.)


  The approach I’m suggesting here isn’t simply to nationalise industries, but it does require a gradual extension of public ownership and responsibility – partly of new resources and partly of existing resources currently under private ownership. There is precedent for extensive nationalisation by a democratic government – in the post-war period in the UK, for example. Despite claims to the contrary in the right-wing press, the project had many successes, the NHS being the most obvious. Even though it is now being rolled back, it was hugely successful at its height – and its demise is rooted in ideological opposition to its existence, not in failures to provide an effective healthcare solution. Experience around the world shows us that public ownership is a perfectly reasonable and successful model for health, social care, education, water, power, libraries, roads, bridges, railways, the military and a host of other sectors. The important thing to understand is that in the scheme I propose, nationalisation isn’t the goal but a side-effect of the process. It’s not happening for its own sake, or because of some abstract ideological goal – or only in sectors where no one can make a profit. In this scheme it’s happening specifically to provide an alternative for the worker other than to sell their labour power to a capitalist enterprise, because it is the lack of that alternative which is the root of the iniquitous negotiating position in which workers find themselves. Supporters of capitalism waste no time in explaining why nationalised industries can’t compete with the free market to meet complex and changing consumer demands – so let’s not.253 Let’s compete with private corporations in the labour market, not on the supermarket shelves – at first at least.


  There’s no shortage of work that needs to be done, but is not currently being done. In the UK we have shortages in the health and social care sectors, in infrastructure maintenance, in education and so on. We desperately need a large-scale programme to build huge numbers of affordable houses. Alongside these needs, there is a large amount of work being carried out for the public sector by private companies. Care homes and nursing agencies are an obvious example, but there’s a long list of operations which used to be carried out perfectly reasonably by publicly employed workers which are now farmed out to the private sector, from running laundry services for hospitals to provision of military housing and catering.


  Getting things done isn’t the rationale for the scheme, though, nor – in our case – is reducing unemployment for the sake of it, though those are obviously both worthwhile achievements. For our purposes, we must go further than the usual conception of a job-guarantee scheme. The programmes recommended by MMT economists such as Bill Mitchell and L. Randall Wray refer to the government’s role as that of ‘employer of last resort’254 while Anthony Atkinson recommends the system should provide work at minimum wage,255 but for our purposes this isn’t sufficient. If we want to address the structural basis of exploitation, we should push for the public sector to become the employer of best practice. If the government offers a fair wage, excellent working conditions, 6-weeks holiday a year, decent sick-pay arrangements, maternity and paternity leave and more, then the private sector is going to need to up its game to attract workers, particularly at the less well-rewarded end of the labour market. This isn’t something that could happen overnight, but would need to be introduced in stages, beginning with existing positions and vacancies in the public sector, as described above. Over time the scheme would be expanded to encompass more and more sectors and skill levels. The point is for publicly-owned, operated or supported bodies to compete with capitalism not in the consumer markets, as was the case with experiments like Thomas Cook or British Airways, but to compete with capitalist enterprises as the employer of choice. Without the need to keep shareholders furnished with dividends public employment enterprises could afford to offer employees much better conditions than their private-sector counterparts. A viable, well-paid public-sector option in the labour market also levels up the playing field in the private sector as it means that workers can enter into employment negotiations from a less disadvantageous position – it could almost remove the need for minimum wage legislation because there would always be a better rewarded option than a minimum wage job in the private sector.256 In itself, this doesn’t redistribute ownership of the means of production to a wider population, but it does alleviate the exploitative consequence of that relationship, which is that workers must sell their labour power on disadvantageous terms. In doing so, this approach also makes ownership of the means of production less profitable – those accustomed to sitting back and watching the profits roll in will find their incomes on a consistent downward trend. Such a policy would necessarily lead to an increase in publicly-owned resources – and it’s important to note that public ownership doesn’t have to equate to centralised state ownership or control. Public bodies can be local in the way that housing authorities used to be in the UK, or specific to a sector, such as the erstwhile Central Electricity Generating Board. Or they could be both local and sector-specific such as Transport for London. Worker-owned co-operatives are not strictly in the public sector, but have the potential to play a huge role in breaking down the concentration of ownership of the means of production. From the Mondragon Corporation, a federation of worker co-operatives, now with over 80,000 members and operating in 150 countries to Cooperation Jackson democratising employment in Mississippi, there are existing, successful models to provide inspiration and guidance.257 In the UK, we often neglect to notice that John Lewis Partnership (JLP) is also owned by its 80,000 employees, who receive a dividend pay-out each year of up to 20 per cent of their annual salary. The partnership, which owns a finance company and some small textile operations as well as department stores and the Waitrose supermarket chain, is run by a trust which is obliged to operate in the interests of its present and future staff.258 The success of these – and other – co-operatives demonstrate that the bourgeois conception of ownership isn’t the only game in town. It’s likely that we won’t know the final shape of such things until they emerge – as with the rise of capitalism, the process will involve many false starts and dead ends, and will continually evolve to meet new circumstances. We should look to incorporate and build on the work of theorists such as Michael Albert and Robin Hahnel who have proposed new ways in which co-operatives might play a central role in the democratisation of the workplace, and in replacing the failures of the labour market we identified in Chapter 7.259 Albert and Hahnel develop a system of participatory planning intended to show that a third option exists between the market and central planning – a possibility denied by the likes of Milton Friedman. (Of course, it’s undeniable that a third option exists between the market and central planning as such a position is witnessed daily in certain sectors of every mixed economy in the world, but Albert and Hahnel go further, claiming that their model can replace the conventional (non-participatory) market across the entire economy.) While proposals of this kind are valuable in working through problems of principle and practice, my feeling is that such blueprints are unlikely to reflect the full picture that will emerge as we move beyond the model in which the market is the final arbiter of value in goods, services and labour. Our concern, for now, should be to identify – and fight for – policies that have a transformative effect on the economic structure, such as the employer-of-best-practice jobs guarantee outlined here.


