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Preface

This book argues for two claims: that exploitation is unjust because it consti-
tutes enrichment through the domination of others and that capitalist relations
between consenting adults are inherently exploitative in that exact sense.
This argument explains how exploiters dominate, how capitalists exploit, and
therefore how capitalists dominate. The book’s aim throughout is to change
the conversation from contemporary theories of exploitation whose focus,
almost invariably, is on harm, coercion, or unfairness. I argue, instead, that
exploitation is a distinct injustice. So, in developing the domination-based
alternative, I engage in dialogue with competing economic, social, and philo-
sophical theories of exploitation.

Philosophers are famously prone to dogmatic slumbers. I am therefore
grateful to Richard Arneson for awakeningme frommine. Arneson’s generous
and open-minded intelligence has taught me a great deal about how to do
philosophy in general, and political philosophy in particular. Along with G.A.
Cohen, Arneson is one of the most interesting and demanding intellectual
interlocutors I’ve had. The influence of both Arneson and Cohen is, I think,
palpable throughout this book.

In trying to decipher my own thoughts about exploitation, I have drawn
strength from the unflinching conviction of two comrades, John Filling and
A.J. Julius. John subscribed to many of the ideas in this book before I came
to have them, which gave me confidence when we agreed—and sometimes
when we disagreed. I’m also grateful to A.J. for long peripatetic discussions on
the main topics discussed here. I’ve learned so much from him that he bears
responsibility for many errors and omissions in this book!

Much of the book was written during sabbaticals at Princeton University
(2015–16), where I spent ten months as a Laurance S. Rockefeller Visiting
Fellow, and Aarhus University (2018–19), where I spent ten months as a
EurIAS/COFUND Fellow. I should like to thank the University Center for
Human Values at Princeton and the Aarhus Institute of Advanced Studies for
providing academic environments maximally hospitable to curiosity-driven
research. I am also grateful to the Institute of Political Science at Leiden
University for allowing me to take time off teaching and to the School of
Philosophy at Erasmus University Rotterdam for enthusiastically supporting



xii preface

my research since I arrived here in 2019.TheDutchOrganization for Scientific
Research (NWO) provided generous funding for this research as part of its
Vidi grants scheme (016.Vidi.185.213).

Special thanks to Axel Gosseries, Eric Boot, and Tim Meijers for organizing
book manuscript workshops at Aarhus, Louvain-la-Neuve, and Leiden, and to
all workshop participants: Fritz Gillerke, Manuel Valente, Mirjam Muller,
Louis Larue, Pierre-Etienne Vandamme, Juliana Mesen Vargas, Andreas
Schmidt, Ben Ferguson, Titus Stahl, Dimitris Efthymiou, Annelien de Dijn,
Paul Raekstad, Enzo Rossi, Dorothea Gaedeke, Sara Amighetti, A.J. Julius,
Dan Halliday, Danielle Wenner, and Gabriel Wollner.

For helpful and incisive written comments on parts of this book, I should
also like to thank: Dick Arneson, Luc Bovens, Paula Casal, Ruth Chang, Simon
Cotton, Amitava Dutt, Ben Ferguson, Marc Fleurbaey, Pablo Gilabert, Dan
Halliday, Faik Kurtulmus, Alex Kirshner, Niko Kolodny, Ben Laurence, David
Leopold, Claudio Lopez-Guerra, Harry Papadopoulos, Harry Platanakis,
Charlie Post, Christian Schemmel, Gil Skillman, Lucas Stanczyk, Annie
Stilz, Roberto Veneziani, Kate Vredenburgh, Andrew Williams, Stuart White,
Gabriel Wollner, Allen Wood, Naoki Yoshihara, Tamara Yugov, and Matt
Zwolinski, as well as three anonymous reviewers for Oxford University Press.

This book is dedicated to my beloved wife and comrade Efi Papadodima,
whose inexhaustible reserves of curiosity, courage, and good humour always
fuel mine.

The book reworks published material, as follows. Chapter 1: ‘Exploitation:
A Primer.’ Philosophy Compass (2018) https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12486
(accessed 15 Nov 2021). Chapter 2: ‘Exploitation, Vulnerability and Social
Domination.’ Philosophy & Public Affairs 41 (2013): 131–157; ‘Socialism
Unrevised: A Reply to John Roemer on Marx, Exploitation, Solidarity,
Worker Control’. Philosophy & Public Affairs 49 (2021): 78–109. Chapter 3:
‘How Exploiters Dominate.’ Review of Social Economy 77 (2019): 103–130;
‘Exploitation as Domination: A Response to Arneson.’ Southern Journal
of Philosophy 54 (2016): 527–38. Chapter 4: ‘Structural Domination and
Collective Agency in the Market’. Journal of Applied Philosophy 37 (2020):
40–54. Chapter 5: ‘Capital without Wage-Labour: Marx’s Modes of Sub-
sumption Revisited’. Economics & Philosophy 34 (2018): 411–438. Chapter 6:
‘Imperialism, Globalization, and Resistance’. Global Justice: Theory, Practice,
Rhetoric 9 (2016): 69–92. Chapter 7: ‘Public Ownership, Worker Control,
and the Labour Epistocracy Problem’. Review of Social Economy 78 (2020):
439–453.

https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12486


Introduction

The exploitation of human by human is a globally pervasive phenomenon.
Slavery, serfdom, and the patriarchy are part of its lineage. Guest and sex
workers, commercial surrogacy, precarious labour contracts, sweatshops, and
markets in blood, vaccines, or human organs are contemporarymanifestations
of exploitation under capitalism.

Whatmakes these exploitative transactions unjust? And is capitalism inher-
ently exploitative?This book offers answers to these two questions. In response
to the first question, it argues that exploitation is a form of domination,
self-enrichment through the domination of others. On the domination view,
exploitation complaints are not, fundamentally, about harm, coercion, or
unfairness. Rather, they are about who serves whom and why. Exploitation,
in a word, is a dividend of servitude: the dividend the powerful extract
from the servitude of the vulnerable. In response to the second question,
the book argues that this servitude is inherent to capitalist relations between
consenting adults; capital just is monetary title to control over the labour
capacity of others. It follows that capitalism, the mode of production where
capital predominates, is an inherently unjust social structure.

This chapter precisifies the two title questions, about the injustice of
exploitation and the exploitativeness of capitalism, provides some conceptual
signposting, and summarizes the main arguments of the rest of this book.

Main Arguments of the Book

Social cooperation, in general, involves agents making claims on each other’s
labour contribution. The copy of the book you are reading involves hundreds
of hours of labour contribution in terms of editing, typesetting, printing, and
distribution, as well as thousands of hours of thinking and writing on the part
of the author. By reading this book, you consume a share of the net social
product—the vast array of books, shoes, cars, and computers—produced in the
world economy in a year, as well as a share of the social labour that went into

Exploitation as Domination: What Makes Capitalism Unjust. Nicholas Vrousalis, Oxford University Press.
© Nicholas Vrousalis 2023. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192867698.003.0001
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producing it.That you can lay a claim to the fruits of this vast division of labour
is a gigantic achievement of advanced social cooperation on a global scale.

The question that exercises philosophers who have thought about the divi-
sion of labour is the nature and rational justification of any given de facto
claim to alien labour, the labour performance of others. During long stretches
of humanity’s career, claims to the exercise of alien labour capacity were not
typically based on rational justification. Under slavery, feudalism, and the
patriarchy, for example, the claim maker receives a share of the claim recip-
ient’s surplus product—the product in excess of what she needs to subsist—
by directly controlling her productive purposiveness. The feudal lord, for
example, directly controls the serf ’s labour capacity, which enables him to
unilaterally appropriate her surplus product. That claim to the serf ’s labour
performance is based on the lord’s might only. The realization of that claim
therefore constitutes exploitation, the unilateral extraction of labour flow
through power over others. It follows that feudal might makes feudal right, in
the sense that a superordinate’s power determines the subordinate producer’s
ends and work practices, as well as the social institutions that define and
regulate these practices.

There is overwhelming consensus among social historians that the Euro-
pean absolutisms of the 16th and 17th centuries originate in an attempt
to shore up such feudal exploitation by centralizing the power of lords in
the hands of the state. Capitalism, feudalism’s successor, does away with
feudal might, and thereby with feudal right, by instituting the primacy of
contract and by introducing the legal fiction of the labour contract. Early
defenders of capitalism, such as Montesquieu and James Steuart, conceived
these institutions as establishing a stable and rational equilibrium between
juridical equals. But although they were right that capitalism changes the
content of the subordination relation between the producer and her conditions
of production, they failed to note how its subordinating form survives in the
institutions of the labour market. Capitalist might makes capitalist right, in
the sense that it is still a superordinate’s power that determines the subordinate
producer’s ends, work practices, and the disposal of her final product. But what
made this change of content possible?

Modernity ushers in the idea that no human is morally superior to any
other. It follows that no claim to the labour performance of others can be
rationally justified if it involves might making right. The revolutions of the
17th and 18th centuries that abolished feudalism and established the primacy
of contract imprinted this idea of free consent by juridical equals into the
structure of the states they founded. Thereafter, control over the productive
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purposiveness of others was theoretically represented as a consensual and
mutually beneficial relationship between equally situated commodity owners:
labour and capital. The upshot was that a claim to the producer’s labour
performance no longer amounted to military or political power, but rather to
ownership of commodities and money. This is what enabled classical political
economy, under the influence of Adam Smith and David Ricardo, to represent
the labour contract not as a power relation between persons, but as a relation
between mere things—the objects of contractual agreement between capital
and labour. The capitalist mode of production could only enjoy its prodigious
growth under such a mystified representation, only half enlightened and half
true.

For it turns out that the represented universality of free and equal property
owners does not preclude economic, contractual control over alien purposive-
ness. Rousseau andKant recognized this fact in their discussions of citizenship,
as did Hegel, Marx, and Mill. Capitalism, they argued, emancipated individu-
als in exchange only, such that the irrational subsumption of the individual
survived in production. Recent years have seen a revival of this argument.
Social democrats like JohnRawls andThomasPiketty have criticizedmounting
economic inequality on grounds of violating basic precepts of rational justifi-
cation. But they have not attempted to connect that criticism to the nature of
surplus extraction under capitalism.

This book reaffirms that connection. It represents the extraction of surplus
from the labour of others as a central feature of exploitative social relation-
ships. It then argues that capitalism is exploitative in that sense: for all its
pretensions to freedom and equality—of having superseded might-makes-
right—capitalism remains a system of unfreedom and inequality. To make
good on these ideas, the book develops an account of exploitation, argues for
its cogency, and applies it to capitalist social structure.More precisely, the book
defends the following four theses.

First, unjust abuse of power—domination—is unilateral control over alien
purposiveness. Undominated action, on the other hand, is action that reflects
the agent’s own purposiveness through independence of the ends of others.
Applied to work, domination is unilateral control over the productive purpo-
siveness of others, that is, over their labour capacity.

Second, exploitation is a dividend of servitude, the servitude of having to
respond to the extractive ends and dispositions of the powerful.This dividend,
I will argue, is cashed out in terms of unilateral labour flow: exploitation
is power-induced unreciprocated service to others. The most general form
of exploitation in the contemporary world, the exploitative appropriation of
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money, is exploitative precisely when and because it represents unilateral
control over human labour capacity. Capital, I further argue, is a subset of such
control: it is monetized title to alien surplus labour. These arguments restore
the centrality of subsumed labour to complaints of exploitation, without pre-
supposing controversial claims about the determination of prices or a labour
theory of value.

Third, structural domination is a useful and coherent notion. I will argue
that structural domination is a triadic relation between dominators, domi-
nated, and third parties contributing non-contingently to the perpetuation
of that dyad. I will then show that exploitative structures confront domi-
nated humans with a double bind between altogether abstaining from social
interaction and being subjected to the powerful. This double bind pervades
work under the capitalist mode of production. Much like patriarchy and white
supremacy, capitalism is a cage.

Fourth, the capitalist cage has global girth. Its instances are varieties of—
largely obsolete—colonial imperialism and—regrettably nonobsolete—liberal
imperialism. Imperialism, I will argue, is not only a coherent and useful
concept but is also indispensable to understanding some of the institutions
of contemporary globalization and their exploitative aspects. Emancipatory
globalization, by contrast, would preserve the global interdependencewrought
by capitalism, but without the concomitant encagement.

Compared with other contemporary philosophical treatments of exploita-
tion, this book has three distinctive features. First, it shows that there is a
plausible account of the nature and injustice of exploitation that is distinct
from the liberal theories currently on offer. To develop this distinctive view, I
draw upon contemporary debates among liberals, republicans, feminists, and
socialists about the nature and place of power in the just society. I then put the
theory to work in developing and defending a novel account of exploitation.

Second, the conceptual apparatus deployed in the book is, in principle,
applicable to all forms of exploitation, from slavery to patriarchy to sweatshops
to guest workers to reproductive labour. I will flag these cases when they are
relevant. However, the book’s principal focus is on economic relationships.
Economic relationships are voluntary and uncoerced contractual relationships
that are typically mutually beneficial. Such relationships make exploitation
a philosophically interesting concept and give exploitation complaints their
distinctive moral bite. The book does not discuss the state or the justification
of state authority, although the theory it defends has important implications
along both dimensions. I will flag these implications when necessary.
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Third, the book engages in dialogue with contemporary social and eco-
nomic theory. Three chapters of the book address topics in social theory
directly: Chapter 5 discusses the nature and origin of capitalist exploitation,
while Chapter 6 discusses the relationship between exploitation and inter-
national relations. This engagement supports the attempt, in Chapter 7, to
sketch what a non-exploitative, democratically emancipated economy might
look like.The unifying thread throughout is the critique of capital as monetary
title to alien purposiveness.

A final methodological caveat. This book develops an account of exploita-
tion, argues for its cogency, and shows that it is endemic to capitalism. But cap-
italism is not actually existing capitalism. To focus on contemporary capitalist
institutions would needlessly complicate the exposition and arbitrarily restrict
its scope and applications. For this reason, I steer clear of real life examples in
the first part of the book, operating instead with a simple and general model of
capitalist reproduction, which I introduce in Chapter 2. The latter part of the
book, Chapters 5–7, takes up salient features of actually existing capitalism.

Summary of the Book

The book has four parts. Parts I and II are conceptual. Part I provides a
conceptual map of the philosophical terrain. More precisely, Part I discusses
different candidates for the ‘exploiter’ predicate and the kind of claim they
make to the social surplus. Part II defends an account of domination that
draws upon liberal, Kantian, republican, and recognitional accounts for its
justification. More precisely, Part II argues that to dominate others is to
treat them as servants. The powerful so treat the vulnerable by unilaterally
subjecting their purposiveness to their own. Exploitation is the dividend the
powerful extract from this servitude; it is the unreciprocated labour or effort
they receive by converting the vulnerable into their servants. This argument
explains how exploiters dominate, how capitalists exploit, and therefore how
capitalists dominate.

Parts III and IV engage in dialogue with social theory. Part III applies the
theory developed in Part II, taking up contemporary debates on the origin of
capitalist transactions, international trade, and global justice. More precisely,
Part III studies the historically specific form of claim-making inaugurated by
the capitalist mode of production and its implications for capitalist globaliza-
tion. Part IV discusses non-exploitative alternatives to the social predicament
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discussed in Part III, connecting them with the contemporary debate on
market socialism and economic democracy. I now summarize the argument
of each chapter.

Chapter 1 reviews the recent literature by painting a broad-stroke picture
of the conceptual landscape on exploitation. It distinguishes between three
species of exploitation theory: teleology-based, respect-based, and freedom-
based accounts. Each class of theory is organized around an exploiter-
archetype. Teleogical theory takes its archetype from the feudal lord and
monopolist; respect theory from the rentier and the patrimonial capitalist;
freedom theory from the capitalist and banker who unilaterally subsume the
purposiveness of the direct producer. The chapter addresses the implications
of each theory, paving the way for the arguments that follow.

Now, this book is about how power converts the service of others into
servitude. As a matter of logic, servitude presupposes dominion. So what is
dominion? What kinds of transactions, in general, does it censure? And what
is the character of these transactions under capitalism?

Chapter 2 offers provisional answers to these questions. It argues that
domination is violation of the requirements of rightful individual freedom:
subjection of purposiveness to the choices of others. Applied to work, such
subjection entails unjust unilateral control over the productive purposiveness
of others. The chapter introduces the Non-Servitude Proviso, which grounds
the subjected-purposiveness idea on a number of possible justifications: Kan-
tian, republican, and recognitional. Now, exploitation is what happens when
unilateral control over labour capacity translates into unreciprocated labour
flow. With the help of a simple economic model, the chapter applies the Pro-
viso to capital and discusses its implications for ‘clean’ capitalist accumulation.
Capital, I argue, is a monetized claim to unilateral control over alien labour
capacity.

Chapter 3 argues that exploitation is a dividend of servitude. It does this by
extending, refining, and defending the domination conception of Chapter 2.
The chapter kicks off by arguing that what makes exploitation unjust is that
it constitutes domination-induced unilateral service to others. After rebutting
John Roemer’s influential critique of surplus labour, it shows that exploitation
is cashed out in terms of labour time or effort. The chapter then criticizes
competing contemporary accounts of exploitation, the vulnerability view and
the fairness view. It argues that they fail to do justice to the servitude dimension
and to account for important counterexamples.

Chapter 4 draws upon debates among feminists, republicans, and theorists
of power to argue for the cogency of the idea of structural domination. It
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then applies that idea to capitalist economic structure. The chapter defends
a definition of structural domination as regulated domination: any given
instance of domination is structural just when it involves a triadic relation
between dominator, dominated, and regulator—any social role that con-
tributes non-contingently to the reproduction of the dominator–dominated
dyad. The chapter then illustrates two general ways in which capitalist trans-
actions between consenting adults evince structural exploitation. The first
involves vertical authority relations between capitalists andworkers—the stan-
dard labour-market case canvassed in Chapter 2.The second involves horizon-
tal market relations between workers in different (and possibly democratic)
firms. These two cases illustrate the difference between a hired and an unhired
servitude, the dividends to which constitute exploitation.

Chapter 5 studies capitalist economic structure through the lens of historical
sociology. It kicks off by exploring the idea of capital—as monetary title to
subsumed labour—through a series of historical examples. It then extends
the model of capitalist accumulation introduced in Chapter 2 by asking how
exploitation becomes possible under capitalism and what historically specific
forms it takes. Sophisticated answers to these two questions—of origin and
form, respectively—have been provided by Karl Marx in volumes I and III of
Capital. This chapter studies Marx’s answers, drawing extensively upon the
contemporary debate on the origins of capitalism. It then shows how that
debate can shed light on discussions about precarity and the ‘gig economy’,
as well as on post-capitalist democratic futures, including contemporary dis-
cussions on market socialism and the democratic firm.

Chapter 6 extends the account of exploitation already developed to inter-
national relations. If the argument of the foregoing chapters is sound, then
exploitation is a form of domination—the activation of the extractive dis-
positions of the powerful. And if states can exploit states, then states can
dominate states. The domination of one political community by another is
called imperialism. This chapter argues for the cogency of that notion and
applies it to capitalist globalization. It shows that there is a useful and defen-
sible distinction between colonial and liberal imperialism and argues that
resistance to imperialism does not, in general, entail a right to national self-
determination. Such a right, it turns out, draws its justification from a broader
internationalist commitment to resisting domination.

Chapter 7 discusses alternatives to capitalism. It sketches three impor-
tant theories of the non-exploitative economy: unconditional basic income
(UBI), property-owning democracy (POD), and workplace democracy (WD).
It argues that only POD and WD are eligible candidates for the abolition
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of exploitation. POD does better in attenuating horizontal exploitation, the
exploitation of one economic unit by another, whereas WD does better in
attenuating vertical exploitation, the exploitation of workers by bosses or
owners. It is therefore possible that a hybrid theory could do better than
each taken by itself. This hybrid theory, variously travelling under the names
‘liberal socialism’ and ‘democratic socialism’, recommends worker control plus
a strongly predistributive form of public ownership. The chapter concludes
by outlining a pressing dilemma for advocates of socialized production, the
socialization dilemma between statism and—what I will call—the labour
epistocracy.

How to Read this Book

Readers already familiar with the philosophical landscape on exploitation can
jump straight into Chapter 2. Chapters 2 and 3 jointly constitute the book’s
conceptual nervous system. Readers uninterested in conceptual neurology,
or primarily interested in social theory, can read Chapters 2 and 4. Readers
primarily interested in the economics and sociology of exploitation can read
Chapters 2, 5, and 7; those primarily interested in international relations,
globalization theory, or global justice can read Chapters 2 and 6.



PART I

BACKGROUND





1
Theories of Exploitation

This chapter reviews the recent literature by painting a broad-stroke picture
of the conceptual landscape on exploitation. It distinguishes between three
species of exploitation theory: teleology-based (including harm and mutual
benefit), respect-based (including mere means, force, rights, and fairness),
and freedom-based (including vulnerability and domination) accounts. Each
theory is organized around an exploiter-archetype. Teleogical theory takes
its archetype from the feudal lord and monopolist and is largely limited to
them; respect theory takes its archetype from the rentier and the patrimonial
capitalist; freedom theory from the capitalist and banker who unilaterally
subsume the purposiveness of the direct producer. The chapter addresses the
implications of each theory, paving the way for the arguments that follow in
the rest of the book. The chapter also argues that one influential contemporary
account of exploitation, due to Alan Wertheimer, is best interpreted along the
lines of the freedom account.

1.1 Introduction

Social interactions can be modelled and evaluated in light of their effects on
persons. These effects can be negative-sum, zero-sum, or positive-sum in the
relevantmetric—whetherwelfare, goods, capabilities, or somemolecular com-
bination thereof.1 Call the relevant metric ‘stuff ’. A negative-sum interaction
between persons involves a negative-sum total of stuff. Suppose 𝐴 shoots 𝐵.
The gun backfires, harming both 𝐴 and 𝐵. This interaction is negative-sum.
A zero-sum interaction is one in which the sum of stuff is zero: my stuff gain
is your exact loss. Finally, a positive-sum interaction involves a surplus of stuff
over and above the sum total enjoyed in the noninteraction baseline.

Exploitation theory is largely concerned with the control and distribution of
the surplus from positive-sum transactions. Such transactions are particularly

1 On the metric of distributive justice, see Arneson (1989), Cohen (1989, 2011), Dworkin (2000),
and Sen (1992).
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interesting when mutually consensual and beneficial. Contrast theft: both
exploitation and theft are forms of unjust taking, but theft is necessarily invol-
untary and zero-sum. Exploitation, by contrast, need not be involuntary2 and
is sometimes positive-sum. Indeed, it is precisely the mutually beneficial and
consensual nature of capitalist transactions to which defenders of capitalism
usually appeal. They argue that human productive power, however measured,
has increased by more than ten-fold since industrialization began (Gordon
2012). It is, therefore, undeniable that vast stretches of humanity have benefited
from the establishment and growth of capitalist institutions, especially the
rule of law and private property. But it is equally undeniable that this growth
has been concomitant with appalling misery, degradation, and unfreedom.
One goal of this book is to explain the nature, grounds, and forms of that
unfreedom.

Political economists have recently caught up with ordinary moral con-
sciousness on thesematters.They note how, by breeding and exacerbating eco-
nomic inequality, the enforcement of capitalist private property can engender
unfreedom (see Atkinson 2015, Piketty 2014, Stiglitz 2012). In other words,
the complement to contemporary inequality is a series of practices that look
like excellent candidates for exploitation: guest and sex workers, zero-hour
and precarious contracts, sweatshops, commercialized reproductive labour,
financialization (the selling of high-risk financial packages to the poor), and
imperialism.The sheer pervasiveness of these presumptively exploitative prac-
tices in our world makes the study of exploitation topical. The rest of this
chapter introduces concepts central to that study.

1.2 The Generic Account

In its colloquial uses, the expression ‘exploitation of human by human’ sug-
gests receiving too much in return for too little, and doing so illicitly. I begin
by nailing my colours on a platitude: 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 only if (1) 𝐴 benefits dis-
proportionately, (2) from a social relationship with 𝐵, (3) by taking advantage
of 𝐵, where𝐴 and 𝐵may be individuals, groups, or social classes. This section
draws some contours of the concept of exploitation by discussing each clause
(1)–(3) individually, beginning with:

2 ‘Need not’: slavery is exploitative but involuntary.
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(1) 𝐴 benefits disproportionately.

(1) says that exploitation involves benefit to the exploiter relative to some
nontransaction baseline. Without this stipulation, it is impossible to distin-
guish between acts of exploitation and mere attempts to exploit. So when
an attempt at exploitation succeeds, we can be certain that 𝐴 has benefited
from her interaction with 𝐵, no matter how short-lived or trivial the benefit.
A further relevant distinction is that between an exploitative act and an act
of exploitation. Suppose 𝐴 offers to rescue 𝐵, a drowning child, in return
for $1 million. 𝐴’s behaviour—the attitudes and dispositions it betokens—is
exploitative. But it may not result in an act of exploitation if 𝐴 immediately
rescinds the offer.3 This distinction is important, not just because it implies
that exploitings are not dispositions but also because it suggests that making
someone exploitable or treating her as such is a distinct injustice from exploit-
ing her. I will return to this distinction in Chapter 2.

The second necessary condition for exploitation is disproportionate benefit:

(2) from a social relationship with 𝐵

For𝐴 to exploit𝐵,𝐴must benefit frommeaningful interaction with𝐵. Sup-
pose that 𝐴 benefits from good weather and 𝐵 suffers from bad, but they live
on separate islands, never to interact with each other. The resulting inequality
between 𝐴 and 𝐵 will never be the outcome or cause of exploitation. On the
theory defended in this book, a social relationship is any relation between
agents representable in a true and complete social science. Social relationships
contrast with the logically stronger concept of structural relationships, which
I discuss in Chapter 4.

We can get more out of (2) if we stipulate that the social relationship must
be reproducible across time. A set of negative-sum interactions, for example, is
not indefinitely reproducible for an economy as a whole. At some point, the set
of exploitees will become incapable of reproducing their own subsistence and
their exploitation will become impossible.⁴ Moreover, a zero-sum interaction
is unlikely to be reproducible for very long. If my gain is your exact loss, then
sooner or later you will catch on and either start resisting me, or, if that option
is ineligible, drop out of interaction altogether. Both optionsmake exploitation

3 This is discussed by Wertheimer (1999, pp. 209–10), who also distinguishes between ex ante and
ex post benefit.

⁴ In Chapter 2 I offer a more precise definition of reproduction.
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more difficult. An interesting theory of exploitation will therefore interpret (2)
as at least allowing for positive-sum interactions. Inwhat follows, I assume that
such interactions involve reproducible production of a surplus, such that the
exploitee produces more than she needs in order to survive and the exploiter
lays a claim to that surplus. A theory of exploitation must explain the source of
such claims,⁵ as well as their form.⁶ I discuss the source of claims to the surplus
in Chapter 2 and their form in Chapter 4.

Claims (1) and (2) do not, alone, suffice for exploitation; if they did, then
nearly every human transaction would be exploitative. We need a further
condition, one that provides some normative leverage to (1), the idea of dis-
proportionate benefit. So to exploit𝐵,𝐴must benefit from a social relationship
with 𝐵:

(3) by taking advantage of 𝐵.

When𝐴 exploits 𝐵,𝐴 takes advantage of B, that is, 𝐵’s whole person. Many
philosophers have noted that this implies a distinction between exploiting a
person and exploiting her features or circumstances.⁷ Exploiting someone’s
dribbling weakness in football, for example, may not amount to exploiting
her. One might infer from this that 𝐴 exploits 𝐵’s whole person just when 𝐴
takes advantage of enough sufficiently important features of𝐵, features that are
central to 𝐵’s person, her life or well-being. However, this would get things the
wrong way around; the concept of exploitation itself gives us better guidance.

To exploit a whole person—as opposed to her mere features—amounts to
treating that person as her mere features, that is, to treating her as less than she
is. So, for example, to exploit someone sexually is to treat her as if she were her
genitals; to exploit a manual worker is to treat her as if she were her body; to
exploit a mental worker is to treat her as if she were her brain, and so on. To
exploit, on this view, is not to use a feature which, in virtue of its importance, is
tantamount to using the person who has it. Rather, to exploit is to use a person
as if she were her feature, that is, the feature she has. It is relevant, here, that the
term ‘exploitation’ was first applied to humans—as the term’s object—by Saint-
Simon (Bazard 1831) and was meant to reflect precisely this subject–predicate
inversion: the treatment of humans as things.

⁵ Under feudalism, for example, the feudal lord lays her claim to the surplus on the basis of military
or status power. Under capitalism, she does so on the basis of commodity ownership.

⁶ The feudal lord’s irrational claims to the surplus are sometimes formally presented as claims of
divine right, the capitalist’s claim of property right.

⁷ See, for example, Goodin (1987) and Wood (1995).
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How do you so treat a person? The answer given in this book is that you
do it by taking these mere features that constitute the agency of another as
vehicles for the advancement of your ends or, what amounts to the same thing,
by treating an alien purposiveness as if she were that feature which serves
your ends. A person is reduced to the hands and legs and brain and genitals
that serve you. Whole-person exploitation therefore entails a kind of canine
hierarchy of overdog and underdog, body and limb, master and servant.

But this is as far as conceptual analysis will take us. In order to make
progress, we need a normative theory. We must, in other words, attend to dif-
ferent theoretical ways in which (3) has been understood. To focus intuitions,
consider:

Pit—𝐴 and 𝐵 are alone in the desert. 𝐴 finds 𝐵 lying at the bottom of a pit.
𝐴 offers 𝐵 costless rescue, on condition that 𝐵 works for𝐴 for $1/day for the
rest of her life. 𝐵 accepts.

This transaction is paradigmatic of exploitation: if Pit does not instance
exploitation, then nothing does. The trick is to figure out precisely what makes
the transaction between A and B unjust. The rest of this chapter discusses
different accounts of what makes such exploitation unjust.

1.3 Conceptual Speciation

The bare bones of the generic concept of exploitation in (1)–(3) have been
fleshed out in at least three distinct sets of theories: teleological, respect,
and freedom theories. These theories cover the whole ethical terrain, from
consequentialism to virtue ethics to deontology. Each theory, moreover, cor-
responds to a distinctive kind of exploiter, a peculiar kind of ‘archvillain’. I now
review these archetypes.

According to teleological theories, exploiters either block possibilities for
Pareto-improving cooperation or benefit from such institutional bottlenecks.
The paradigmatic exploiter here is the feudal lord and themonopolist. Accord-
ing to respect theories, on the other hand, exploiters fail to treat exploitees with
equal concern and respect.The paradigmatic exploiter here, in addition to feu-
dal lords andmonopolists, is the rentier and ‘patrimonial capitalist’⁸ who gains
frombackground unfairness. Finally, according to freedom theories, exploiters

⁸ The term is introduced and discussed in Piketty (2014).
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unilaterally subsume the purposiveness of others. The paradigmatic exploiter
here—other than feudal lords,monopolists, and patrimonial capitalists—is the
capitalist and banker who gains from the subordinate pecuniary position of
another.

In terms of the conceptual platitudes set out in section 1.2, teleological
theories take claim (3) to entail that the exploitee has been harmed, or that
the exploiter has undermined possibilities for mutually advantageous trade,
or has failed to reciprocate in kind. Respect theories take (3) to entail that the
exploitee has been illicitly forced to perform an act, has been used as a mere
means, or has been treated unfairly. Finally, freedom theories take (3) to entail
that the exploitee’s vulnerability has been improperly taken advantage of, that
her autonomy has been compromised, or that she has been dominated for the
dominator’s benefit.

I discuss these three sets of theories separately, beginning with teleological
views. Readers familiar with such theories can jump to section 1.5.

1.4 Teleological Theories

1.4.1 Exploitation as harm

Harm is at the centre of many liberal theories of exploitation. I here follow
Feinberg (1987) in understanding harm as setback to interests. If you punch
me, then my well-being drops relative to a counterfactual situation in which
you do not. I am therefore worse off relative to that baseline. On the harm view,
𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if and only if 𝐴 benefits:

(4) by causing harm to 𝐵.

Clearly, (4) does not complete the set of sufficient conditions for exploita-
tion. Suppose 𝐴 and 𝐵 participate in a race, in which 𝐴 wins and 𝐵 loses. 𝐵
has no complaint of exploitation; it would be inaccurate for 𝐵 to say to 𝐴:
‘you’re exploiting me’, even if 𝐴 is cheating. Harm is not only insufficient for
exploitation but also unnecessary.⁹ Consider:

Enclosure—𝐴 and 𝐵 live in the commons, earning 5 widgets each (first row
of Table 1.1). Upon reading Robert Nozick,𝐴 has an idea. 𝐴 will enclose the

⁹ Buchanan (1984) defends necessity.
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Table 1.1 Enclosure

(payoffA, payoffB)

Pre-enclosure (5, 5)
Post-enclosure with sweatshop contract (100, 6)
Post-enclosure equality (53, 53)

commons and hire 𝐵 as a labourer on a sweatshop contract: 𝐵 will work all
day, producing a surplus of 96 widgets.𝐴 will not work at all. Of the surplus,
𝐴 will get 95 widgets and 𝐵 will get 1 (second row of Table 1.1). The options
in the feasible set are as set out in Table 1.1.

Intuitively, Enclosure is exploitative. Indeed, the fact that there is a third
possibility in the feasible set, that of sharing the surplus equally (third row
of Table 1.1), heightens the sense that 𝐴 exploits 𝐵. But if harm is defined
relative to the pre-enclosure baseline, then it cannot be a necessary condition
for exploitation. For 𝐵 is better off under a sweatshop contract and is therefore
not harmed relative to pre-enclosure. She is harmed relative to post-enclosure
equality, but that is not how harm has been defined. So when harm is defined
in terms of the pre-transaction situation, exploitation need not involve harm.
Feinberg (1987) plausibly infers that exploitation is a non-harm-based ‘free-
floating evil’.1⁰

Now, some philosophers believe that harm per se says nothing about injus-
tice.𝐴may harm 𝐵 with 𝐵’s consent, as when 𝐵 freely engages in some form of
masochism. What matters, they say, is nonvoluntary or nonconsensual harm.
Partisans of this view claim that harm to others just is nonconsensual harm,
and nonconsensual harm is presumptively unjust. This sort of harm, they say,
completes the definition of exploitation (see, for example, Benn 1988). So,
according to the consent view, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if and only if 𝐴 benefits:

(5) by causing nonconsensual harm to 𝐵.

What counts as genuine consent? Some forms of presumptive consent
are unfree, as when someone puts a gun to your head and forces you to
sign a cheque. Other forms of consent are irrational, as when a self-loving
person signs her own death sentence under the influence of drugs. Yet other
forms of consent are uninformed, as when you sign a piece of paper which,

1⁰ Feinberg’s inference is cogently criticized by Wertheimer (1999, chapter 9).
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unbeknownst to you, authorizes in your execution. The operative idea here is
that of free, rational, and informed consent.

This redefinition does not, however, support (5) as a sufficient condition for
exploitation. Suppose someone punches you in the street, and runs away with
your purse. The interaction meets the conjunction of conditions (1), (2), and
(5), but does not count as exploitation. Theft and exploitation, I have already
argued, are distinct injustices.

Nor does nonconsensual harm furnish a necessary condition for exploita-
tion. The Enclosure case shows that the social surplus can be shared extremely
unequally even if all parties benefit, and even if all parties consent to a sweatshop
contract. That contract still seems exploitative. Consider a related example:

Charlotte and Werther—Charlotte is deeply in love with Werther, whom
she leaves wholly indifferent. Charlotte gives away all of her livelihood to
impress Werther, who is flattered and amused by her courtship. Werther
takes Charlotte’s gifts without reciprocating, and without discouraging her
advances.

In this instance of unrequited love, Werther and Charlotte effectively agree
that Charlotte be impoverished and Werther be enriched, in the relevant
metric.Werther exploits Charlotte. If this is correct, thenCharlotte is exploited
through her own free, rational, and informed consent.11 In light of these
difficulties, why not just shift the baseline for harm, from pre-enclosure to
complete equality? The only principled way to do this is by appeal to a harm-
independent criterion, such as fairness, rights, or domination. I will discuss
each of these criteria in the sections that follow.

I provisionally conclude that (nonconsensual) harm does not furnish a
necessary or sufficient condition for exploitation. More generally, it is unlikely
that failures of consent or voluntariness will help us understand exploitation.
For the latter is objective, in the sense that it has to do with the mind-
independent nature of the social relation between transactors and the set of
justifications for engaging in it. The mental states of the agents, of course, help
determine the rate at which 𝐴 is willing to buy and 𝐵 is willing to sell, as well
as the concomitant formation of a surplus product. Any transaction that falls
within the margin of agreement—a price lower than the buyer’s reservation
price, but greater than the seller’s—will be mutually consensual and beneficial.
It does not follow, however, that such a transaction is not exploitative.

11 This conclusion is cogently defended by Feinberg (1988) and Wood (1995).
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Now, a teleologist might retort that exploitation is unjust not because
it harms, but rather because it is inefficient, or blocks possibilities for
Pareto-improving trade. According to this teleological theory, the exploiter’s
archetype is the monopolist and his ilk.