  This approach has numerous advantages over the kind of piecemeal fettling with tax rates and employment conditions which we currently see – centred around minimum wage levels, in-work benefits and so on:


  • The tasks people are employed to undertake are driven by actual community requirements, rather than their ability to generate profit for shareholders – the work that’s being done is work that needs doing!


  • It would be possible to use guaranteed-hours contracts, which provide flexibility for the worker without the precarious and uncertain nature of zero-hours contracts.


  • By not being motivated by maximising profit for shareholders this kind of employment can promote a healthier work/life balance.


   • Automation (including AI) can at last be welcomed as the benefit it should be, not the spectre it has become.


  9.2 From Employment to Empowerment


  By taking the job guarantee embedded in the Green New Deal programmes being promoted by democratic socialists in the UK and US, and simply adding the caveat that the government should aspire to be the first choice for employees, not the last resort, we transform the focus from employment to empowerment. By providing the offer of a genuine, well-rewarded and authentically useful job opportunity this scheme causes a significant shift in the employee-employer relationship in the private sector and forces private companies to pay for labour at its actual value. In effect, what this does is to remove the imbalance which is the source of the employer’s margin of exploitation. No one’s private property has to be seized and no one has to storm the Winter Palace – we can take a giant step in the direction of a post-capitalist economy with the minimum of friction.


  There are parallels here to the creation of the NHS in the UK. Private practice wasn’t outlawed. Private property was not commandeered. Instead a better option was provided by the state – it quickly became a beloved institution and for generations virtually no one used private healthcare. The fate of the NHS also provides a warning. Steps forward must be protected. Moves away from capitalist free-market economics need to be structural in nature – otherwise (if they’re purely political or financial) they will be vulnerable to recapture by bourgeois interests, just as the NHS has been. (In the UK the NHS is so popular that politicians who want to privatise it have to claim that they won’t privatise it, but will boost its funding and that they will build new hospitals and train more staff. Almost no one, including the privatisers, expects the private sector to be able to match the NHS for service.)


  As with the NHS, the state taking on the role of employer of best practice will still leave room for private enterprise – particularly in cutting edge industries where innovation and responsiveness to consumer demand are key, but those are far fewer than we might imagine. Over time the basic and middling needs and wants of society would be more and more met by a range of publicly-owned and worker-owned projects. Moreover, we would be putting the economy into a state fit for the coming revolution in work practices so that the next wave of automation might deliver leisure and a better quality of life, rather than unemployment, destitution and rising inequality which is the stock response of capitalist economies to technological advance.