1.4.2 Exploitation as failure of reciprocity

Anti-monopolists construe exploitation as a form of nonreciprocity, such that
𝐴 benefits:

(6) by receiving something from 𝐵, without giving an equivalent in return.

What is an ‘equivalent’? According to the marginal productivity theory,
advocated by many neoclassical economists,12 only competitive markets
reward ‘factors of production’ (land, labour and capital) in proportion to
their ‘contribution’ to production. Contribution to production is measured by
a factor’s marginal productivity, that is, the amount of output created by the
addition of an extra unit of that factor to production.

On the marginal productivity view, exploitation is failure to reward in
proportion to marginal product. Restrictions on free trade, as well as monop-
olies, will therefore violate (6) and lead to exploitation. A relevant question
arising is: what do owners of capital contribute to production? Owning stuff,
as such, is not a productive activity. Yet all that capitalists do, qua capitalists, is
own. Productive activity, by contrast, is carried out by labour (including idea-
generation, the management and organization of production, etc.). The pro-
capitalist response is that capitalists take risks with their money, and therefore
deserve a reward for doing so.13

But advocates of the marginal productivity theory need to ask a prior
question: why would anyone be entitled to a reward for risk if what she risks
with was not hers in the first place? (Arneson 1981, Cohen 1988) I may create
wonders by stealing your coat, or by renting it out for profit, but I am not
thereby entitled to what value I earn, add, or contribute to the coat. In other
words, if capitalist private property is theft, then no reward legitimately accrues
to it. The marginal productivity theory therefore either is unconvincing or

12 The idea originates from Clark (1902).
13 This argument is disparaged by Marx (1976, pp. 738–46), who discusses the idea that profit is a

reward for abstinence. In a similar vein, Alfred Marshall (1890) wryly mentions Baron Rothschild’s
‘reward for waiting’. See also Rawls (1971, p. 272).
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resolves into the question of the moral legitimacy of private property, on the
theory’s own terms. I will address the latter question in section 1.5.

There are other ways in which (6) can be satisfied, which do not presuppose
the marginal productivity theory. Suppose 𝐴 gets 𝐵 to pay for all the drinks,
and 𝐴 never does. Then their transaction satisfies (6). Likewise, when 𝐴 gets
𝐵 to work for 𝐴, or to give birth for 𝐴, or to have sex with 𝐴, without
giving anything back, 𝐴 benefits at 𝐵’s expense. What is the metric of benefit,
on this variant of the reciprocity view? One of Marxism’s enduring legacies
to exploitation theory is a set of definitions based on the unequal exchange
of labour (UE). On this definition, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if and only if 𝐴 extracts
unreciprocated labour flow from 𝐵.1⁴ The rest of this section discusses this
interpretation.

Marx’s (1976) account of exploitation entails unequal exchange of labour, in
this sense. That is, Marx’s allusions to the worker ‘working gratis for the capi-
talist’, or performing ‘unpaid labour’ are central to his charge of exploitation of
workers by capitalists. According to Marx, a part of the working day is spent
by workers working on their own subsistence, which they receive in wages.
Suppose that the worker’s wage is worth 6 hours of labour time.1⁵The capitalist
is not, however, going to let the worker walk away with only 6 hours of labour
time worked. If she did, there would be no reward for private risk-taking and
therefore no livelihood for the capitalist. The capitalist therefore writes it into
the worker’s contract that she will work for 12 hours a day, such that her wage
buys her consumption goods worth 6 hours of labour. She therefore works
gratis for the capitalist for 6 hours a day.1⁶

Now suppose that 𝐵 produces stuff in an ‘early and rude state of society’,
as Adam Smith called it, without nonlabour inputs. Suppose, further, that 𝐴
appropriates a portion of that stuff.This appropriation is an instance of unequal
exchange of labour: there is an unreciprocated net transfer of labour time from
one party to another. Some philosophers attribute to Marx a ‘technical’ notion
of exploitation, according to which unequal labour exchange is not only a
necessary, but also a sufficient condition for exploitation. It is doubtful that
Marx held such a notion.1⁷ But whatever Marx thought, the content of the
attribution is implausible. For gift-giving implies unequal exchange, but no

1⁴ I discuss UE extensively in Chapters 2 and 3, where I draw upon John Roemer’s early theories
(Roemer 1982), to show that labour is indispensable to any defensible theory of exploitation.

1⁵ This assumption leads to the transformation problem, the problem of transforming labour values
into prices (see Cohen (1988) and Roemer (1982) for discussion). Roemer’s unequal-exchange defini-
tions were invented precisely to circumvent this problem, without affecting the crux of Marx’s theory.

1⁶ Marx defines the rate of exploitation as the ratio of unpaid (6 hours) to paid labour (6 hours) which
is, in this example, 100 percent. See Marx (1992, chapter 18) for discussion.

1⁷ For vindication of these doubts, see Arneson (1981) and Geras (1986).
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one thinks (even systematic) gift-giving exploitative. If 𝐵 freely1⁸ decides to
pass on stuff to 𝐴, the resulting inequality in labour consumption across A
and B need not be objectionable. So UE is not, as such, a sufficient condition
for exploitation.

One boon for UE-type definitions is that they can handily operationalize
the concept of exploitation. Suppose 𝑆 represents the difference between the
amount of labour 𝐵 expends to produce the net product and her subsis-
tence bundle, such that 𝑆 is proportional to the surplus product. Beneficial
advantage-taking can now be interpreted as the benefit 𝐴 extracts:

(7) by consuming a commodity bundle that embodies 𝑆.1⁹

Now, for much the same reasons as before, (7) cannot complete the set of
sufficient conditions for exploitation: 𝐵 might, for example, freely pass over
the surplus to 𝐴.

So what does complete the set of sufficient conditions? A final teleo-
logical account I will consider says that exchange is exploitative just when
it undermines possibilities for mutually advantageous or Pareto-improving
trade. Some philosophers (Gauthier 1985, Van Donselaar 2009) claim that
exploitation is a form of parasitism along these lines. When nonworkers
appropriate the fruit of workers’ labour, for example, the former exploit the
latter. Such parasitism is unjust because it violates a putative requirement that
agents not obstruct mutually beneficial transactions, or transactions to which
they have no transaction-independent claims.

As it stands, this theory is untenable. Its major premiss implies, implausibly,
that sick and disabled nonworkers who benefit from redistribution from the
able-bodied thereby exploit the able-bodied. This may be ‘parasitism’ in the
technical sense of that term, but it is not exploitation.2⁰ More generally,
exploitation is not necessarily harmful, based on monopoly power, or incom-
patible with Pareto improvements. The feudal lord and the monopolist are
not the only candidates for the ‘exploiter’ predicate, so we must expand our
theoretical vision.

I now explore to another species of exploitation theory, broadly based on an
account of respect.

1⁸ ‘Freely’: not by dint of domination, coercion, or force. The mere necessity of this qualification
shows that the attribution to Marx of a ‘technical’ account of exploitation as naked unilateral labour
flow is absurd.

1⁹ Note that A andB can stand for classes, instead of individuals.Moreover, ‘consuming’ labour refers
to the consumption bundle the agent can afford, given her wage and price level.

2⁰ See section 1.5.1. Wolff (2010) criticizes the identification of parasitism with exploitation for
similar reasons. In Chapter 3, section 3.1.1, I discuss a revised version of this theory, which is, I think,
more palatable.
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1.5 Respect Theories

Respect theorists hold that what completes the set of sufficient conditions for
exploitation is the treatment of others asmeremeans or as less than equals.The
disposition to so treat another is objectionable, on this view, because it violates
Kant’s formula of humanity, or something like it: ‘So act that you use humanity,
whether in your own person or that of another, always at the same time as
an end, never merely as a means’ (Kant 1996, p. 80). Sample (2003) offers
an influential defence of this view, as do Rawls (1971) and Dworkin (2000).
Broadly speaking, these respect theorists take their archvillains to be rentiers,
patrimonial capitalists, and other structural beneficiaries from background
injustice. The rest of this section builds on this generic Kantian view, with an
eye to capturing the injustice specific to exploitation complaints.

1.5.1 Exploitation as forced nonreciprocation

Some liberals and many socialists maintain that exploitation constitutes treat-
ing others as mere means insofar as it involves performance of forced, unpaid,
surplus labour (see, for example, Reiman 1987 and Peffer 1990). This philo-
sophical matchmaking between liberalism and socialism, Kant and Marx, has
the exegetical advantage that it accords withmuch of whatMarx says about the
worker’s ‘degradation to a mere means’ under capitalism, through subjection
to the ‘silent compulsion of economic relations’ (Marx 1976, p. 899). The
force-inclusive definition also resonates with widely held intuitions about the
putatively involuntary nature of exploitative interactions. This section shows
that matchmaking on the basis of the force-inclusive definition is bound
to fail.21

21 It bears noting that force and coercion describe distinct events. To be forced to 𝐹 is to lack a
reasonable or acceptable alternative to 𝐹-ing. Coercion involves force, in the relevant sense, when 𝐴
puts a gun on𝐵’s head and asks for𝐵’s money. But the converse, from force to coercion, does not hold.
The wind can force, but it cannot coerce; coercion personalizes force. This distinction sheds light on
the following contentions in economic and historical sociology. Most historical economic formations
since antiquity generate surpluses through social cooperation. In all of these formations it is a small
part of society, one class, that has direct access to, and control over, the surplus. In ancient societies,
for example, it is the slaveowners who control and appropriate the surplus created by slaves. There are,
at the same time, priests, politicians, and states, all of whom absorb a portion of the surplus. These are
meta-parasites, parasites parasitic on the class exploiting the direct producers (see Anderson (1974) for
an influential overview of the historical literature). Under feudalism, serfs produce the surplus, which
the feudal lords control and consume. Serfs spend a part of their time working for themselves, and
another part working for the feudal lord. Under both slavery and feudalism, the mode of exploitation
is direct coercion (see Cohen (1978), chapter 3). Capitalism is like slavery and feudalism in that the
surplus is appropriated and largely consumed by one class, namely capitalists, in conjunction with
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It is widely held that propertyless workers under capitalism are forced, by
their economic circumstances, to work for some capitalist or other (see Cohen
1988 andChapter 4). And it is the forced nature of the unilateral labour transfer
between capitalists and workers that makes, or breaks, the case for (capitalist)
exploitation. According to this force-inclusive view of exploitation,𝐴 benefits:

(8) by getting 𝐵 to perform forced, unreciprocated, surplus labour.

(8) combines the surplus-extraction idea in (7) with the state enforcement
of propertylessness under capitalism. I now show that (8) provides neither a
necessary nor sufficient condition for exploitation. I consider sufficiency first.

Societies with welfare states generally provide for the sick and disabled.
Those welfare beneficiaries receive a net transfer of labour time from able-
bodied taxpayers. And these able-bodied taxpayers are, in turn, forced—
because coerced by the state—to engage in these net transfers. It follows,
by the force-inclusive definition, that the welfare state is a system in which
the disabled poor exploit the able-bodied rich. More precisely, consider the
following argument:

(8a) Exploitation is forced, unreciprocated labour transfer.

(8b) In any welfare system with progressive taxation, some rich able-bodied
people are forced to engage in unreciprocated labour transfers with poor
disabled people.

So (8c) The disabled poor exploit the able-bodied rich.

This argument shows why liberals and socialists, all constitutively opposed
to a conclusion like (8c), are ill-advised to affirm the force-based definition
(8a). More precisely, if (8b) is granted, then either (8a) must be false or liberals
and socialists must rethink their commitment to the welfare state, among
other things.

some meta-parasites. This is to say nothing about the moral status of that appropriation, which, unlike
slaveowning and serfdom, may be entirely justified. But, in contrast to both slavery and feudalism, the
capitalist mode of exploitation does not involve coercive surplus extraction. No capitalist is permitted,
by law, to coerce someone into working for her. And if the law is properly enforced, as it is in many
capitalist countries, then workers have formal control over their own labour power. The existence of
trade unions and welfare states, moreover, makes such control modally robust, that is, accessible to
workers across nearby possible worlds. I discuss these issues further in Chapter 5.
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Now, this argument by reductio might seem like a boon for right-
libertarianism. It is not, for right-libertarians cannot affirm (8a) either.
Consider this argument:

(8a) Exploitation is forced, unreciprocated labour transfer.

(8d) Under capitalism, some poor able-bodied people are forced22 to engage
in unreciprocated labour transfers with rich able-bodied people.

So (8e) The able-bodied rich exploit the able-bodied poor.

Nozick (1974, pp. 253–4) realizes that, if claim (8a) is granted, then at
least some proletarians—able-bodied people with zero net wealth—will be
exploited by capitalists. They are, after all, forced (by their economic circum-
stances) to transfer net labour time to the rich able-bodied. (8e) follows.Nozick
balks at this conclusion and proceeds to disavow its major premiss. What
this dialectic shows is that the force-inclusive definition is a plague on all
your houses: socialist, liberal, or libertarian. So (8) cannot provide a sufficient
condition for exploitation.

What about (8) as a necessary condition for exploitation? Consider a
variation on an example due to Roemer (1996):

Two Plots—𝐴 and 𝐵 own different plots of land. They have identical utility
functions that are increasing in stuff consumed. If they do nothing, then
their land will magically generate an equal amount of stuff, such that they
both enjoy an equal level of utility. Now, 𝐴 offers 𝐵 work on 𝐴’s land, which
is much more productive than 𝐴’s when worked on by human hands. If 𝐵
accepts 𝐴’s offer, 𝐵 will produce 𝑁 stuff and consume a small proportion of
𝑁 (sufficiently large, say, to compensate for the disutility of labour, if any).𝐴
will then consume the residual, without working at all. 𝐵 accepts the offer.

Roemer argues, plausibly, that this sort of transaction is exploitative. But 𝐵
is forced neither by her economic circumstances nor by third parties, to enter
into the transaction.23 Hence force does not furnish a necessary condition for

22 Note that, unlike the rich able-bodied in (8b), the poor able-bodied in (8d) are not coerced. It is
therefore easier to object to (8b) than to (8d). Liberals and Marxists are therefore less well-placed to
affirm the force-inclusive definition than right-libertarians, like Nozick.

23 𝐴 is forced to 𝐹 if and only if 𝐴 𝐹s and there are no reasonable or acceptable alternatives to
𝐹-ing. What counts as a reasonable or acceptable alternative to 𝐹-ing may vary with time, the general
conditions of social development, and so on. YetTwoPlots seems to refute the force-inclusive definitions
however ‘reasonable’ or ‘acceptable’ are defined (see Elster (1982) and Cohen (1995)). Roemer argues
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exploitation. Kant andMarx are amatchmade in heaven, but, pace generations
of liberals and socialists, that heaven does not include the force-inclusive
definition.

I now consider two alternative and more promising respect-based theories.

1.5.2 Exploitation as a rights violation

A distinctive respect-based explanation for the injustice of exploitation, of
a more explicitly Kantian pedigree, invokes rights. One such view, due to
Steiner (1984), fixes the benefit baseline in (1) in terms of the absence of rights
violations.That is,𝐴 exploits𝐵 if and only if𝐴 benefits from a transactionwith
𝐵, where the benefit is greater thanwhat𝐴would have obtained had there been
no violation of 𝐵’s rights. In the Pit case, for example, 𝐵 is entitled to costless
rescue, which 𝐴 fails to provide. 𝐴 proceeds to benefit illicitly relative to that
baseline. In so doing, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵. So advantage-taking is here interpreted as
𝐴 benefiting disproportionately:

(9) from a violation of 𝐵’s rights.

Yet (9) fails as a necessary condition for exploitation. That is, there are cases
where no Steinerian rights violations occur, yet 𝐴 exploits 𝐵. It seems not to
matter, for example, how 𝐵 found themself at the bottom of the pit. All that
matters is that they are there and that it is presumptively unjust to ask for
money in return for help, at least as long as the would-be rescuer sacrifices
nothing of comparable moral significance. Or consider a more explicit case
of rights-forfeiture, where 𝐵 has forfeited her rights against being helped
nonexploitatively:

Ant and Grasshopper—Grasshopper spends the summer months singing,
whereas Ant spends all her timeworking.When thewinter comes, Grasshop-
per needs shelter, which she presently lacks. Ant has three options: she can
do nothing to help Grasshopper, she can offer costless shelter, or she can offer
costless shelter on condition that Grasshopper signs a sweatshop contract.

that what is wrong with the Two Plots example is injustice in the distribution of assets. Distributive
injustice provides the necessary and sufficient condition for unjust exploitation. I return to this view in
section 1.5.3.
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It is plausible to think that, by dint of her irresponsible behaviour, Grasshop-
per forfeits a right to nonexploitative satisfaction of her winter needs. Ant’s
offer of a sweatshop contract, or of a life-saver at exorbitant prices, does not, in
this case, violate 𝐵’s Steinerian rights. There is, however, a lingering sense that
Ant’s offer is impermissible, precisely because it is exploitative. If this is correct,
then waiving or forfeiting a right to costless rescue does not suffice to remove
the stain of exploitation from such an offer. In other words, exploitation and
the absence of a Steinerian rights violation are compatible.2⁴

1.5.3 Exploitation as distributive injustice

Steiner’s rights-based explanation is the conceptual cousin of a distinct respect
theory that fixes the exploitation baseline in terms of fairness. On the fairness
view, exploitation obtains if and only if a transaction issues from an unfair
background. I will consider two branches of this view: those referring to a
just price and those referring to a just distribution of assets. The just price
account, I will argue, either is misconceived, or otherwise collapses into the
just distribution account.

1.5.3.1 Just price
According to the just price view, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 in any transaction where 𝐴
benefits:

(10) by offering 𝐵 an unfair, excessively low price.

The idea of a fair price goes back to the Scholastics, and formed part of the
‘Ricardian’ socialists’ critique of capitalism (Hodgkin 1832, Thompson 1824).
Under capitalism, the Ricardian Socialists argued, workers do not get the full
product of their labour performance. This is due to all manner of monopolies
and market imperfections. Remove those imperfections, and workers will
receive their full entitlement. The fair price for one’s labour, in other words,
is ‘the whole product of labour’ and the only such price.

A version of the just price theory has recently been revived by Wertheimer
(1996), Valdman (2009), and Reiff (2013). Wertheimer suggests that the
answer to the just price question turns on how close the actual price of a
good is to a hypothetical fair market price. That price, Wertheimer thinks,

2⁴ I discuss the Ant and Grasshopper case more extensively in Chapter 3.
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can be heuristically identified with the price the good would fetch under
perfect competition.2⁵ Recall the Pit case. 𝐴 finds 𝐵 in a pit and asks for
$1 million in return for a rope, which costs $5 in a competitive market. Her
offer is exploitative. Does the just price view capture the injustice of this case?
I consider sufficiency first, necessity second.

Failure to pay the competitive market price is not sufficient for exploitation.
For consider: 𝐴 may be a very poor person asking for an abnormally high
price from 𝐵, whom 𝐴 knows to be very rich. Intuitively, there does not
seem to be something exploitative about such offers. Note, for example, how
counterintuitive it is to maintain that, were Senegal to erect tariff barriers to
protect its domestic industries by keeping domestic prices artificially above
competitive levels, it would thereby be exploiting rich Swiss tourists visiting
Senegal.2⁶

Nor is failure to pay the competitive price necessary for exploitation. Con-
sider a society where women are paid to raise babies, and where women are
demographically in very great abundance, while men are scarce. Women work
arduous long hours, whereas men work very little, but earn high salaries,
benefiting at the expense of women’s labour. Those men are exploiting those
women. But if there are no barriers to entry or competition in this world, such
that all markets clear and all agents are price-takers, then prices are not unfair.
And yet there is exploitation in this world.2⁷

A distinct and more compelling version of the fairness view appeals not to
a just price, but to fair distribution. The rest of this section discusses this view.

1.5.3.2 Just distribution
Advocates of the fair distribution view eschew talk of prices for talk of assets.
So they interpret exploitation as A benefiting:

(11) frompossession of an unfairly greater share of the benefits or conditions
of social cooperation than 𝐵.

Among the most influential defenders of (11) view are analytical Marxists,
such as John Roemer and G.A. Cohen, nonmarxists, such as Richard Arneson,

2⁵ Reiff (2013) identifies that price with the good’s cost of production. What I will say here applies
both to the just price interpretation of Wertheimer and to Reiff ’s account.

2⁶ It does not follow that the rich cannot be exploited. I return to the question of how that happens
in Chapter 3, section 3.3.2.

2⁷ For a wealth of similar examples (directed against the just price interpretation ofWertheimer), see
Sample (2003). In section 1.6.3, I will argue that there is a more plausible, domination-based reading
of Wertheimer.
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as well as some interpreters of Rawls. In Roemer’s (1996) canonical statement,
exploitation complaints are, at best, morally derivative of claims about dis-
tributive justice.2⁸ According to Roemer, exploitation is the causal upshot of
injustice in the distribution of (alienable) assets,2⁹ which captures the injustice
of examples like Pit and Two Plots. So, for any coalition of agents 𝐴 and its
complement 𝐵, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 only if 𝐴 would be better off and 𝐵 worse off,
were 𝐵 to withdraw with an equal share of society’s (alienable) resources.

The Roemerian account is compelling. It avoids the false negatives of rights-
based views and the false positives of force-based views; it also offers a cogent
interpretation of structural exploitation (Roemer 1982, Zwolinski 2012) and
provides a plausible general explanation for why exploitation of human by
human is unjust.

Now consider the Pit case again. There is clearly exploitation here. But this
judgementmakes no reference to distributive background, or the justice of that
background: what we have here is a person being offered bad terms, which she
must accept just in virtue of a vulnerability she has. Indeed, it is part of the
felicity condition for exercise of 𝐴’s power over 𝐵 that 𝐵, in responding to
𝐴, is alerted to that vulnerability. If exploitation judgements and judgements
about just distribution are mutually irrelevant, as the Pit case seems to suggest,
then distributive injustice cannot be a necessary condition for exploitation.3⁰
To make these conceptual choices more vivid, consider the following triad of
claims:

(i) exploitation is unfair advantage-taking;
(ii) unfair advantage-taking entails unfair material inequality;
(iii) exploitation can arise from fair material inequality.

This triad is inconsistent: no more than two of its three claims are simulta-
neously assertible. So which claim is false? In light of the Pit case, (iii) seems
compelling. (i) is taken by Cohen, Roemer, and others to be a conceptual truth,
so I will grant it arguendo. Therefore, (ii) must be rejected. I will discuss these
ideas further in Chapter 3.

I turn now to introducing the last class of exploitation theory, which is based
on freedom or nondomination.

2⁸ Roemer’s view is discussed extensively in Chapters 2 and 3.
2⁹ Assets are useful things that can be used to produce other useful things. Alienable assets are things

like tools, machinery, factories, etc. Inalienable assets are things like talents, capabilities, know-how, etc.
3⁰ I argue this extensively in Chapter 3.
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1.6 Freedom Theories

1.6.1 Exploitation as vulnerability instrumentalization

An alternative paradigm for understanding what makes exploitation unjust
looks at how 𝐴 and 𝐵 normatively relate to each other, without immediate
reference to harm, force, or distribution. Since the nature of this relationship
is the main topic of this book, I will only sketch some basic contrasts.

Acts of exploitation, in general, weaponize the vulnerability of the exploitee,
allowing the exploiter to take advantage. What makes the Pit relationship
exploitative, for example, is the nature of the power relationship between 𝐴
and 𝐵. The candidates for the ‘exploiter’ predicate are therefore not limited
to feudal lords or monopolists, as in teleological theories, or rentiers and
patrimonial capitalists, as in respect theories. Rather, ‘exploiter’ is a more
pervasive feature of human civilization, one that does not presuppose harmful
absence of competition or background injustice in distribution. Consider
some variants of this thought.

According to the vulnerability view, 𝐴 should not, other things equal,
enrich herself by playing on 𝐵’s vulnerability.𝐴’s exploitation of 𝐵 is therefore
interpreted as 𝐴 benefiting:

(12) by taking advantage of 𝐵’s vulnerable state.

(12) shifts the emphasis from distributive (in)justice to the instrumentaliza-
tion of vulnerability.31 More precisely: 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if and only if 𝐴 and 𝐵 are
embedded in a relationship in which 𝐴 instrumentalizes 𝐵’s vulnerability to
appropriate (the fruits of) 𝐵’s labour.

To illustrate the idea, consider a garden-variety complaint against capital-
ism.Capitalists useworkers (extract labour time from them) to obtain a benefit
(profit), by taking advantage of their vulnerability (their propertylessness).The
only controversial aspect of the demonstration that capitalists exploit workers
consists in showing that this use ofworkers is somehowdegrading, demeaning,
disrespectful, or inimical to their autonomy. But capitalists are constrained,
on pain of survival as capitalists, to treat their workers merely as sources of
profit, just as they treat their machinery. So if exploitation is instrumental
use of others, then capitalists exploit workers, and the exploitation claim goes

31 Variants of this view have been defended by Goodin (1985) and Wood (1995).
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through without recourse to premisses about distributive justice (see Wood
1995, who makes a cogent case for this conclusion).

The Achilles heel of this theory is that it is not sufficiently discriminating; it
generates false positives. It seems to imply, for example, that rich surgeons or
gardeners who benefit from the lamentable state of my liver, or my patio, nec-
essarily exploit me. This is reason enough to consider a more discriminating
freedom-based theory.32 The rest of this chapter discusses variations on that
more discriminating theory.

1.6.2 Exploitation as domination

A freedom-based alternative to the vulnerability view holds that what makes
exploitation unjust is abuse of power. Exploitation, in other words, is to be
interpreted as 𝐴 benefiting:

(13) through the domination of 𝐵.

On the domination view, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if 𝐴 benefits from a transaction
in which 𝐴 dominates 𝐵: exploitation is the dividend 𝐴 extracts from 𝐵’s
servitude.33 If the domination view holds, then unfairness (along the lines of
(10) or (11)) is neither necessary nor sufficient for exploitation. Take necessity
first. Suppose 𝐴 offers 𝐵 a fair price for some good, which 𝐵 buys. The offer is
higher than 𝐵’s ability to pay, or high enough to constitute abuse of power—
in short, the offer, if accepted, dominates 𝐵. Then the offer is exploitative.
Proposals can be fair and exploitative. Now take sufficiency. Suppose 𝐴 offers
𝐵 an unfair price for some good, which 𝐵 buys. The unfair price 𝐴 offers does
not involve abuse of power—in short, the offer does not dominate 𝐵. Then the
offer is not exploitative. The relationship between exploitation and unfairness,
on the domination view, is one of mutual irrelevance.3⁴

Now, one advantage of the domination view is that it is conceptually more
discriminating than the vulnerability view. That is, the instrumentalization of
vulnerability is a necessary but not sufficient condition for domination, which
is why surgeons and gardeners do not necessarily exploit patients and patio
owners, respectively. Rather, what makes or breaks the case for exploitation is

32 I discuss the vulnerability view further in Chapter 3, section 3.4.
33 Variants of this view have been defended by Levine (1988), Goodin (1988), and Vrousalis (2013,

2016, 2019a, 2021).
3⁴ I defend the claims of this paragraph in Chapter 3.
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whether the relationship between𝐴 and 𝐵 involves𝐴 treating 𝐵 as her servant
and, in so doing, extracts a dividend from that servitude. I will argue that such
treatment obtains just when 𝐴 unilaterally subjects 𝐵’s purposiveness to 𝐴’s
own ends. A corollary is that the ‘exploiter’ predicate is not limited to feudal
lords, harmfulmonopolists, rentiers, and patrimonial capitalists.The predicate
now extends to all who unilaterally control alien purposivenesses, including
human labour power. All capitalists are exploiters, on this view, and for that
reason.

I conclude this chapter by arguing that Wertheimer’s influential theory of
exploitation presupposes something like the domination view.

1.6.3 Wertheimer’s domination view

According to Alan Wertheimer, ‘A exploits B when A takes unfair advantage
of B’ (Wertheimer 1999, p. 16). In discussion of the relevant fairness-making
features, Wertheimer turns to the idea of ‘fair market value’, that is, ‘the price
that an informed and un-pressured seller would receive from an informed and
unpressured buyer if [some good] were sold on themarket’ (Wertheimer 1999,
p. 230).Thismakes his view sound like the just price account I sketched in sec-
tion 1.5.3. Despite appearances to the contrary, I will show that the justification
of Wertheimer’s claims presupposes something like the domination account.

Philosophers have criticized the idea that competitive market prices or cost
of production can furnish a ‘just price’ that can be used to gauge whether
a given market transaction is exploitative.3⁵ But there is an alternative,
domination-based, explanation for this market proceduralism. Consider the
following argument:

(13) Exploitation is enrichment through power over others.

(14) The competitive market price is the only price that reflects absence of
power over others.

So (15) The competitive market price is the only appropriate baseline for
dubbing a transaction exploitative.

Wertheimer affirms (15) because he affirms something like (14). And if that
is true, then he must affirm a premiss like (13), which is the domination view.

3⁵ See, for example, Arneson (2016), Sample (2003), and section 1.5.3.
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To substantiate these claims, consider the following passage:

[E]ven though a competitive market price does not reflect a deep principle of
justice, it does reflect a crucial moral dimension of the relationship between
the parties in the transaction.The competitivemarket price is a price at which
neither party takes special unfair advantage of particular defects in the other
party’s decision-making capacity or special vulnerabilities in the other party’s
situation. It is a price at which the specific parties to the particular transaction
do not receive greater value than they would receive if they did not encounter
each other. It may ormay not be a ‘just price,’ all things considered, but it may
well be a nonexploitative price, for neither party takes unfair advantage of the
other party. (Wertheimer 1996, p. 232)

What counts as a ‘special vulnerability’, or as ‘special unfair advantage’?
Suppose 𝐵 is a group of people selling themselves into slavery and𝐴 is a group
of slave buyers.There is a largemarket for slaves, such that both the slave buyers
and the slave sellers are price-takers. When markets clear, each member of 𝐴
owns at least one member of 𝐵. All members of 𝐵 will be exploited by some
member of 𝐴. But none of the former suffers any special vulnerability, and no
member of the latter takes special unfair advantage. Indeed, if all slaves are
treated equally well, then the case can be made that they are treated fairly.3⁶ So
the case cannot be made that 𝐴 does not exploit 𝐵, competitive slave markets
are compatible with exploitation, and ‘special’ vulnerability is unnecessary to
charges of exploitation.

If not ‘special vulnerability’, then why not just ‘vulnerability’? That is, a
better Wertheimerian justification for enlisting the machinery of markets is
as a heuristic for tracking down instances of unjust abuse of power.3⁷ On this
reading,Wertheimer affirms (15) because he affirms something like (14).3⁸ But

3⁶ St. Paul famously exhortedmasters to treat slaves fairly (inColossians 4:1), so hemust have thought
that possibility conceptually coherent.

3⁷ Consider, again, the nature of Wertheimer’s (1999) examples: corporations and consumers
(chapter 2), colleges and athletes (chapter 3), professional couples and surrogate mothers (chapter 4),
insurance companies and accident victims (chapter 5), psychoanalysts and patients (chapter 6). These
are all cases where A has power over B. When things go well, the use of power does not betoken
domination. These are cases where, in accordance with (14), transactions reflect the hypothetical
competitive price. Everyone is a price-taker. When things do not go well, A’s power dominates B, and
that is the source of A’s enrichment. These are cases where transactions do not reflect the competitive
market price. On this view, competitive prices have a purely epistemological function: they are a kind of
domination-barometer. When A offers B terms that exceed the competitive price, A abuses her power
over B and enriches herself on that basis. When A offers terms that do not exceed that price, A does
not abuse her power.

3⁸ In Chapter 2, I will argue that (14) is false. An anomymous referee points out that Wertheimer
(2011) abandons this view.
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(15) follows from (14) only in conjunction with (13). Therefore, Wertheimer
affirms (13), which is a statement of the domination view.

This book further vindicates the domination view against the most promis-
ing alternatives, including the vulnerability view (12) and the distributive view
(11). I now summarize the arguments of this chapter and review the gameplan
for the rest of the book.

Conclusion

This chapter painted a broad-stroke picture of the conceptual landscape on
exploitation. It distinguished between three main species of exploitation the-
ory: teleology-based, respect-based, and freedom-based accounts. Each class of
theory was organized around an exploiter-archetype. The teleogical class took
its archetype from the feudal lord and monopolist and was largely limited to
them.The respect class took its archetype from the rentier and the patrimonial
capitalist. The freedom class, which is the main topic of this book, took its
archetype from the capitalist and banker who unilaterally subsume the purpo-
siveness of the direct producer. The chapter then addressed the implications
of each theory, paving the way for the arguments that follow.

Looking ahead

In Chapter 2, I sketch an account of freedom as nonsubjection to the ends
of others. I then apply it to capitalist relations of production with the help
of a simple model of economic reproduction. Capital, I argue, is a kind of
subsumed labour. In Chapter 3, I show that the domination account makes
better sense of the Pit case and cognate examples, from slavery to patriarchy to
capitalism. It also explains the distinctive position of exploitation complaints
on the moral landscape—which the vulnerability and fairness views tend to
trivialize. In Chapter 4, I show how the domination view resonates with the
idea of structural domination. I defend a definition of structural domination as
regulated domination: any given instance of domination is structural just when
it involves a triadic relation between dominator, dominated, and regulator—
a social role that contributes non-contingently to the reproduction of the
domination (dominator/dominated) dyad. In Chapters 5 and 6, I discuss
implications of this theory for actually existing capitalism and international
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relations, respectively. And in Chapter 7, I discuss institutions capable of
overcoming exploitation, as elaborated in the earlier chapters.

Further reading

The two most comprehensive philosophical treatments of the concept of
exploitation to date are Wertheimer (1999) and Sample (2003). For an
overview of the recent literature, see Wertheimer and Zwolinski (2016). I
now list some important topic-specific contributions.

Teleological accounts. Buchanan (1984) defends the harm view of exploita-
tion. Van Donselaar (2009) defends a mutual-advantage account.

Respect accounts. Sample (2003) defends the mere-means account. Steiner
(1984) defends a rights-based view. Holmstrom (1977), Peffer (1990), and
Reiman (1987) defend variants of the force-inclusive view. Nearly all analytical
Marxists, including Cohen (1995) and Roemer (1982, 1996), in addition to
nonmarxists, such as Arneson (1981, 2016a) and Valdman (2009) defend the
distributive injustice view. Reiff (2013) defends the just price view.

Freedom accounts. Goodin (1985, 1987) and Wood (1995) defend variants
of the vulnerability view. Snyder (2008) discusses the connection between
exploitation and needs. A variant of the domination view receives important
exposition in Wood (1972) and, more recently, in Wood (2014). Vrousalis
(2013, 2016, 2019a, 2021) defends the domination view.

Exploitation theory has recently received interesting treatments in applied
ethics. Risse and Wollner (2013, 2019) apply exploitation concepts to inter-
national trade agreements and trade justice. Wertheimer (2011) and Wenner
(2012) discuss exploitation in clinical research. Mayer (2005) and Attas (2000)
discuss guest workers. Zwolinski (2007) andMayer (2007) discuss sweatshops.
Shelby (2002) discusses prostitution. Brewer (1996) and De-Shalit (1998) are
accessible introductions to the connections between exploitation and imperi-
alism, on the one hand, and global justice, on the other. Greasley (2012) offers
a cogent summary of the exploitation debate in the context of commercial
organ donation. Structural exploitation is discussed in Zwolinski (2012) and
Young (2011). On the connections between exploitation and race, see Shelby
(2002) andMills (2017). On exploitation and gender, seeMcKeown (2016) and
Young (1990).
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2
Domination at Work

Theories of exploitation face three urgent questions. First, what makes
exploitation unjust? Second, what is the metric of exploitation complaints,
the yardstick for their individuation and measurement? Third, what is the
modality of these features under different social formations, that is, what gives
exploitation its historical specificity under slavery, serfdom, patriarchy, and
capitalism? Liberal political philosophy, in its canonical statements in Rawls
andDworkin, couches its answer to the injustice question in terms of coercion,
rights, or fairness; to the metric question in terms of (access to) welfare,
goods, capabilities, or a combination thereof; and to the modality question by
appeal to the mutually consensual nature of transactions which, in the case of
capitalism, reflects the positions of reciprocally situated commodity owners.

This book offers better answers to these questions. In this chapter, I argue
that what makes exploitation unjust is that it constitutes domination-induced
unilateral service to others. In Chapter 3, I show that this form of servitude is
necessarily cashed out in terms of labour time or effort and that competing
accounts of exploitation fail to do justice to the servitude dimension. It
follows that the concept of surplus labour is central to charges of exploitation,
a centrality that does not presuppose any controversial claims about the
determination of prices or a labour theory of value. And in Chapter 4, I will
show that what distinguishes capitalism historically is the way it reproduces a
structural dilemma between no work and dominated work.

I now summarize the argument of this chapter. According to the domination
account of exploitation, the theoretical starting point is how power converts
others into servitude and how that servitude, in turn, redounds as benefit. As
a matter of logic, servitude presupposes dominion. So what is dominion? This
chapter argues that it is subjection of purposiveness to the choices of others.
Applied to work, such subjection means unilateral control over productive
purposiveness: human labour capacity. I then argue that capital is a historically
specific form of that subjection, namely monetary control over the labour
capacity of others.