  The free market will still exist (for now at least), but – for the first time – employers will need to pay employees what they’re really worth. (What’s left of the private sector should also be subject to at least the kind of worker representation – at board level – which is already a legal requirement in Germany and Sweden.)260


  Capitalists who insist that the market should be the final arbiter should have no problem with this plan. All we’re doing is simulating one dimension of the situation which would exist if all resources had at some point been fairly distributed. To argue against that would be to concede that the market can only work its magic if a tiny minority have first seized almost all of the means of production. That’s the opposite of the story the capitalists like to tell – they have always claimed that they ended up with everything as the result of a fair competition. They can’t now admit that the system only works because they already had possession of all the stuff at the outset. Entrepreneurs like to call themselves wealth-creators and job creators – the engine room of the economy, without whom we would all starve. Well, let’s see it, then. If they – not workers – create wealth, then this scheme should present no obstacle to their continued success.


  Of course there will be objections. Where will the money come from to offer such advantageous pay and conditions to workers? What will the effect be on prices in the private sector when companies have to pay higher wages to attract staff? These concerns are often (always) raised whenever a proposal is made to improve the lives or working conditions of employees. These prophecies of doom, however, never seem to come true. The concerns are regularly, and cynically, couched in terms of the effect on jobs – that higher wages means higher costs, which will inevitably lead to unemployment. That won’t wash when the measure they’re trying to oppose is the creation of better jobs and guaranteed employment.


  Will prices of consumer goods increase? Well, they might. If they do – if they become more expensive once labour is rewarded at a fair price – that suggests that they’ve been under-priced before. Some products might prove unsaleable at the price they would have to be sold for. They would drop out of the market through lack of demand at the new price point. That happens all the time under capitalism, so defenders of that system can’t object on principle to this consequence. (At least, not without admitting that their objection is based solely on their own interest. Such a position would require them to argue that their interests should come before the payment of a fair wage. If the demand for a product disappears once it’s priced at its real cost, then why would capitalists mourn its loss? Aren’t they supposed to love this kind of market mechanism?) Perhaps the nine-bladed disposable razor will never see the light of day. Consumers might have to get by on half a dozen different brands of laundry detergent. In return, we might fill most, or even all, of the hundred thousand vacancies in the social care sector. We might even be able to increase staffing levels to provide a better service. Over time – with decent training plans – we might even see the NHS fully staffed, and our crumbling infrastructure renewed.


  Many of these aims are nothing new, and neither are they – in theory – unattainable under capitalism. But the nature of capitalism is that many of these needs can only be addressed to the extent that we restrict the operations of the free market. Such measures never go far enough and are always vulnerable to future reversals. The free market might be great for fine-tuning production to address the demands of the darkest corners of the matrix of money-backed spending habits, but it’s a dismal failure at meeting the basic needs of post-scarcity society – employment, healthcare, social care, education, dignity for the most vulnerable and least able.


  Joseph Stiglitz has imagined a similar scenario on a global scale, though only – I think – in an illustrative sense. He’s argued that the rules of globalisation are also set to benefit the rich. They force countries to compete for business. This drives down taxes (and regulation) on corporations and weakens labour rights, environmental and health provisions and so on. ‘Imagine what the world might look like if the rules were designed to encourage competition among countries for workers. Governments would compete in providing economic security, low taxes on ordinary wage earners, good education and a clean environment – things workers care about. But the top one per cent don’t need to care. Or more accurately, they think they don’t’.261 On a global scale we can only imagine, but at a national level such a scheme is entirely within our reach.


  In our discussion of MMT in Chapter 7, I noted that any job-guarantee scheme would need to be complemented by provision for those not able to participate in employment. The idea of a UBI has gained ground in recent years, particularly during the Covid pandemic. Although UBI may provide an appropriate response to such an emergency, I’m not convinced of its suitability as a permanent measure. If we believe in socialism, and in achieving it by democratic means, it follows that we believe that a reasonable person – the English legal system’s man on the Clapham omnibus262 – would find life in a socialist economic structure to be more appealing than life under capitalism. Our task is to convince them of that fact in advance – politically speaking, we need to bring currently cynical populations with us. As such we need to focus on policies which are already popular (and there are a number of those) or for which we can make a straightforward case with clear benefits. Presented in isolation, the idea of a Universal Basic Income sets alarm bells ringing for many potential supporters, as it plays into the hands of a common – though inane – right-wing trope that socialism amounts to handing out free money to idle scroungers. Although UBI is more popular now than it’s ever been, it tends to perform well in polls where the question misleadingly mitigates its universality.263 In polls where universality is properly represented, support is both lower and more tentative.264 Many people are justifiably concerned that UBI would exacerbate the perceived free-rider problem that already exists with welfare benefits while, at the same time, diverting resources to those who don’t need them. Supporters of UBI, meanwhile, argue that universality is crucial – usually on the grounds that means testing is not only costly, but all-too-often punitive and discriminatory. A job-guarantee scheme heads off concerns about the free-rider problem usually associated with welfare benefits, but nevertheless a proportion of the population are not able to work for one reason or another. A basic income system is an appropriate mechanism for those in education or training, the elderly and infirm, those caring for children or other relatives or only able to work part-time and so on. Of course – once we attach conditions to the receipt of basic income it ceases to be universal – but we can live with that, particularly as those excluded would be in full-time employment, earning a living wage. (Effectively if they were to receive UBI, their payments would merely take the form of a tax rebate. The admin required for UBI for these workers seems unnecessary solely to honour the principle of universality, given that it would be trivial to make the necessary income tax adjustments to arrive at the same results.) Basic income for those where paid employment is not appropriate would replace any number of complicated and means tested benefits. While eligibility for such payments wouldn’t need to be means tested, there is no reason why some eligibility criteria relating to personal circumstances could not be applied. (A no-questions-asked initial period of Basic Income payments, permissible every so often, combined with reasonably broad eligibility criteria, should provide sufficient cover for those for whom paid employment is not a suitable option at a given time.)