This chapter has eight sections. Section 2.1 introduces the Non-Servitude
Proviso, an account of domination at work. Section 2.2 broaches three

Exploitation as Domination: What Makes Capitalism Unjust. Nicholas Vrousalis, Oxford University Press.
© Nicholas Vrousalis 2023. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192867698.003.0003



38 domination at work

justifications for the Proviso: Kantian, republican, and recognitional.
Section 2.3 illustrates the Proviso with the help of a simple economic
model. Section 2.4 discusses the implications of the Proviso for capitalism
and capitalist accumulation. Section 2.5 discusses the role of money, the
crucial distinction between money as a means of exchange and money as
capital, and their relationship to unilateral control over labour capacity.
Section 2.6 distinguishes between different forms of domination and explores
the distinction between domination at work and domination in the workplace.
Section 2.7 discusses exemptions to the Proviso and contrasts it with different
specifications of what makes exploitation unjust. And section 2.8 explains why
exploitation is inherent to capitalism.

2.1 The Non-Servitude Proviso

TheFrench Revolution taught us to think about equality, liberty, and solidarity
as three faces of the same value: the equal independence of the individual in
community with others.This book uses that general idea to develop an account
of exploitation as domination. According to this account, exploitation is what
happens when alien wills exercise unilateral control over your purposiveness,
thereby converting you into their servant. How do you serve others without
being their servant? Rousseau and Kant offer a promising answer: by serving
institutions that support the conditions of the freedom of all, and therefore the
conditions of your own freedom, you serve others without being implicated
in their ends.1 The Rousseau/Kant idea applies quite generally, but this book
undertakes to apply it to social relations between human producers.

To take a concrete example, suppose that omelettes are the only means of
consumption and that, if I am to nourish myself, I must produce an omelette.
As an omelette consumer I have set myself an end; as an omelette producer
I must use means to pursue and fulfill that end. Now, as long as you and
others own the eggs, I can produce the omelette only by your permission.
This makes my ability to set and pursue the end of omelette production—
my productive purposiveness—subordinate to your unilateral will. When that
subordination is expressed in extraction of unilateral labour flow from me,

1 Here is Rousseau: ‘How to find a form of association [ . . . ] under which each individual, while
uniting himself with the others, obeys no one but himself, and remains as free as before.’ (Rousseau
1968, p. 60). And here is the more specific Kant: ‘[B]eing one’s own master [means that] if he must
acquire from others in order to live, he does so only by alienating what is his—and hence [ . . . ] he
serves no one other than the commonwealth.’ (Kant 1996, p. 295, emphases in original). I discuss Kant’s
political economy of independence in Vrousalis (2022).
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you exploit me. Omelette redistribution will not solve this problem, insofar
as it leaves the mode of omelette production untouched, no matter how much
it ameliorates the mode of omelette distribution in my favour. Egalitarian egg
predistribution does better, but still subordinates my omelette production to
your will, insofar as it does not preclude your ownership or control of the
omelette-producing cookshop. And again, when that control eventuates in
unilateral labour flow, you exploit me. The rest of this chapter refines and
elaborates these simple ideas.

To focus intuitions, consider:

Pit—𝐴 and 𝐵 are alone in the desert. 𝐴 finds 𝐵 lying at the bottom of a pit.
𝐴 offers 𝐵 costless rescue, on condition that 𝐵 works for𝐴 for $1/day for the
rest of her life, or pays 𝐴 $1 million.

𝐴’s offer is exploitative, such that, if 𝐵 accepts it, she will be exploited.
The purpose of this book is to explain why 𝐴 treats 𝐵 unjustly in this and
similar cases, despite the fact that their agreement is uncoerced, voluntary,
and mutually beneficial.2 I will first offer an explanation for why a Pit-like
contract exploits 𝐵. The idea is that the contract ropes 𝐵’s purposiveness
into unilaterally serving 𝐴’s, something to which 𝐴 is not, by right, entitled.
I will then explain why asking for $1/day or for $1 million are, in principle,
equivalent, as both cases entitle 𝐴 to a share of the exercise of 𝐵’s productive
purposiveness to which she is not, by right, entitled. Chapter 3 will extend
these ideas to the sale of sexual services, gestational labour, and body parts.

2.1.1 Introducing the Non-Servitude Proviso

A central concern of the domination account of exploitation is the form of
social control over the net product and, by implication, over the surplus prod-
uct.3 ‘Forms’ of control range from slavery, feudalism, and the patriarchy—
where control over the net product is established through coercion in
the labour process—to capitalism—where control over the net product is
market mediated, value constituted, and noncoercive. Capitalism is unlike all

2 In Chapter 3, I will argue that𝐴’s offermight be forthcoming against the background of reasonable
alternatives and perfect justice in distribution—𝐵 might, for example, have failed to purchase costless
(or very cheap) insurance against falling in pits. This would not make𝐴’s offer any less exploitative.

3 The net product is total output minus nonlabour inputs; the surplus product is the net product
minus labour inputs.



40 domination at work

pre-capitalist economic formations, in that control over labour capacity
appears like action at a distance: it never involves direct control over alien
agency. I elaborate the possibility of domination without direct control in
section 2.3. The rest of this section introduces and defends my account of
servitude and domination.

A generic concern with agency is normally justified by a fundamental
commitment to freedom: the independence of the individual. Individual
independence, in general, consists in nonsubjection to the choices of others.
Consider the Pit case.𝐴’s behaviour is unjust because she controls not just any
contingent end that 𝐵 might set and pursue, but rather 𝐵’s wholesale ability
to set and pursue choiceworthy ends, quite independently of her ability to
work for $1 or pay $1 million. What matters here is that 𝐵 gets roped into
unilaterally serving 𝐴, thereby sacrificing something of agential significance.
𝐴, in other words, comes to unilaterally control 𝐵’s purposiveness and not just
her contingent purposes, including the end of costless pit exit.

Applied to work, individual independence is violated when alien wills⁴
possess unilateral control over the exercise of your labour capacity in a way
that subjects the conditions of your agential purposiveness to theirs. This
includes Pit-like relations, of the form: ‘My rope for your productive powers!’
Unsubjected purposiveness, by contrast, is described by the:

Non-Servitude Proviso—For any agents or groups engaged in mandatory
mutually affecting cooperation under a division of labour, and barring any
special justification that exempts them, none should possess unilateral con-
trol over the labour capacity of any other.⁵

The Non-Servitude Proviso is a transhistorical normative criterion of free-
dom at work. It concerns mandatory cooperation in the sense of coopera-
tion institutionally necessary for unsubjected mutual purposiveness. The idea
behind the Proviso is that, as long as production goods are scarce, mutual
independence will require social labour.⁶ Note that this says very little about

⁴ These wills could be persons or organizations. This implies a distinction between personal and
impersonal forms of authority. Unlike the former, the latter involves ‘a body of authoritative rules picked
out by a certain procedure’ (Hussain 2023, p. 89).

⁵ An agent is any human who can use external means to perform intentional actions. To serve
another is to perform an action in that minimal sense, such that the form of service that constitutes
servitude presupposes that ability. It follows that non-agents can be harmed, disrespected, or used as
mere means, but cannot themselves be exploited. Naturally, this does not mean that their extreme
vulnerability cannot be used by would-be-exploiters to exploit others.

⁶ According to the Proviso, wilful laziness is fine, but its rightful performance under conditions of
scarcity presupposes work. It follows that arguments for the ‘right to be lazy’, like Paul Lafargue’s, only
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control over the product of labour itself. Saying more requires a theory of
justice in the transfer of goods and services, once a set of prior property rights
in useful things has been established. Rather, any such set must incorporate
the Proviso’s concerns by ensuring that unilateral control over things does not
confer unilateral control over persons. I now explain what this means and what
it enables us to explain.

In the context of mandatory social cooperation, the Proviso establishes a
presumption against unilateral control over the social labour of others, the
exercise of their productive purposiveness. You possess unilateral control over
my labour capacity if, in the description of our respective roles in the division
of labour,⁷ you possess control over the content, intensity, or duration of
my labour process which I do not possess over yours. This means that there
are things you can order or get me—‘bind’ me—to do over which I have
no say, and over which you are not (legally or conventionally) obligated to
consider my judgements, interests, or goals. According to the Proviso, such
control over the labour capacity of others is presumptively unjust. What does
‘presumptively’ mean?

Consider an analogy with polygamy. One good argument against institu-
tionalized polygamy is that it involves unilateral control of onemarried partner
over another.⁸ Polygamy is presumptively unjust in the sense that, whatever
reasons might count in its favour—for example, that it is mutually consensual
or beneficial—there is always a presumption against unilateral residual control
over purposiveness and its conditions. Capitalist relations between consenting
adults are presumptively unjust in a similar sense: they are the civil society
equivalent of polygamy.

The Proviso censures this unilateralism. It establishes a prima facie case
against unilateral control over the labour performance of others. It implies
that, if 𝐴 and 𝐵 perform independently required cooperative work—social
labour—then they may work (un)equal amounts of time, as long as that
(in)equality does not only reflect unequal power. If the Proviso is violated,
such that 𝐴 unjustly possesses unilateral control over 𝐵’s purposiveness,

get things half right. For even moderate scarcity subjects the enjoyment of a right to be lazy to the will
of the industrious. So, under anything other than Star-Trek-like material abundance, rightful laziness
is impossible.

⁷ That is, the true description of our de facto powers over each other, whether legally constituted or
otherwise. See Searle (1997) for an argument that all institutional relations, including power relations,
entail deontic powers of some sort. Searle disagrees with Cohen (1978, chapter 4), who argues that
powers are not necessarily normatively constituted. My argument is compatible with both positions.

⁸ ‘The person who surrenders herself gains only a part of the man who gets her completely, and
therefore makes herself into a mere thing.’ (Kant 1996, p. 428). Kant takes violation of the Proviso to
entail the reification of persons. I discuss reification in section 2.7.
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then 𝐴 dominates 𝐵. Exploitation is what happens when the dominator ben-
efits through such domination. So, on this view, exploitation is the acti-
vation of the extractive dispositions of the powerful: it is a dividend of
servitude.⁹

2.1.2 Freedom and mode of production

These definitions imply a general taxonomy of different forms of unilateral
control over the labour capacity of others across different modes of production
of the net product. Slavery and feudalism, for example, involve unilateral con-
trol over labour capacity through direct coercion. The Non-Servitude Proviso
is clearly violated in these cases. Patriarchy is similar, in that it involves coercive
control, by men, over the (sexual) labour of women. But, unlike traditional
slavery and serfdom, the patriarchy seems compatible with meaningful exit
options for women. For it is conceptually possible, under the patriarchy, that
individual women can exit their individualmarital relationships, or even retain
the socioeconomic wherewithal never to marry.1⁰ Yet, for as long as the role
of women within the (legal) description of the family remains subordinate
to the role of men, women as a whole remain subjected to the choices of
men. In other words, the patriarchy violates the Non-Servitude Proviso, not
because the labour of any individual woman is dominated, but rather because
the labour of women is dominated. Similar things can be said about polygamy
and prostitution.

Capitalism is akin to the patriarchy, in the sense that it is compatible with
meaningful exit options for individual workers.11 But the availability of such
options—through labour rights, the welfare state, or an unconditional basic
income—does not suffice to emancipate the workers from the domination of
capitalists, any more than the availability of divorce suffices to emancipate
women from the domination of men. The slavery and patriarchy examples
show that a free, voluntary, uncoerced contract does not, in general, suffice to
waive the requirements of the Proviso: one might freely contract into slavery
or into an abusive marital relationship. This does not make such relationships

⁹ I refine this account of exploitation inChapter 3, where I also discuss effort as an alternativemetric
for exploitation complaints.

1⁰ For a defence of this idea see Pateman (1988, pp. 131–3). I discuss the relationship between
patriarchy and capitalism in Chapter 4.

11 The idea of symmetric anonymity, worker-to-capitalist, in the context of capitalist exploitation is
due to Cohen (1988).
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just. By the same token, a dictatorship may offer good, even lucrative, exit
options to its subjects. This makes it no less dictatorial for those who stay.
So it is the Proviso, or something like it, that establishes the conditions for a
just contractual relationship and not the other way around.12 I now offer three
provisional justifications for the Proviso.

2.2 Justifying the Proviso

The Non-Servitude Proviso can be elaborated as follows:

(1) Domination is subjection of purposiveness to the (arbitrary) choices of
others.

(2) In any system of mandatory mutually affecting cooperation under a
division of labour, control over the labour capacity of others that is not
independently justified constitutes domination in the sense of (1).

I will discuss three widely discussed philosophical accounts of (1): Kantian,
broadly based on the idea of a moral right to independence; republican,
broadly based on a conception of arbitrary power; and recognitional, broadly
based on a conception of interpersonal recognition. My purpose here is
not to provide a complete justification for the Proviso, but rather to steer
the conversation about the injustice of exploitation in the direction of the
domination theory.

The Kantian argument for the Proviso goes roughly as follows: all humans
have an innate moral right to external freedom, ‘independence from being
constrained by another’s choice . . . insofar as it can coexist with the freedom
of every other in accordance with a universal law.’ (Kant 1996, p. 393). Inde-
pendence, on this view, is about being able to set and pursue ends with means
that are rightfully yours. Domination, by contrast, consists in my thwarting
your agential purposiveness, subjecting your ability to set and pursue ends to
mine. This establishes (1), excluding the bracketed term. A Kantian may now
construe (2) as follows: cooperation at work involves constraint by another’s
choice, insofar as one agent (or group of agents), A, unilaterally controls

12 I will discuss the Proviso’s implications for capitalism, and for the crucial distinction between
labour and labour power, in Chapter 5.
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the labour process of another, B, including the labour/nonlabour input mix,
and has possession of B’s final product.13 Kantian independence therefore
countenances the Proviso.

The republican argument has a similar structure: unfreedom consists in
subjection to arbitrary power. All power over others that is not compelled
to track their judgements, interests, or goals is arbitrary.1⁴ This establishes
(1), including the bracketed term. A republican may now argue for (2), as
follows: work relations involving𝐴’s unilateral control over 𝐵’s labour process,
including the labour/nonlabour input mix, and legal possession of 𝐵’s final
product, are instances of arbitrary power. Republican independence therefore
countenances the Proviso.1⁵

Finally, the recognition argument for the Proviso goes as follows: free recog-
nitive agency consists in the ability to act by having your rational intentions—
intentions whose contents are independently justified—taken by others as rea-
sons. For example, 𝐵’s rational intention to eat gives𝐴 a reason not to obstruct
𝐵’s eating, by taking𝐵’s rational intention to eat as a reason not to obstruct that
eating. When the realization of 𝐵’s rational intention is at 𝐴’s discretion, 𝐵 is
subjected to𝐴’s choices.This establishes (1), excluding the bracketed term.The
recognitionist may now argue for (2), as follows: work relations involving 𝐴’s
control over𝐵’s labour process, including the labour/nonlabour inputmix, and
legal possession of 𝐵’s final product, give 𝐴 discretion over the realization of
𝐵’s rational intentions about production—what gets produced when and how.
Free recognitive agency therefore countenances the Proviso.1⁶

This concludes my sketch of three separate justifications for the Non-
Servitude Proviso. In practice, all three theories allow that the Proviso is satis-
fied if 𝐵 had an equal say on all matters that subject her labour capacity to 𝐴’s
decisions, and vice versa.1⁷ The result generalizes to any sufficiently developed

13 See Ripstein (2009) for a recent defence of Kant’s general account of independence and Ellerman
(1988) for a defence of its work-specific application that draws upon Kant’s moral philosophy. Like
Ellerman but unlike Ripstein, I do not think that a commitment to independence can justify private
property without the Proviso or something like it. Indeed, as I argue in section 2.3, capitalist private
property contradicts the Proviso.

1⁴ See, for example, Pettit (1999) and Laborde and Maynor (2008).
1⁵ For variations on these republican themes in connection with work, see Anderson (2015), Breen

(2015), Cohen (1989), Gonzalez-Ricoy (2014), and Gould (1988).
1⁶ I defend both premisses of the recognitionist argument inVrousalis (2020b); see also Julius (2016).
1⁷ So, for example, hospital workers who perform gardening and workers who perform surgery

should, in principle, have an equal say on matters of mutually affecting cooperation in the hospital.
The Non-Servitude Proviso suggests that such a say should extend to the whole material division of
labour, possibly beyond national borders. I discuss this conclusion in Chapter 6.
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economy with a complex division of labour and concomitant labour flows.1⁸
I now put the Proviso to work, with the help of a simple economic model.

2.3 Reproducible Exploitation

Tomotivate the domination account of exploitation further, and to demostrate
its general applicability, I will use a simple model of economic reproduction
due to Roemer (2017). My intention is to provide an account of the central
injustice of capitalism that works as an alternative to Roemer’s, without dis-
puting widely shared assumptions about the constitution of prices, markets,
and rational agency.1⁹ A convincing ecumenical critique of capitalism cannot
be based on idiosyncratic methodological or behavioural assumptions its
defenders do not share.

The model I will consider involves a single consumption and production
good, produced through a rudimentary division of labour across two sectors
with different technologies, under the assumption of optimizing economic
agents and instantaneous market clearing.

2.3.1 Collective ownership (I)

There are 1000 peasants who own the means of production collectively. These
means amount to 500 units of seed corn. Each peasant wants to enjoy sub-
sistence forever and, subject to that constraint, maximize her weekly leisure.
Subsistence requires consumption of one unit of corn per week. There are two
technologies, the Factory Farm and the Forest. The input–output relations are
as follows:

1⁸ Suppose each agent in the economy represents a node in a graph. Each node either gives or receives
labour (or both).The assumption here is that every consumer receives a portion of total social labour—
a portion of the net product. If labour is homogenuous across producers, it is possible to calculate the
net labour share received by each node, for any number of nodes and bilateral relations. Suppose that,
in general economic equilibrium, some nodes represent net labour flow. If that flow is due to a violation
of the Proviso, then it represents exploitation. For a seminal treatment of labour flow in a competitive
capitalist economy under perfect competition see Roemer (1982).

I discuss the net flow assumption in Chapter 3.
1⁹ These assumptions may be unrealistic, but they only function to set up a baseline model.

Roemer (1982, 1996) has generalized the model to economies with many agents, classes, goods, and
technologies.
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Factory Farm: 1𝑐 + 1𝑙 → 2𝑐.
Forest: 3𝑙 → 1𝑐.

In the Factory Farm, each peasant produces two units of corn, by using up
one unit of seed corn and one unit of labour—say, one day a week.2⁰ In the
Forest, each peasant produces one unit of corn by increasing her labour input
to three days a week.