  9.3 Health, Housing and Education


  I noted above the parallels between the idea of the public sector as the employer of best practice and the introduction of the NHS in the UK. In both cases the conversion to a more socialist system is achieved by the creation of a public offering with which the private sector cannot compete. If we can rescue the public provision of healthcare from the privatisation zealots, and deliver a superior public offer of employment we’ll be well on the way to a socialist economic structure. The obvious next steps are to extend the same principle to the public provision of housing and education. By providing better options than the private sector can offer in employment, health, housing and education we can improve fundamental aspects of most people’s lives and push back the influence of the private sector and the iniquities it fosters.


  Although the NHS is a service, rather than a strictly productive resource, it represents a huge asset in terms of public ownership (of property, buildings, equipment and so on), employs over a million people and accounts for around 10 per cent of GDP.265 The social care sector is around a fifth of the size of the NHS and should be incorporated into it and benefit from increased investment.


  A public house-building programme is desperately needed in the UK and many other countries. We need to invest in training in the building trades and to provide decent quality houses at affordable prices. New housing projects should be designed with sustainability, quality of life and community cohesion as priorities. A key issue in the UK housing crisis is that families who for years have been paying, for example, £1000 a month in rent often find themselves ineligible for a mortgage on the grounds that they might not be able to meet the monthly repayments of £800. The solution is to allow people to rent affordable public housing and when their payments total an amount sufficient to cover the cost of building a new house, those payments are converted to mortgage payments and the tenants become owners. The accumulated payments are then used to build another house and the cycle continues. A house swap system would permit people to move to other houses on the programme if they needed to upsize, downsize or relocate. There would be zero risk of default, because the house is rented until the payments are completed. Terms would be considerably shorter than the traditional 25-year-model because the interest rate wouldn’t need to cover a profit margin for the lender and because the largest single cost of a house is the land with planning permission. As the public sector controls the permission, they largely control the cost of this significant aspect of the build. (If this sounds like an overly ambitious plan, remember over 5 million council houses were built in Britain between 1945 and 1980, of which £40 billion worth was then privatised over the next 25 years.266 It’s also worth noting that until the Thatcher era, a lot more land in the UK was in public ownership than is now the case. Brett Christophers estimates that the land privatised since 1979 accounts for 10 per cent of the British landmass, at a value of over £400 billion.267 There’s nothing unprecedented about the scale of the land purchase or house-building programme I propose.) This scheme wouldn’t preclude the public sector from providing homes for sale and/or rent under traditional terms, or require legal intervention in the property market such as rent controls. Rent controls are a way of dealing with the problems caused by capitalism. Publicsector housing is a part of the move away from capitalism. Its appeal is similar to the idea of a job-guarantee programme where the public sector becomes the employer of best practice – here the public sector becomes the best landlord a tenant can have. Without commandeering housing stock for reallocation, or outlawing buy-to-let, or imposing rent controls we can make landlordism unattractive to property speculators. (There is something to be said for rent controls and so on, but only as means to mitigate against the ills of capitalism – here we want to be more ambitious than that.)