In this economy, there is a Pareto efficient and egalitarian equilibrium in
which each peasant spends 1/2 a day working in the Farm, using up 1/2 a unit of
seed corn, producing a total of 1000 units of corn and netting 1/2 corn each (for
a total of 500 units of corn). Then each works 3/2 days in the Forest, receiving
1/2 unit of corn (for a total of 500 units). In equilibrium, each peasant works
for two days. Total labour time in this economy is 2000 days and there is no
exploitation.

2.3.2 Capitalist ownership (II)

Now contrast economy (I) with a capitalist economy, in which all of the seed
corn is owned by ten capitalists. The remaining 99 percent own nothing but
their capacity to work. Roemer argues that this economy will have a labour
market, in which the onlymarket-clearing real wage (in terms of units of corn)
is 1/3. Intuitively, this is entailed by the nature of the outside option: since the
Forest allows theworker to subsist outside the Farmby earning 1/3 corn per day,
the demand for labour in corn would be too high above 1/3 and too low below
it.21 Note that corn is here both ameasure of value and ameans of exchange (of
labour power).The rest of this section elaborates on the exploitation properties
of economy (II).

In equilibrium the capitalists will hire 500/3 (≈ 167) peasants, each working
for three days per week, and netting one unit of corn each.The remaining 2470/3
(≈ 823) peasants will work in the Forest for three days each, earning one unit
of corn. Finally, the capitalists will appropriate 1000 units of corn. They will
spend 500 to replace their capital stock and 500/3 as wages. The remaining 1000/3
(≈ 333) is their total profit.22

2⁰ Value-theory traditionalists may replace days with hours.
21 As will become transparent below, the existence of this outside option matters, but only insofar as

it attenuates the hold of the owners of capital stock over the ability of others to set and pursue productive
ends, as dictated by the Proviso.

22 In corn units, we have: c500 (fixed capital) + c167 (variable capital) + c333 (surplus value) = c1000.
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In this economy, total labour time is 2970 days per week (990 peasants
times three days each). According to the domination account of exploitation,
these extra 970 days of labour expended, compared to economy (I), comprise
exploitation. More precisely, each of 167 factory workers must work an extra
day, for a total of three days. Since the daily wage is 1/3 corn, the worker attains
subsistence only by working two out of three days gratis for the factory owner.
Moreover, by dint of the ownership-induced scarcity of factorywork compared
to economy (I), each of the remaining 823 peasants must spend an extra day
working in the forest.23

Generalizing from capitalist economy (II), Roemer argues that:

Three conditions are necessary for exploitation to emerge in this model:
(1) unequal ownership of the capital stock, (2) a labour market, and (3)
scarcity of capital relative to the labour available for employment. All three
conditions must hold for exploitation to occur. (Roemer 2017, p. 268)

Roemer shows that the existence of a labour market, condition (2), will not,
of itself, generate exploitation when either (1) or (3) fail to hold. Consider,
for example, a situation without collective ownership, in which every peasant
owns an equal share of 1/2 corn, such that (1) does not hold. The division of
labour reflects economy (I): each peasant works for 1/2 at the Farm, netting 1/2
corn. She then works in the Forest for one and a half days, producing another
1/2 corn. She therefore nets a total of one unit of corn. In this private ownership
economy each attains subsistence, the capital stock is reproduced, and there is
no exploitation.

Amore interesting case involves some peasants hiring others, such that only
(2) and (3) hold.2⁴ Here, both ‘capitalists’ and ‘workers’ work for a total of two
days each. There is a ‘profit’ but no surplus labour, over and above the 2000
total days necessary for reproduction. There is therefore no exploitation.2⁵ In a

23 In theAppendix to this chapter, I discuss the implications for this economy ifmaterial productivity
were to increase by half.

2⁴ In the egalitarian, private ownership economy of the previous paragraph, 250 peasants work
exclusively in the Farm for half a day, using up their seed corn of 125, netting 125 units of corn (1/2
each). This means they fall 125 units short of subsistence. They must therefore sell their labour power
to the other peasants. That demand for labour can be met by the remaining 750 peasants, who will
work exclusively in the Forest, two days each. This gets them 2/3 corn each, for a total of 500 units.
Each of 750 peasants then hires a Farm peasant, who will work up the Forest peasant’s 1/2 corn for the
equilibrium wage of 1/3 corn. In this equilibrium, each of the 250 peasants works an extra 11/2 days,
earning 1/2 corn. Added to her original Farm income of 1/2, this meets her subsistence threshold. The
residual of 250 units from the net product accrues to the 750 peasants as profit (1/3 corn each).

2⁵ Roemer shows that this result can arise without a labour market, for example, if the 750 peasants
of the previous example were to rent out their 375 units of seed corn to the 250, at the rate of 66 percent.
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sense, there is also no capital in this economy, as no peasant has corn-conferred
title to unilateral control over the labour performance of any other.

I now use Roemer’s model to elaborate on a general corollary of the Non-
Servitude Proviso, namely that any economy that violates conditions (1)–(3)
is exploitative, regardless of its origins. In other words, there is such a thing as
‘clean’ capitalist accumulation and even that form of accumulation gives rise
to injustice.

2.4 Implications for Capitalism

This section studies the purest form of capitalist accumulation imaginable:
‘clean’ capitalist accumulation through capitalist ‘ingenuity and hard work’.
I show why, by the Proviso, even this form of capitalism is unjust. The
result is significant because it shows capitalist accumulation to be unjust in
its purest and most idealized form. It is, moreover, relevant that critics of
capitalism sometimes assume that what makes it unjust are violent enclosures,
colonialism, or plunder. These are not, I will argue, necessary features of
capitalist accumulation. To think otherwise is to suggest that clean capitalist
accumulation—accumulation without these features—is not, as such, unjust.
And it then follows that capitalism is not, as such, unjust. I proceed by
considering a simple case of cleanly-generated capitalist accumulation, that
is, of a clean—nonviolent, noncoercive—transition from an economy like (I)
to an economy like (II).

2.4.1 Capitalist ownership (III)

This is the same setup as in collective-ownership economy (I), the only
difference being that some peasants no longer want to consume one unit of
corn in perpetuity. About a sixth of the total population are beginning to want
more, which boosts corn demand. Ten enterpreneurial peasants conceive of
a plan.

The ten begin working in the Forest for six-and-a-half days a week. Each
spends half a day in the Farm, netting half a unit of corn. She then works in

Roemer (1982) argues that this result generalizes to economies like (II). In Chapter 6, I will show
that this conclusion rides roughshod of Marx’s important distinction between the capitalist mode of
exploitation (which credit and labour markets may share) and the capitalist mode of production (which
requires a labour market).
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the forest for six days. Of this, she spends one and a half days working for
subsistence, which produces half a unit of corn, and another four and a half
days, which produces another 11/2 units of corn. This surplus she saves, week
in, week out. In thirty-three weeks, the ten will together own 500 corn. This
will allow them to start their own private Factory Farm. Reproduction in this
economy will work as in capitalist economy (II): assuming the wage is 1/3, the
ten will hire the 167 non-ascetic peasants to work for three days each. Of the
resulting net product, they will earn a profit of 333 units of corn (33.3 each),
paying the non-ascetic peasants 167 corn as wages. Surplus labour is equal to
333 days and amounts to exploitation.2⁶

What we have here is an invisible-hand process which, starting from a
condition of rightful collective ownership and absolute equality (economy (I)),
turns into something resembling an infinitely reproducible capitalist economy
(economy (II)). No force, no violence, no colonies, no robbery.2⁷ What could
possibly be wrong with this situation? More precisely, how could this transition
from a just initial situation, through just steps, produce an exploitative, and
therefore unjust, outcome?2⁸

Consider, again, the Pit case. The Non-Servitude Proviso censures 𝐴’s
behaviour in that example, regardless of (the justice of) distributive back-
ground or the presence of reasonable alternatives for 𝐵. It does not matter,
for example, whether 𝐵 ended up at the bottom of the pit by failing to save
resources, by eating the soil, or by failing to buy cheap insurance against soil
erosion. By the Proviso,𝐴 cannot permissibly offer costless rescue in return for
thousands of hours of labour—at least, barring some independent justification
for doing so.2⁹ The same is true of capitalist economy (III): it does not matter if

2⁶ In economy (I), the non-ascetic peasants can each get an extra unit of corn by working the
collectively owned seed corn in the Farm for an extra day, for a total of 167 days. So total labour time
in this economy will be 2167 days (the 2000 days of economy (I) plus 167). But once the capital stock
beyond the original 500 seed corn becomes privatized, the non-ascetic peasants can only get their 167
extra units of corn by working for another 333 days, producing 333 days of surplus labour for the
capitalists.

2⁷ It is irrelevant that this invisible hand process may be unrealistic: critics of capitalism want to
undermine the best possible arguments for capitalism, which mean granting their opponents the
strongest possible version of these arguments. In the case of Marx, for example, this meant that
ahistorical theoretical abstractions are methodologically acceptable (see, e.g. MECW vol. 28, p. 23ff)
and that they should include the assumption of perfectly competitive and ‘frictionless’ markets (see,
e.g. MECW vol. 35, p. 276ff).

2⁸ This is one of Nozick’s (1974) challenges to egalitarian political thought. The most comprehensive
socialist response to Nozick is Cohen (1995). Cohen’s critique of Nozick is vitiated by a commitment to
luck egalitarianism, which inconsistently countenances cleanly generated capitalism. I discuss Cohen’s
arguments in Chapter 3.

2⁹ One might object that 𝐴 is entitled to ask for compensation equal to the opportunity cost of
rescue. But talk of opportunity costs is misplaced, not just because I have assumed that 𝐴 can rescue
𝐵 costlessly, but also because the economic cost to𝐴 is morally irrelevant. What matters is whether, in
rescuing 𝐵,𝐴 sacrifices something of comparable moral significance within the terms of the Proviso.
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it is arrived at from a just original situation (such as economy (I)) through just
steps (clean capitalist accumulation). The end result, capitalist economy (III),
violates the Proviso. The argument for this conclusion is as follows.

2.4.2 How capital violates the Proviso

Capitalism solves the problem of labour ‘difficulty’—the allocation of labour
inputs across economic units with different capital intensities—by expressing
the value of the exercise of labour capacity in terms of the value of its product.3⁰
Because the seed corn is concentrated in a few hands, so is the value of the net
product. And since unilateral control over the net product confers unilateral
control over labour capacity (in this case, through the labourmarket), the seed
corn becomes something it was not in economy (I), namely unilateral control
over persons in the form of control over things. The seed corn, in other words,
becomes capital.

More concretely, in economy (III) ten capitalists come to control 500 units
of seed corn. The non-ascetic peasants have an interest in this product and can
access it by renting out their several labour powers—their ability to work—
to the capitalists. So control over the value of the final product entitles the
capitalists to control over the productive purposiveness of those peasants,
indeedmore control than any of the peasants enjoy over any of the capitalists.31
Now each capitalist can produce her own subsistence individually and still
have corn left over, corn which begets her unilateral control over the labour
performance of sixteen others. This is how economy (III) violates the Proviso.
Note, moreover, that this conclusion is independent of how economy (III) is
arrived at.32 And since the violation of the Proviso is expressed in the form
of extraction of surplus labour, economy (III) is exploitative. I now explain

Such sacrifice on𝐴’s part is structurally impossible inPit-like cases: Pfizer never risks the purposiveness
risked by unvaccinated potential Covid-19 sufferers.

3⁰ Whether in units of commodity money, fiat money, or corn, as in Roemer’s single-commodity
economy.

31 Morishima (1973) and Roemer (1982) have proven that, for any economy like (II), if the corn
remuneration of any ‘factor’ of production is less than one, then the rate of profit in that economy
must be positive and vice versa. This ‘Fundamental Marxian Theorem’ assumes that the real wage is
determined by the value or relative scarcity of the commodity bundle it contains. See Bowles andGintis
(1981) for a defence of this interpretation and Yoshihara (2017) for a critical overview.

32 That is, unless the ten would-be capitalists have a special justification that exempts them from
equal control over the non-ascetic peasants’ labour. Pace Roemer, the capitalists’ greater patience,
greater talent, even greater effort, do not suffice to grant themunilateral control over the other peasants’
labour performance.
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the significance of the distinction between exploitation and domination in the
context of these stylized examples.

2.4.3 Domination without exploitation

I begin with a clarification. The Proviso does not say that 𝐴 dominates 𝐵
only if 𝐴 extracts unreciprocated labour flow from 𝐵. That is, the Proviso is
compatible with 𝐴 and 𝐵 working an equal amount of time, or no time at all.
Rather, the Proviso emphasizes power over labour, regardless of actual labour
contribution or the distribution of its fruits. This has important implications
for the dispositional nature of the freedomcritique of capitalism.The following
example elaborates:

People’s capitalism (IV)
This is the same setup as in capitalist economy (II)—the 1 percent owns all
the seed corn—with two amendments. First, the ten capitalists work in the
Farm for three days each, that is, as much as the other peasants. Second,
the capitalists institute a system of profit-sharing, such that each peasant,
including the capitalists, consumes an equal amount of corn.33 In equilibrium,
the capitalists earn a profit of 343 corn. This profit is then equally distributed
to all, giving each peasant a final consumption of 1.3 corn. I now explain why
even this economy, which features a perfectly egalitarian final distribution,
runs afoul of the Non-Servitude Proviso.

In economy (IV), the total amount of labour performed is 3000 days (500
in the Farm; 2500 in the Forest). If necessary labour amounts to 2000 days,
surplus labour is equal to 1000 days. But no surplus is consumed by the
capitalists, so there is no exploitation. Roemer infers from this that labour
extraction is irrelevant to complaints of economic injustice. But this inference
is unacceptable.3⁴ For the ten capitalists directly control the working lives of
157 peasants (and indirectly of 833). Contrast a case where the capital stock is
jointly owned, as in economy (I). Here the peasants could collectively decide
to work an extra day each, for 3000 days in total. Such a collective decision

33 An extra ten peasants must now work in the Forest, for a total of 833. Assuming the equilibrium
wage remains constant at 1/3 corn, then only 157 peasants will work in the Farm, together with the ten
capitalists. A total of 500 days are worked in the Farm; 30 days by the ten capitalists and 470 by the
peasants. The former net 343 units of corn and the latter 157.

3⁴ Roemer’s inference is effectively criticized in Cohen (1995, chapter 8). I discuss it further in
Chapter 3.
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would not violate the Proviso, insofar as it did not reflect unilateral control, by
ten capitalists, over the working lives of any other.

So what matters, according to the Proviso, is who controls the net prod-
uct and, by implication, the labour capacities of others. Once again, cap-
ital is monetized control over alien labour capacity. Whether that control
translates into exploitation—actual unilateral labour flow—is secondary. So
economy (IV) and its philanthrocapitalists violate the Proviso, but without
exploiting.3⁵

To make this argument more vivid, consider Pettit’s (1999, pp. 50–55) well-
known example:

Kindly Master—𝐴 owns a slave, 𝐵, but never actually interferes with her.
Moreover, 𝐴 never extracts a surplus from 𝐵’s labour.

In this case, 𝐴 does not exploit 𝐵. But that hardly matters. What matters
is that 𝐵 is enslaved, such that 𝐴 can readily exploit 𝐵. Such exploitability
is censured by the Non-Servitude Proviso, on the grounds of unilateral or
arbitrary or misrecognitive control over 𝐵’s purposiveness. In other words,
𝐴 dominates 𝐵, and that suffices to dub their relationship unjust, regardless
of the (justice of the) distributive background that gave rise to it or the
availability of alternatives. As I explained in Chapter 1, this theory dubs as
exploitative a wider class of transactions than just the monopolist, the rentier,
or the patrimonial capitalist (who benefits against the background of unjust
distribution).

Summing up, the Proviso implies that, morally speaking, distribution is
subordinate to production. That is, the Nozickian-transition economy (III)
is unjust not because it is distributively unjust—it may not be, if it issues
from clean capitalist accumulation. Rather, it is unjust because it gives a small
minority of ten capitalists unilateral control over the working lives of hundreds of
others. Exploitation is what happens when that control is activated in order to
squeeze unilateral labour flow out of the labour capacity of those others. I now
extend these ideas to garden-varietymonetary transactions, by elaborating the
distinction between money and capital.

3⁵ In section 2.3, I discussed Roemer’s example of an egalitarian, private ownership economy with
wage labour but no exploitation. In that economy, no surplus labour is produced; in economy (IV) no
surplus labour is consumed. Neither economy is exploitative. But both violate the Proviso, for in both
cases a coalition of agents has unilateral control over the labour of others.
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2.5 The Role of Money

Having explained how capitalist exploitation might work in a simple repro-
ducible economy, I now explain how the Non-Servitude Proviso deals with
cases that do not involve vertical authoritative control over the labour capacity
of others. Consider the variant of the Pit case in which 𝐴 offers 𝐵 costless
rescue, on condition that 𝐵 pays 𝐴 $1 million. How does that offer violate the
Proviso?

The answer trades on the already-established contrast between economies
(I) and (II). In collective ownership economy (I), corn is both a means of
consumption and a means of exchange, but the 500 units of seed corn is not
capital, in the sense of monetized unilateral control over alien purposiveness.
In capitalist economy (II), by contrast, the seed corn entitles ten capitalists to
500 days of labour, which includes 333 days of surplus labour, all performed
by 167 peasants. This contrast between money as a means of exchange—in
this case, corn—and money as capital characterizes any capitalist economy in
which themeans of production (the seed corn) are scarce and privately owned,
that is, whereRoemer’s conditions (1) and (3) aremet. I now explain the import
of this distinction between money and capital.

Back to the Pit case. Suppose that, by working for $1/day for𝐴 the rest of her
life, 𝐵 will produce her basic necessities and create a surplus of $1 million (in
net present value) for𝐴. Suppose, further, that this is equivalent to borrowing
$1 million when she finds herself in the pit and paying it to𝐴 up front. Insofar
as rope-ownership constitutes capital in the Pit case, so does ownership of
its money-equivalent of $1 million. In other words, ownership of ropes (or
millions) gives those who own them title to the unilateral labour performance
of others. It scarcely matters that 𝐵 now owes the same labour performance to
themoney lender; all that matters is that her structural resourcelessness comes
to entitle owners (of ropes or money) to such performance. And since, barring
an independent justification, that title violates the Proviso, it is unjust.

This explainsmyoriginal distinction betweenmoney as ameans of exchange
and money as capital. The owner of money as a means of exchange is like
the owner of a theatre ticket: her ownership only entitles her to consumption
of the product of the exercise of alien labour capacity—the play. The owner
of money as capital—for example, the theatre owner—is a capitalist, in the
sense that her ownership entitles her not only to the product of the exercise
of alien labour capacity, but also to unilateral control over that capacity
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(e.g. of the actors) itself. This, I have argued, violates the Proviso and therefore
constitutes domination. One might object that 𝐵 paying 𝐴 $1 million does
not imply control over 𝐵’s purposiveness, especially if 𝐵 inherited or found
that money. The objection fails, insofar as $1 million unjustly entitles 𝐴 to
control over the net product, and therefore to the exercise of alien labour
capacity. In other words, the purchase of the Pit case on our intuitions
consists precisely in the amount of positional purposiveness $1 million can
muster: the value of money just is the amount of reified purposiveness it
can muster.

These conclusions can be systematically connected to the critique of capi-
talist economies like (II) and (III). They are, in the sense I have just explained,
self-reproducing pit-like structures whose reproductive basis is value-constituted
control over human productive power. To see this, suppose that productive
assets are scarce and privately owned. If such control over the means of
production reproducibly confers unilateral control over the production and
distribution of the net product,3⁶ then control over the means of production
confers unilateral control over the labour capacity of others. So economies
(II) and (III) are unjust precisely because they give a small minority of ten
capitalists unilateral control over the working lives of hundreds of others. Pace
Roemer, the distributive upshot in the means of production or consumption
is secondary to this central unilateralist feature of the capitalist mode of
production.

I have, so far, argued that monetary transactions under capitalism are
mere appearances of the substance of capitalist production, namely unilateral
control over the labour capacity of others. Capital is not meremonetary title to
alien labour capacity, for it involves control one might choose not to exercise.
This is the moral of the Kindly Master story. Unilateral control, moreover, is
not tantamount to what Roemer calls domination ‘at the point of production’.
That is, the Proviso’s normative emphasis is on work capacity, as such, and not
on the workplace itself. Section 2.6 elaborates on this further implication of
the Proviso: the distinction between domination at work and domination in
the workplace.

3⁶ One may object to this assumption, on the grounds that my control over the net product does
not automatically give me control over its distribution. But, as economy (IV) shows, it does not matter
that I do not control distribution, as such. It suffices that your production- and consumption-related
capacities are subject to my discretion.
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2.6 Forms of Domination

This section discusses three different accounts of domination at work. Two of
them have been criticized by Roemer. I will argue that, for all that Roemer’s
criticisms show, they do not exhaust the relevant set of possibilities.

Roemer (1982, p. 195) argues that the set of sufficient conditions for
exploitation is completed by ‘A being in a relation of dominance to B’. Roemer’s
dominance conditionmakes the exploiter’s livelihood dependent on the nature
of the interaction with the exploitee. In later work, Roemer explains why he
came to reject his earlier emphasis on domination:

It is necessary to distinguish two types of domination by capitalists over
workers, domination in the maintenance and enforcement of private
property in the means of production, and domination at the point of
production (the hierarchical and autocratic structure of work). The line
between the two cannot be sharply drawn, but let us superscript the two
types domination1 and domination2, respectively . . . each of domination1
and domination2 implies exploitation, but not conversely. Hence if our
interest is in domination, there is no reason to invoke exploitation theory,
for the direction of entailment runs the wrong way . . . In certain situations,
exploitation requires domination1, but since we cannot know these cases
by analyzing the exploitation accounts alone, there is no reason to invoke
exploitation if, indeed, our interest in exploitation is only as a barometer
of domination1. Furthermore, our interest in domination1 is essentially an
interest in the inequality of ownership of the means of production, for the
purpose of domination1 is to enforce that ownership pattern. I maintain if
it is domination1 one claims an interest in, it is really inequality . . . in the
ownership of the means of production which is the issue.

(Roemer 1996, p. 73)

Given the significance of this objection to the overall integrity of the thesis
defended in this book, I will study it at some length. I proceed as follows: first,
I reconstruct Roemer’s account of domination1 and domination2. I then rebut
his anti-domination conclusion on the grounds that the forms of domination
he discusses do not exhaust the sphere of domination tout court. Exploitation
is simply a ‘third form’ of domination, equivalent to neither domination1, nor
domination2. In the course of this rebuttal, several points of disagreement with
Roemer will surface.
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2.6.1 Point-of-production domination

Here’s a reconstruction of Roemer’s argument against the view that exploita-
tion implies domination2, which I will call point-of-production domination:

(3) Domination2 occurs only at the point of production, 𝑃.

(4) Exploitation does not occur only within 𝑃.

So (5) Some instances of exploitation are not instances of domination2.

So (6) Our interest in domination2 cannot justify an interest in exploitation.
(Roemer 1996, p. 77)

Roemer defines domination2 in terms of the ‘hierarchical and autocratic
structure of work’: (3) follows from this definition. (4) is trickier to defend.
Unlike most Marxists before him, Roemer claims that𝐴 can exploit 𝐵 even in
the absence of labour or credit markets. Here’s an illustration of that claim:

Friday and Robinson—There are two producers, Friday and Robinson. Friday
is poor in capital, and Robinson is rich. If they do not trade, Robinson will
work eight hours and Friday will work sixteen so that each can satisfy his
or her needs (assuming they’re both rational, the fact that they decide to
trade shows that they both benefit from trading). They only trade in final
goods, and there are no labour or credit markets. In equilibrium under free
trade, Friday works twelve hours, Robinson works four, and both attain
subsistence.

Roemer claims there is exploitation here. Having worked for four hours,
Robinson can relax for the rest of the day, while Friday toils to produce
what Robinson would otherwise have produced only with an extra four hours
of work:

Robinson benefits from Friday’s presence, and is able to use his wealth as
leverage, through the market, to get Friday to work for him, which Friday
would not have to do if he had access to his per capita share of the produced
capital. (Roemer 1996 [1985], p. 52)

I agree with Roemer’s conclusion, and I also agree that it vindicates (4).
It follows that exploitation does not presuppose domination2 and an interest
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in domination2 cannot justify an interest in exploitation. Note, further, that
the capitalist workplace is not always oppressive in the sense of domination2.
The well-paid workers of high-technology firms, for example, often attest to
the quality of their workplace and the meaningfulness and creativity of their
work.These judgements are sometimes true; they are not censured by theNon-
Servitude Proviso as blighted or ideological.3⁷ So, if not domination2, thenwhy
not domination1?

2.6.2 Property-relations domination

Is the interest in exploitation justified by appeal to domination1, what I will call
property-relations domination?No, says Roemer.His argument goes as follows:

(7) Domination1 arises fromunjust property relations (i.e. distributive injus-
tice).

(8) Exploitation is only a ‘barometer’ for domination1.

So (9) We should be interested in domination1, not exploitation.

(7) is true by definition. (8) says that exploitation provides an indication or
prediction of domination1, just as barometers indicate or predict the weather
(Roemer 1996, p. 73). And since we are only interested in weather predictions
because we are interested in the weather, it follows that exploitation is of no
intrinsic interest, which is what (9) says. Adding the premiss:

(10) Domination1 and domination2 are the only forms of domination tout
court.

It follows that:

(11) An interest in domination tout court cannot justify an interest in
exploitation.

Whatever one thinks about the inference to (10), the inference to (11) seals
off any appeal to domination as explanans of our interest in exploitation and

3⁷ Recall that what matters, according to the Proviso, is not the actual quality of the labour process,
but only the fact that a few unilaterally control it. Economies like (IV) show that, much like the Kindly
Master case, the extractive dispositions of capitalists may never be activated.
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concludes Roemer’s attack on that front. I now show why Roemer’s arguments
do no exhaust the conceptual field.

2.6.3 A third form of domination

My response to Roemer consists in showing that his account of domination is
too narrow—that is, I refute (10). It is plausible, I think, that there are instances
of domination, such that (i) they do not arise from asset injustice (i.e. are
not instances of domination1), and (ii) they do not take place at the point of
production (i.e. are not instances of domination2). Garden-variety examples
of sexual domination are compelling illustrations of that possibility.3⁸ I now
generalize the force of these examples, beginning with claim (ii).

Roemer’s own Friday and Robinson example is purported to show that
exploitation can take place in the market but outside the workplace. Why
is the same not true of domination? Roemer says that Robinson ‘is able to
use his wealth as leverage to get Friday to work for him’, adding that this is
something ‘Friday would not have to do if he had access to his per capita share
of the produced capital’ (emphases mine). It follows that Robinson unilaterally
leverages Friday’s vulnerability to get him to benefit Robinson (whichmight, as
a mere upshot, also benefit Friday). According to the Non-Servitude Proviso,
such treatment amounts to domination and is therefore unjust.

One reason why Roemer wants to resist this description seems to be that he
takes domination to be coextensive with the absence of perfect competition:

. . . where markets for particular assets or commodities are thin . . . one agent
has power over another which he would not have in a fully developed,
perfectly competitive market economy (Roemer 1996, p. 74)

So, given that domination implies power over, it follows by modus tol-
lens from the passage just quoted that ‘fully developed’ perfect competition
excludes the possibility of domination.

Yet Roemer (and indeed Marx) thinks that exploitation obtains even in a
perfectly competitive capitalist economy.3⁹ So even under ‘fully developed’
perfect competition, a class of people (owners of the means of production)

3⁸ I discuss such cases more extensively in Chapter 3.
3⁹ Which I take to be a system of generalized commodity production in which there are no

externalities and in which all producers face infinitely elastic demand schedules, that is, have nomarket
power.
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can unilaterally set others (nonowners) to work. These are exercises of power
over and, indeed, instances of domination (as betrayed by Roemer’s own
language). Therefore the first premiss of Roemer’s argument, that domination
is coextensive only with the absence of perfect competition, is false.⁴⁰ Capitalist
exploitation, in otherwords, is compatiblewith all producers being price takers
and all inputs receiving their marginal products.

I now turn to (i), the view that domination always arises from asset injustice.
Consider:

Slavery contract—𝐴 and 𝐵 are identical twins starting from exactly equal and
fair bargaining positions. Each freely agrees to the following contract: on a
50/50 coin toss, the one who gets heads enslaves herself for life to the one
who gets tails. 𝐵 gets heads. (see Cohen 1995, p. 47)

In this example, domination arises from conditions of full distributive jus-
tice through the voluntary, unmanipulated choices of free agents. The example
shows why complaints of (Roemerian) distributive injustice are unnecessary
for charges of domination.

I conclude that there are forms of domination that correspond neither to
domination1 (asset injustice) nor to domination2 (point-of-production autoc-
racy). If such a ‘third form’ of domination exists, then (10) is false and (11)
fails to follow. And this is exactly the judgement sponsored by the Proviso. Its
focus is not on ‘the extraction of labour from the worker on the assembly line,
and . . . the oppressive practices that bosses use to discipline workers, to keep
them working at a fast pace’ (Roemer 2017, p. 274; Roemer 1996, pp. 72–9).
Rather, the Proviso’s focus is on the residual control over alien productive
purposiveness conferred on capitalists by their control over productive assets.

2.7 Domination, Alienation, Reification

I have, so far in this chapter, explained how the domination account deals
with generic forms of capitalist accumulation. I now explain how the theory
appropriates traditional criticisms of the capitalist mode of production. I then

⁴⁰ Some philosophers claim that dominating power and market competition are mutually exclusive
(see Lovett 2010, p. 79, Taylor 2016, pp. 29–65).This claim confusesmarket power with economic—that
is, ownership-conferred—power. Perfect competition is perfectly compatible with dominating power
(as Roemer himself argues in Roemer 1982, chapters 1–3). See also Rawls (1971, p. 309), who makes a
similar point.
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contrast the domination theory with other related ideas in the history of social
philosophy.

As I have elaborated it, the domination theory normativizes a sentiment
expressed in Brecht’s Song of the United Front:

And because a human is human,
she doesn’t need a boot to the face!
She wants no slaves below her,
and no masters above!

This stanza brilliantly expresses the Enlightenment idea that, just by dint of
being human, you are entitled to having neither masters nor slaves. The Non-
Servitude Proviso applies this idea to work, tying it explicitly with a theory of
domination at work. The theory also provides a new glossary for old socialist
concepts, such as alienation and reification. Take alienation first. On the dom-
ination theory, alienation just is the subsumption of alien purposiveness.⁴1
Exploitation is related to alienation in the way a disposition is related to its
realization: unilateral control over labour capacity, realized as unilateral labour
flow.The concept of reification, on the other hand, refers to the form alienation
assumes under the capitalist mode of production: it is a de facto claim to alien
purposiveness in the form of a relation between things—commodities and
money. As I explained in section 2.4, this is the macroeconomic consequence
of an asset inequality that confers control over alien labour capacity on those
who control the net product.

In the interest of further elaboration of the Proviso, I now discuss some
exemptions from its requirements as well as contrasts with other familiar
normative theories. What counts as a ‘special justification’ that would exempt
someone from the requirements of the Proviso? Consider a workers’ coop-
erative (a factory, post-office, bank, hospital, school, or university), all of
whose members possess roughly equal voice and exit options.⁴2 These workers
elect managers without any reciprocal prospect that each of them would,
eventually, themselves be elected manager. By this democratic decision, the
democratically elected manager comes to be exempt from the requirements

⁴1 The alienation of labour capacity from the conditions of production under capitalismhas a further,
obfuscatory, function: ‘[A]lienation prevents the workers from perceiving the injustice of exploitation.’
(Elster 1985, p. 107). The product of alienated labour under capitalism, in other words, appears to
rightfully belong to the capitalist.

⁴2 That is, the cooperative is one person, one vote and each worker has meaningful outside options,
including similar employment possibilities, should she decide to quit.
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of the Proviso for the duration of her appointment.⁴3 So the prospective
managers’ obligation not to manage the labour of others is waived in virtue
of the background and procedural virtues of their appointment.

If certain presumptive obligations under the Proviso are waivable, then
others can be forfeited. Consider, for example, free riding on the effortful
contribution of others. Under the Proviso, the industrious, non-ascetic peas-
ants of capitalist economy (III) must retain the same degree of control over
their conditions of production as their ascetic or non-industrious counter-
parts, such that nobody subjugates the labour capacity of others as part of a
scheme of mandatory social cooperation. If the latter group is culpably lazy,
or culpably free rides on the labour of the former, then they may forfeit a
right to enjoying the benefits of such cooperation. To free ride in a system
of mandatory cooperation is to be disposed to exploit the industrious, that
is, to take advantage of their good faith and the good faith of background
institutions in order to benefit at their expense. That disposition contradicts
any plausible justification of the Proviso, especially if it impinges upon the
structural conditions of reproduction of mutual independence. So my free
riding may entitle others, at least temporarily, to sanction or exclude me from
their cooperative endeavours.⁴⁴

I now explainwhat the Proviso is not. First, it is not a perfectionist ideal or an
account of political morality based on a certain conception of the good life.⁴⁵
One can be neutral about the nature and content of the good life and still affirm
the Proviso. Indeed, this is why the Proviso entails a logically weak conception
of alienation. Moreover, the Proviso does not provide a complete theory of the
state or of political morality, but only a necessary part of it. The idea is that, for
any system of mandatory mutually affecting cooperation between agents who
must produce in order to establish their mutual independence, their system
of government must include something like the Proviso. A political morality
without it will be incomplete, as it will provide an inadequate justification
for private property. As I argued in section 2.1, any such justification must
incorporate the Proviso’s concerns by ensuring that unilateral control over

⁴3 The duration and eligibility criteria for the appointment of managers would have to take into
account the likelihood of creating a managerial ruling class that would, in turn, dominate the labour
of nonmanager workers. I discuss this possibility in Chapter 7.

⁴⁴ The ground for exemptingme is not, once again, (luck-egalitarian) distributive justice, asArneson,
Cohen, and Roemer maintain, but only the conditions of equal freedom. I discuss this issue extensively
in Chapter 3.

⁴⁵ The Proviso is compatible with, but does not entail, perfectionist grounds for individual and
collective self-emancipation (e.g. human flourishing, self-realization, etc.).These are all ways of spelling
out the nature of human (productive) purposiveness but not what makes for its unjust subjection. That
requires a further normative premiss, which is what the Proviso is all about.
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things does not confer unilateral control over persons. The Communist
Manifesto provides one of the clearest statements of this idea:

Communism deprives no man of the power to appropriate the products of
society; all that it does is to deprive him of the power to subjugate the labour
of others by means of such appropriations. (MECW 6, p. 500)⁴⁶

As I will show in Chapter 5, Marx envisages the rightful liberation of the
labour of the majority from the unjust control of a small minority, albeit at
a high level of productive interdependence: independence and the division
of labour go hand in hand.⁴⁷ Marx’s view, I will argue, is an extension of
the Rousseau/Kant distinction between service and servitude mooted in
section 2.1.

A final contrast is worth mentioning. Any complete political morality
has to reckon with work and de facto unilateral control over the productive
purposiveness of others. But the converse does not hold: the Proviso does
not exhaust political morality. That is, any given transaction that violates the
Proviso is presumptively unjust. But this pro tanto reason may be defeated or
overriden by other reasons that form part of justice.⁴⁸ I now conclude this
chapter by considering why capital—monetized unilateral control over alien
labour capacity—is intrinsically exploitative.

2.8 The Presence and Relevance of Exploitation
Under Capitalism

The Non-Servitude Proviso evinces a distinction between the justification
of a mode of production and the justification of the (historically specific)
institutions that comprise it. The slaveholding mode of production, for

⁴⁶ Or: ‘[P]roperty turns out to be the right, on the part of the capitalist, to appropriate the unpaid
labour of others or its product, and to be the impossibility, on the part of the labourer, of appropriating
his own product.’ (MECW 35 [Capital], pp. 583ff). For similar statements from the Grundrisse, see
(MECW 29, pp. 462–64). I discuss Marx’s historical elaboration of the Proviso in Chapter 5.

⁴⁷ Marx regrets capitalist forms of control over the labour process, but—unlike the Romantic anti-
capitalists of his day, like William Morris—claims that the capitalist mode of production alone offers a
path to the emancipation of the worker from the domination of capital under a richer, more complete
repertoire of humanneeds andwherewithal to flourish.Marx thus accepts the ‘historical justification’ of
the capitalist mode of production, with its promise of higher productivity, higher worker socialization,
developed human needs and capacities, and developed human powers, as a prelude to collective self-
emancipation. Why would that emancipation be worth having? The answer, for Marx, is individualistic
and domination-based: it is grounded on something like the Non-Servitude Proviso.

⁴⁸ For example, if capitalist economy (II) improves everyone’s overall welfare compared to collective
ownership (I), then it may be all-things-considered better. But similar things may be true of polygamy,
to take only one example.
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instance, is unjust everywhere and everywhen. Indeed, the Proviso implies
a stronger claim: if humans are enslaved, then they are unjustly treated. The
italicized claim is true, even if there are no humans—even if humanity never
exists, such that the antecedent of the conditional is false, the conditional itself
remains true. This evaluation, moreover, is independent of the evaluation
of any given institutional arrangement realizing the slaveholding mode of
production, which may depend on the presence of feasible and comparable
alternatives to slavery.