  The involvement of the public sector in education varies significantly from country to country, particularly in postcompulsory provision. Despite state subsidies, the private education sector already prices itself out of the reach of most people – its exclusivity is part of the appeal to the 7 per cent who currently use it. While it may be unrealistic to attempt to provide a similarly luxurious education for all, we should at least aim to match the teacher numbers and class sizes currently available to privately educated children. Further and Higher Education should be available on the basis of ability, not ability to pay, but ought to be part of a wider programme of education and training focused on lifelong learning providing academic, vocational and recreational outcomes. Thomas Piketty notes that in France (for example – it’s unlikely to be an outlier in this sense) public sector educational investment varies from 65,000 Euros to 300,000 Euros per person, over their lifetime.268 An educational investment fund for each citizen might be a way to address the inequality here, as well as bringing more aspects of vocational training into the public domain. Increasing spending on schooling up to age 16 will also help to reduce the investment inequality – directly because those who are currently under-funded are largely those who leave school at 16, and indirectly because it should result in a wider constituency staying on to pursue Further and/or Higher Education. The details of educational funding can be worked out by democratic deliberation, informed by expert knowledge, but the principle should again be that the public sector needs to provide an offering of sufficient quality as to render the private-sector offering unattractive to most people.


  With these four key areas of people’s lives – employment, education, health and housing – rescued from the free market and offered to all citizens as high-quality options from the public sector we can begin to see the broad outlines of a postcapitalist future. The investment required to accomplish these goals will necessarily involve a greater degree of ownership and control of the means of production by bodies accountable to the public – central and local government, school boards, housing authorities, worker-owned enterprises and so on.269


  As well as providing the most favourable option for employment, housing, education and healthcare, it clearly makes sense to extend public ownership to essential services (which are often also natural monopolies), such as energy, water and telecommunications. The road networks in most advanced countries are already largely publicly owned (though often privately constructed and maintained). A co-ordinated, publicly-owned, managed and maintained transport system including roads, rail, buses and trams is another area where public ownership and coordination can easily provide a better outcome than private competition for the busy routes and neglect of the rest of the network. The private sector can remain in place, for now at least, but with a much-reduced role in the provision of the fundamental requirements of life in the twentyfirst century.270






  Conclusion


  So, to recap...


  We have established (in Chapter 1) that it can be useful to view different societies throughout history in terms of the meaning of property and ownership in various times and places, and that as technology advances, different systems of ownership arise and persist when and because they encourage progress, and decline and are replaced when they become a drag on further development. We’ve noted the gradual, organic nature of this process of change. We’ve surveyed real-world examples of this process in the emergence of capitalism from European feudalism (Chapter 2), and we’ve looked at twenty-first century capitalism and concluded that it’s nearing its expiry date – that it’s materially outmoded (Chapter 3).


  We examined the ideology of the capitalist era and found that the familiar axis of left-right politics still makes sense providing we view capitalism and socialism as consecutive phases in a continuum from tradition, custom and superstition to modernity, rationality and reason. (Chapter 4). We noted that capitalist ideology is founded on demands for certain equalities, but that these bourgeois equalities are not suffcient for the free and civilised society to which we aspire (Chapter 5).The capitalist claim that the system of private ownership enhances freedom has been exposed as logically inconsistent, and we’ve found any claims that the current distribution of resources is a just distribution to be without basis in logic or historical fact. We concluded that private property is incompatible with each of the socialist goals of freedom, justice and equality (Chapter 6).


  In Chapter 7 we examined attitudes to work and its relationship to reward and innovation as well as to leisure and other non-productive aspects of life – and we found the labour market to be an ineffective mechanism for allocating what work gets done, who does it and how much they should be paid. We noted the observations of economists writing from an MMT perspective as well as those of Thomas Piketty, who I’ve described as having a more orthodox approach than MMT economists, but presenting more radical recommendations. We considered the ideas of Universal Basic Income and Universal Capital Endowment and considered the latter to be more valuable, while still belonging really to the transition to socialism, rather than its ultimate attainment (Chapter 8). Finally, in Chapter 9 we outlined a policy proposal whereby a public employment option would be made available to anyone who needed it, on terms designed to undermine the exploitative elements of the labour market. Although this proposal is not far removed from the state ‘job-guarantee’ scheme proposed by MMT theorists (among others) there is a crucial difference which, I contend, addresses a fundamental socialist objection to capitalism – that the workers, owning no means of production, are compelled to sell their labour power on disadvantageous, exploitative terms. By providing employment which is remunerated above the market rate, the policy of the public sector as employer of best practice drains the exploitative opportunities out of the capitalist economic structure. As well as requiring increasing public ownership271 of the means of production, this approach fundamentally alters the exploitative potential of those productive assets that remain in private hands. In addition, this system enables us to address the problems of deciding which work needs doing and who is going to do it via a mature and responsible process, attaining a degree of progress far beyond the best the labour market has to offer. The principle of challenging the private sector not on the supermarket shelves, but in the labour market – simply by being (for many) the best available employer – can be adapted for health and social care, housing and education. The public sector can provide the best option for housing and employment as well as for health and education.


  The system of private property upon which capitalism is built diminishes freedom, widens inequality and is reaching the point where it hinders progress. It’s time to move on – the process is already underway.






  Afterword The Politics of Change


  The proposals I’ve outlined in Chapter 9 focus largely on measures related to production, the economy and the provision of the fundamental requirements of contemporary, everyday life. But one of the reasons why achieving these things seems so far away – particularly given that they are generally quite popular with electorates – is that our political systems are fundamentally broken, so we’ll also need to address some of the problems with those systems and look at ways in which we can improve things.272 What political changes would help us to achieve the transformational policies we advocate? What should politics look like in a socialist – or even a transitional – economic structure?


  The first and most basic improvement (in the UK, US and Canada at least) is switching to a democratic electoral system. The case for doing so is beyond reasonable doubt, though the details are still up for discussion.


  Democratic Elections


  The UK, US and Canada all need to join the twenty-first century and adopt democratic electoral systems. The case had been made extensively for around half a century so I’ll only offer a brief recap here. General Elections in the UK and Canada and elections to the House of Representatives in the US (as well as numerous local and state/province/territory elections in each of these countries) use the First Past the Post electoral system (FPP), which is fundamentally flawed in terms of delivering a democratic result. Electoral systems for elections to assemblies such as the House of Commons or the House of Representatives or a county council or state legislature have one role – to translate votes into seats. First Past the Post fails to do this. It’s important to note that even if electoral districts (constituencies in the UK) each contained exactly the same number of voters, FPP would not produce democratic results. In fact, numbers often vary wildly273 and boundaries are subject to incessant political manipulation (This manipulation – Gerrymandering – is a serious problem under FPP. Proportional Representation (PR) renders constituency boundaries politically irrelevant, so we can go back to having them drawn with reference to actual communities, instead of twisted for party advantage.) Although it’s uncommon that one party gains the most votes and a different party wins a majority of seats (but it can, and does, happen274), every election under FPP produces a distorted result. The 2019 election in the UK, for example, produced an unassailable majority of 80 seats for the Tory Party despite 56 per cent of votes going against them. That FPP is undemocratic is beyond doubt.


  There are numerous democratic systems in use around the world, but the one I think is most suited to the UK, US and Canada is not currently used anywhere, but is closely related to one proposed by the Hansard Society in 1976, and not too dissimilar to that in use in New Zealand.275 This system is astoundingly easy to understand and to implement. The election is conducted exactly as it is currently, with each voter casting a single vote in their constituency, and the candidate with the most votes winning that seat in the House. Additional members are then added to the House, until the proportion of MPs for each party reflects that party’s proportion of votes. Additional members are not drawn from a party list but are the closest losing candidates from constituencies the party in question didn’t win. It’s that simple.276


  The same system can be adapted for any election to an assembly – local, state, national, federal – democracy is actually a very simple mechanism. The complicated part is overcoming the propaganda of the opponents of democracy and winning an election under the current, undemocratic system. In the UK, the obvious path is an electoral alliance, where only one pro-democracy candidate stands in each constituency – probably from the party that performed best in that constituency in the most recent General Election. Win the election, institute PR and call another election. Next stop – an elected ‘Upper’ Chamber to replace the affront to democracy known as the House of Lords.


  This system can work in the US for the House of Representatives, and local and state legislatures – it’s an obvious move forward. The case for reforming presidential elections and the Senate is less clear cut. Although there are some terrible arguments put forward in defence of the Electoral College, a case can be made which is plausible (if unconvincing) and as such should be addressed. The (only sensible) case for the Electoral College is the same as the justification for the Senate – that the US is a union of states and that the states, not just the citizenry, deserve recognition and representation. To what extent do people identify with Wisconsin or Texas before they identify with the US? If most, or even very many, put state before nation, then there’s a case for a system that balances the interests of the citizenry with those of the states. (Or, if you prefer, balances the interests of the citizenry of the US with the interests of the citizenry of each state.) Looking in from the outside I can see the formal validity of the argument, but also that the current arrangements appear massively tilted in favour of the states over the citizenry. If the Senate is to remain – as a representative of the idea of the union of states – then its role should be greatly diminished – perhaps in line with the House of Lords in the UK, which can only delay, not throw out, legislation, and has no say at all on finance bills. As for the presidency, a more acceptable approach would be to use some kind of transferable vote or ranked choice system. This is also true for any elections where a single person will take office – elections for presidents, mayors and so on can only benefit from a ranked choice system of some kind. Such systems are common in the democratic world, they help to ensure that people wielding executive power are at least palatable to a majority and facilitate the emergence of new parties as people can signal support for a candidate outside of the mainstream without wasting their vote.


  Finally, a democratic electoral system will always produce an assembly which reflects the votes of the electorate, and often this will mean coalition government. To reflect the collaborative nature of the political process in a democracy, the parliament buildings of many countries are arranged in a horseshoe formation, rather than in the dualistic, combative arrangement found at the House of Commons in Westminster (where the distance between the two front benches is (incorrectly) said to be just over two sword lengths to stop the protagonists from duelling). As well as the layout, the size of the chamber is inadequate – there aren’t even enough seats for all the MPs – and the surroundings are far too much like a dining-hall at a private school, which is presumably why the procedures so often resemble a juvenile bun fight. The UK needs a new, purpose-built parliament building (preferably away from London) and new set of conventions and procedures which encourage politicians to behave as if they’re at work. The scenes in the House of Commons are a national embarrassment. People live or die depending on what’s decided in the House – let’s stop treating it like a game for noisy, overgrown schoolboys.


  Political Education


  We should also try to improve the calibre of members of the House – the current crop of MPs, with a few notable exceptions, are not people who should have any role in running a country in the twenty-first century. It’s not feasible to set entry requirements to the House of Commons – the electorate are entitled to elect whoever they wish. It’s not unreasonable to expect members to undergo some in-work education and training, though – at a basic level for MPs, with some advanced, subject specific courses for ministers. Although the civil service is supposed to provide the expertise to complement the ministers’ political outlook, it surely wouldn’t hurt for housing ministers to have a grasp of human geography and urban planning philosophies, or – to cite a recent example – for the Equalities Minister to have heard of the Marmot Report, the key document on health inequalities.277 In addition to competence, we should be able to expect integrity from our representatives, which will require a major overhaul of the expenses system as well as civil penalties for misconduct leading to disqualification from holding public office. (Any socialist party worthy of the name should have such measures embedded into its own organisational practices and not need to have them imposed from above.) Although it’s probably impossible to close all avenues for illicit political funding (in the short term, at least) we can begin with strict (and low) limits for donations, and a democratic overhaul of funding arrangements for political parties and candidates through a system of personal funding vouchers, where each citizen receives an annual voucher to donate to the party of their choice.278


  The low bar for entry into the political class is partly a product of the poor quality of public discourse surrounding political issues and this situation is a barrier to the proliferation of socialist ideas. The more informed about politics people are, the less vulnerable they become to manipulation. To counter this, a programme of political education is necessary. I’m not talking here about any kind of indoctrination or propaganda. What I’m referring to is simply some basic coverage of fundamental aspects of the political system – how elections work, the different roles of (and relationships between) the government, Parliament and the judiciary, the spheres of influence of Westminster and the devolved parliaments, and various local government entities. Should MPs be delegates or representatives? How do parties work? A basic, neutral course on how our political institutions work would help to protect people from propaganda – would arm them with a basic understanding which would help to protect them from manipulation. I’m talking here about the kind of things that a socialist – and even a transitional – political system ought to aspire to, rather than the thorny issue of how we should go about organising to achieve those aims. That problem has been ably addressed by authors such as Micah Uetricht and Meagan Day (Bigger Than Bernie: How We Go from the Sanders Campaign to Democratic Socialism279), Bhaskar Sunkara (The Socialist Manifesto – The Case for Radical Politics in an Era of Extreme Inequality280) and Jeremy Gilbert (Socialism in the Twenty-first Century281), and of course this is also an ongoing discussion. Here I will only comment on the question dividing the left in the UK – the supposed play-off between socialist principles and electability.


  The UK Labour Party is undergoing an attempt to work out how to become electable, and is going about this in entirely the wrong way. The centrists’ familiar refrain that there’s no point having principles unless you have the power to implement them is countered by the left’s response that there’s no point having power if you don’t use it to further your principles. The essential difference between the two wings of the party is that for the centrists the goal is power and the principles are an inconvenient obstacle to attaining that goal. For the left, on the other hand, the goal is a better society and the need to win power is the inconvenient obstacle.


  So – how do we go about winning power, while retaining our principles? Not by running endless focus groups and trying to chase votes by adopting whatever is popular, that’s for sure. We know that a core set of socialist policies are popular and so should focus on those. At the same time, Labour must be realistic about the chances of winning an election in its own right under the current, undemocratic electoral system. While the 40 per cent of the vote share in Labour’s 2017 defeat was considerably more than that achieved in 2005 for Tony Blair’s last victory (35.2 per cent), the distribution of votes left the party with 93 fewer seats than in 2005, and nowhere near a majority. The rise of the Green Party and the SNP (particularly given the SNP’s geographically concentrated support) has almost certainly sent us beyond the window in which Labour could win an outright majority. An electoral alliance against the Tories and the UKIP/Brexit/Reform continuum with the introduction of PR as the single objective is the first step in the process of regaining the leftward momentum that was lost in the late seventies, and which has seen us slip ever backwards in the intervening years.


  The Labour Party must accept that its primary purpose is to improve the lives of the most vulnerable in society, rather than to pursue single-party government. Unfortunately, though, this principle is not universally acknowledged by Labour MPs or members. We noted earlier Jeremy Gilbert’s observation that the dividing line in British society between those who want to see decisive, structural change and those who do not runs right through the Labour Party. The party urgently needs to split into the two parties it really should be – perhaps really should always have been. The problem is that these two factions are forced into a single party by the undemocratic nature of the UK electoral system. Before any such split can happen, we need to have a democratic electoral system. Once that’s achieved, I think the split would be inevitable, and would be a broadly positive move. Instead of a bitter winner-takes-all fight inside the old party, each of the new parties can concentrate on persuading voters of the value of its programme. It’s entirely possible that a genuinely socialist party could win enough seats in a democratic election to be able to hold at least some influence in a coalition government. Many on the left view any coalition as a compromise, but we should see it as an opportunity. One or two redline policies as a condition of entering the coalition, and perhaps a front bench seat or two. This gives socialist politicians ministerial experience, provides an opportunity to show that socialist policies are workable and affordable, that our politicians can act with integrity and insight – an opportunity to lead by example and to bring a currently unconvinced electorate on a leftward journey.


  I’ve advocated programmes designed to undermine the exploitative aspect of employment, to remove precarity and to redefine the relationships between work and reward. These policies, and their outcomes, are not the end game – we can’t see from here the exact details of what the post-capitalist world will look like. The ultimate goal is a transition to an entirely new understanding of ownership of the planet’s resources – one that is centred on justice and sustainability, rather than growth and destruction.
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 252. There is some debate as to whether the concept of exploitation in this sense is merely descriptive of the outcome of a disadvantageous position or if it implies that the stated misallocation is morally objectionable. Some Marxists argue that the logical analysis of the employer/employee relationship is better without a moral dimension – not, presumably because they think that there isn’t one, but because they view it as muddying the waters – as distracting from a sound, logical argument. The moral case has been discussed in chapters 5 and 6. For the purposes of the present discussion let’s just note that the proletarian enters into a disadvantageous contract because the lack of ownership of means of production allows for few realistic alternatives.


 253. That’s not to say we should concede that they are always right on this matter, but to advocate making a tactical decision to address this issue on another front.
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 256. Minimum wage legislation should remain so long as there’s a private sector, but would become effectively obsolete once a public service position was available to anyone at a civilised salary.


 257. See for example https://www.mondragon-corporation.com and https://cooperationjackson.org
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 261. STIGLITZ, J. (2015) p93.
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  266. MEEK, J. Private Island – why Britain now belongs to someone else. Verso, 2015. p192.
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 269. Of course, worker-owned co-operatives could remain entirely unaccountable to the public and act as a form of private enterprise. It clearly makes sense, though, to encourage a model of co-op that receives public support (whether direct financing or public contract eligibility or something else) in return for meeting certain criteria, including a measure of public accountability.


 270. A concern for socialists when considering a mixed economy is that the private sector may eventually produce a wealthy bourgeois class, who would gain disproportionate political power and plunge us back into capitalism. The programmes detailed here should provide economic mechanisms capable of preventing this outcome, but it may also be necessary to eventually add political measures to reinforce this position. Such measures would have to emerge over time.
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