Some social scientists conflate these two evaluative exercises. They claim
that social criticism is a necessarily comparative exercise. That is, in order to
understand what is intrinsically unjust about capitalist economic structure, we
must ask not only whether a putatively unjust feature is necessarily present
in it; we must also show that this feature is not necessarily present in other
(feasible) social systems, such as socialism. Failure in the comparative exercise
is tantamount to failure in critique itself. The mooted claim is demonstrably
false: critique is not necessarily comparative. Being locked in a cage for no good
reason is unjust, even if there exists no (feasible) state involving cagelessness.
And some injustices may be irremediable, inevitable, or even necessary. But
there is a more sophisticated version of this comparativist belief. The rest of
this section considers and rebuts that version, with a view to explaining why
capitalism is intrinsically exploitative.

Van Parijs (1983) argues that, themorewe insist on a conception of exploita-
tion that is intrinsic to capitalismbut not to socialism, the less ethically relevant
that conception is. And conversely, the more ethically relevant the conception
is, the less likely it is to be intrinsic to capitalism but not to socialism. So even
if my account of exploitation is sound, it will not strongly juxtapose capitalism
and socialism. I will illustrate this trade-off between presence (in capitalism but
not socialism) and relevance with the help of two examples.

Consider, first, unequal flow of labour time (e.g. capitalist economies (II)
and (III)). Van Parijs agrees with Roemer that unequal exchange of labour
is necessarily present in capitalism but not in socialism (e.g. economy (I)).
Under socialism, the means of production are administered by workers and,
on a good day, are enlisted to reward work in proportion to, say, effortful
contribution. More generally, they are never mobilized to reward mere own-
ership. So exploitation as title to (the fruits of) alien labour performance
is necessarily present in capitalism and not socialism. But who cares? The
young, old, sick, and disabled will not produce much. They will therefore
tend to be net beneficiaries in terms of income, wealth, and labour time.
But the sheer fact of unequal labour flow between them and the working
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majority, seems not to be unjust. ‘Exploitation’ seems to be present, butmorally
irrelevant.

Second illustration: take any conception of exploitation that seems morally
relevant, for example, one defined in terms of an unjust distribution of
resources (see Chapter 1, section 1.5.3). Van Parijs claims that there is nothing
intrinsic to capitalism making it distributively unjust, and nothing intrinsic
to socialism making it distributively just. The cleanly generated capitalism
of economy (III), he argues, vindicates this suspicion. So exploitation as
distributive injustice is morally relevant, but not necessarily present under
capitalism or absent under socialism. There is, once again, a presence-
relevance trade-off.

I now show how the domination account of exploitation establishes both
presence and relevance. Throughout this chapter, I have argued that exploita-
tion involves title to unilateral labour flow.And since that unilateralism follows
from the fundamental institution of capitalism—unequal control over scarce
productive assets—this establishes presence under capitalism. What about
relevance? This book defends the view that exploitation is unjust because it
involves domination. Exploitation is a dividend of servitude, cashed out in
surplus labour. Under capitalism, such service literally assumes the form of
currency—labour has a monetary expression, which is what enables money to
convert humans into its servants or, better, into the servants of those who are
sufficiently moneyed. So capital just is pecuniary title to unilateral control over
alien labour capacity.

So, if it is admitted that domination and servitude are a legitimate dimension
of moral concern and that capitalism builds that relation into the conditions
of market exchange, then both of Van Parijs’ conditions (relevance, presence
under capitalism but not under socialism) are satisfied. Hence exploitation as
subsumed labour performance constitutes a counterexample to the presence–
relevance trade-off and capitalism is a form of servitude—it is a cage; one from
which we can and should escape.

Chapters 3 and 4 further examine the nature and core injustice of our
imprisonment in that cage.

Conclusion

This chapter explained how power converts others into servitude and how
that servitude, in turn, redounds as benefit. I began by arguing that dom-
ination is subjection to the choices of others. Applied to work, subjection
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to the choices of others is unilateral control over their labour capacity. So
exploitation consists in extraction of unilateral labour flow on the basis of
subsumed purposiveness. It is therefore a violation of the requirements of
rightful individual freedom. This account of freedom is based on the Non-
Servitude Proviso, which received three justifications: Kantian, republican,
and recognitional. I then explained implications of the Proviso for capitalism
and capitalist accumulation with the help of a simple economic model. In
Chapter 3 I will further refine the Proviso and discuss its implications for
generic human vulnerability, needs, rights to the body, and gestational labour.

Appendix: Productivity growth

What would happen in the transition from joint-ownership economy (I) to
capitalist economy (II) if productivity were to increase by 50 percent? Consider
economy (I). Suppose the invention of a new technology increases thematerial
productivity of the factory by half (1𝑐 + 1𝑙 → 3𝑐). Then the peasants would
achieve reproduction by working there exclusively, for half a day each. They
work for a total of 500 days, enough to produce 1500 units of corn, of which
500 replaces the original seed corn. The higher productivity allows them to
expend only a fourth of total labour compared to Roemer’s original economy.

Now consider economy (II).With constant wages, the peasants will perform
as much labour as in (II): 167 will work at the Farm for three days, receiving
one unit of corn as wages, while 823 will work in the Forest for another three
days, receiving one unit of corn each.Themain difference is that the capitalists
will now appropriate a total of 1500 corn. Of this, theywill spend 500 to replace
the existing seed corn, 167 as wages, and keep the remaining 833 (≈ 2500/3) as
profit. So when productivity increases by a half, surplus labour almost triples.
The total labour performed in this economy is 2970 days (as in (II)). But the
labour necessary for the workers’ subsistence is only 500 days. So total surplus
labour here is 2470 days. Each peasant must work six times longer (three
days/week, as opposed to 1/2 days), for the same consumption, in order to feed
ten capitalists.⁴⁹

⁴⁹ An anonymous referee points out that there is alternative equilibrium in this economy: the
capitalists offer a wage of 990/500, earning one unit of corn as profit, and each peasant works for 500/990
days. Even in this equilibrium, and by dint of capital’s control over the conditions of production, each
of 990 peasants must work one percent longer to feed ten capitalists.



3
How Exploiters Dominate

This chapter further develops and defends the idea that exploitation is a form
of domination, self-enrichment through the domination of others. In a slogan,
exploitation is a dividend of servitude—a benefit the powerful extract by
treating the vulnerable as their servants. I will refine this idea, defend it against
criticism, and argue that it is superior to competing contemporary accounts
of exploitation. More precisely, I will argue that exploitation is cashed out in
terms of labour time or effort. This renewed emphasis on labour can, I argue,
unify ideas about generic vulnerability and the relevance of human needs, as
well as concerns about markets in human organs and gestational labour. It
also restores the centrality of labour to an account of exploitation without
presupposing any controversial claims about the determination of prices or
values in the economy.

The chapter has five sections. Section 3.1 discusses the metric, or currency,
of exploitation complaints, focusing on seminal work by John Roemer. Sec-
tion 3.2 discusses the metaphysics and phenomenology of the domination
account. Section 3.3 situates a variety of putative exploitation complaints
squarely within the domination account and discusses their implications.
Sections 3.4 and 3.5 show that the domination account is superior to two
competing contemporary liberal accounts, one based on vulnerability (due to
AllenWood) and one based on fairness (due to Richard Arneson, G.A. Cohen,
and John Roemer).

3.1 Metrics of Exploitation

Exploitation theory is largely concerned with the control and distribution of
the surplus from positive-sum transactions. As I explained in Chapter 1, such
transactions are particularly interesting when mutually consensual and bene-
ficial. This section applies the account of domination canvassed in Chapter 2
to that set of transactions. Consider a variant of a previous example:

Exploitation as Domination: What Makes Capitalism Unjust. Nicholas Vrousalis, Oxford University Press.
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Pit—𝐴, 𝐵 and 𝐶 are alone in the desert. 𝐴 and 𝐶 find 𝐵 lying at the bottom
of a pit. A proposes to extract 𝐵, on condition that 𝐵 works for 𝐴 for a wage
of $2/day for the rest of 𝐵’s life. 𝐶 also proposes to extract 𝐵, on condition
that 𝐵 works for 𝐶 for $1/day for the rest of 𝐵’s life. 𝐵 accepts 𝐴’s offer.

The Pit case involves a proto–labour–market relation, similar to the one
illustrated by the peasant economy of Chapter 2.1 Now, accepting 𝐶’s offer of
$1/day or𝐴’s offer of $2/day is a significant improvement over𝐵’s pre-proposal
situation of $0/day. In addition, all have the assurance that, were𝐵 to reject one
offer, she could still get out by accepting the other.

The motivating intuition is that Pit involves exploitation; the question is
why. The answer I offer in this book is that it matters, from the point of
view of freedom, who serves whom and why. I now show that, for all the
criticisms levelled against the idea of surplus labour, it remains conceptually
indispensable to understanding why 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 in Pit-like cases.

3.1.1 Unequal exchange of labour

That humans are disposed to serve each other is a feature of social cooperation
and a fact about their social nature. This book asks what distinguishes such
mutual service from servitude. In Chapter 2, I argued that the distinguishing
feature is domination, as contrasted with individual independence: nonsub-
jection to the choices of others. Applied to work relations, such independence
is violated when others possess unilateral control over your labour capacity in
a way that subjects your agential purposiveness to theirs. I also argued that the
idea of unsubjected productive purposiveness is supported by the:

Non-Servitude Proviso—For any agents or groups engaged in mandatory
mutually affecting cooperation under a division of labour, and barring any
special justification that exempts them, none should possess unilateral con-
trol over the labour capacity of any other.

The Proviso establishes a presumption against unilateral control over the
labour capacities of others. The question is how to think about that total

1 Once again, the agents here could be persons, groups, or classes.
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stock of labour capacities and the labour flow that constitutes their collective
exercise. One of Marxism’s enduring legacies to exploitation theory is a set of
definitions based on the unequal exchange of labour. Unequal exchange offers
a specifically labour-based interpretation of what it means to take advantage
of another. On this interpretation, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 only if 𝐵 unilaterally serves
𝐴, or, equivalently, 𝐴 extracts unreciprocated labour flow from 𝐵.2 When
the extent of that unreciprocated labour flow corresponds to the difference
between 𝐵’s net product and her subsistence bundle, 𝐴 exploits by extracting
𝐵’s whole surplus.

This surplus-labour metric of exploitation has some attractive features.
Suppose 𝐴 owns two slaves, 𝐵 and 𝐶. 𝐵 is very productive: she produces a
surplus 𝑆 over and above what she needs for subsistence. 𝐴 appropriates 𝑆. 𝐶,
on the other hand, is not very productive: she produces just enough to survive.
𝐴 does not appropriate any surplus from 𝐶, and hence does not benefit at
𝐶’s expense. It is plausible that 𝐴 exploits 𝐵, but not 𝐶. The surplus labour
definition resonates with this intuition.3The definition is also versatile enough
to allow that the labour contribution variable is defined as a proportion of
total labour expended to produce the net product. So one can use the idea of
surplus labour to construct a general equilibrium theory of exploitation, that
is, a structural account of the distribution of labour flow in the economy, as
well as its forms of reproduction.⁴

A further advantage of the surplus labour definition is that it can be
straightforwardly related to the notion of effort. Instead of representing a
share of labour time, labour contribution might represent the amount of effort
expended, or the amount of effort discounted by the amount one can expend.
Call the discounted form of effort relative effort.⁵ Absolute and relative effort

2 Unreciprocated labour flow is a generalization of the Marxian idea of the extraction of surplus
labour. The locus classicus here is Roemer (1982). Roemer showed that, under certain assumptions
about original endowments and preferences, total labour time in the economy will decompose into a
group of agents who optimize by consuming more labour than they give in production (presumptive
exploiters) and a group of agents who optimize by consuming less labour than they give (presumptive
exploitees). See Chapter 2 for a stylized example, whichmakes no assumptions about the determination
of prices.

3 Note that the definition is uncontaminated by assumptions about the determination of the value
or price of individual commodities: it neither entails nor presupposes such a theory. It is therefore
orthogonal to theRicardian labour theory of value, which Roemer (1982) andCohen (1979)mistakenly
attribute to Marx.

⁴ If the product of labour, in the economy as a whole, has a monetary expression, as it does under
capitalism, and if capitalism presupposes a separation between propertied capitalists and propertyless
workers, then it can be shown that the surplus labour definition satisfies certain attractive axioms, such
as the ‘new interpretation’ of the labour theory of value. See Foley (1982) and Dumenil (1984) for the
new interpretation, and Veneziani and Yoshihara (2018) for the proofs.

⁵ On relative effort, see Roemer and Trannoy (2016).
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are, broadly speaking, measures of how intensely an agent endeavours to
serve herself and others. Surplus labour might then be defined as (absolute
or relative) effort in excess of what one needs for subsistence.

These variants on the surplus labour idea are all interpretations of what it
means for 𝐵 to unilaterally serve 𝐴, reflecting the distinction between serving
another and being the servant of another. Unilateral flow of labour or effort,
on this view, is necessary for exploitation. It is not, however, sufficient. If one
social group freely optimizes by gifting whatever goods it creates through its
collective efforts and with its several labour powers to another group, then,
intuitively, the resulting unilateral transfer is not exploitative. This conclusion
is supported by the Non-Servitude Proviso: unreciprocated or unilateral ser-
vice, in and of itself, does not constitute exploitation. On the view defended in
this book, unilateral labour flow or effort constitutes exploitation if and only
if it issues from domination. In other words, it is 𝐴’s domination of 𝐵 that
converts 𝐵’s unilateral service to 𝐴 into servitude.

Roemer (1985, 1996) disputes this conclusion: he claims that unequal labour
flow is neither necessary nor sufficient for exploitation. Since I agree with
Roemer about sufficiency, this section only considers his argument against
necessity. My broader aim throughout is to vindicate the idea of exploitation
as domination-induced unilateral labour flow.

3.1.2 Roemer on unequal exchange

According to Roemer, unilateral flow of labour or effort is not necessary
for exploitation because asset-rich people—presumptive exploiters—may give
more labour or effort to asset-poor people—presumptive exploitees—than
they receive from them. Consider:

Domestic Servant—𝐴 is rich and 𝐵 is poor.𝐴 hires 𝐵 as her domestic servant
for the rest of𝐵’s life. But their preferences over work and leisure jointly imply
that, in equilibrium, labour flows from 𝐴 to 𝐵. That is, 𝐵 will receive more
labour than she gives and 𝐴 will receive less.

By the definition of domination defended in this book, 𝐴 dominates 𝐵
in Domestic Servant. By the surplus labour condition, however, it is 𝐵 who
extracts a surplus from 𝐴’s labour. So 𝐴 does not exploit 𝐵. Roemer thinks
this conclusion is mistaken: 𝐴 does exploit 𝐵. And, if this is true, then the
surplus labour definition must be false and socialists should not be interested
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in exploitation as unilateral labour flow. They should focus, instead, on dis-
tribution and property relations. In this vein, Roemer proposes an alternative
definition of capitalist exploitation, which goes as follows. For any coalition of
agents 𝐴 and its complement 𝐵, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if and only if:

(i) were B to withdraw from the society, endowed with its per capita share of
society’s alienable property (that is, produced and nonproduced goods), and
with its own labour and skills, then B would be better off (in terms of income
and leisure) than it is at the present allocation;

(ii) were A to withdraw under the same conditions, then A would be worse
off (in terms of income and leisure) than it is at present;

(iii) were B to withdraw from society with its own endowments (not its per
capita share), then A would be worse off than at present.

(Roemer 1996, p. 40)

Roemer calls this the property relations definition. The definition entails that
labour flow is irrelevant to charges of exploitation: whether labour flows from
𝐴 to 𝐵 or vice versa, as long as (i)–(iii) are satisfied, it is 𝐴 who exploits 𝐵.

Roemer’s conclusion contradicts my normative emphasis on exploitation
as domination-induced unilateral labour flow. I now argue that his argument
for the definition, and hence for the irrelevance of labour flow, is invalid. It
is precisely because of the nature of the flow that we should be interested in
the transactions that interest Roemer. More precisely, Roemer’s examples are
insensitive to the kind of dominating power wealth confers upon the wealthy,
and the kind of vulnerability wealthlessness confers upon the wealthless. The
rest of this section elaborates.

3.1.3 Why surplus labour is indispensable

Consider the Pit case again. Suppose there is an inegalitarian distribution of
ropes, such that 𝐴 has a rope, which 𝐵 lacks; the distribution of ropes confers
power on𝐴. That power, in conjunction with𝐴’s disposition to use it, ensures
that 𝐵 will find it costly to leave the pit, that is, do what she has reason to
do independently of 𝐴′s power. So when 𝐴’s offer gets accepted, 𝐴’s rope-
conferred unilateral power ropes 𝐵’s purposiveness into 𝐴’s. It is, I think, the
nature of this power, not the background predistribution which confers it, that
makes the relationship between 𝐴 and 𝐵 unjust.
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To focus intuitions further, consider a cognate example due to Cohen (1995,
chapter 8). There is unequal gun ownership, such that the highwayman, 𝐴,
owns a gun, but the rambler, 𝐵, does not. Cohen writes: ‘Highway robbery
is unjust because it is a transfer of money for the wrong reason (to wit, in
this case, the victim’s fear that the highwayman will kill him).’ (Cohen 1995,
p. 206). But then the objectionable feature of robbery is, once again, the nature
of the normative landscape that gun inequality creates—including the fact
that it allows 𝐴 to unilaterally subject 𝐵 to her ends.⁶ This makes 𝐵’s action
dominated.

Of course, sometimes unequal gun ownership does not lead to robbery.
There is, as a consequence, no unequal exchange of labour and so no surplus
extraction. In these cases, there is no exploitation. It does not follow, however,
that the relationship between 𝐴 and 𝐵 is unobjectionable. For 𝐴 has, by
the Non-Servitude Proviso, presumptively unjust unilateral control over 𝐵’s
purposiveness. It follows that𝐴 dominates 𝐵, even if𝐴’s extractive disposition
is unrealized. The conclusion carries over to cases like Domestic Servant. That
is, although there is no exploitation in these cases (because surplus labour flows
in the wrong direction), the injustice—𝐴’s domination of 𝐵—survives.

In response to this set of objections, Roemer (1996, chapter 5) softens his
opposition to unequal exchange of labour or effort. He considers the following
example, due to Erik Wright:

Rich and Poor—Consider the case of two agents, Rich and Poor, who are
initially endowed with 3 and 1 units of capital, respectively. This distribution
is unfair: suppose that the fair distribution is egalitarian. Rich wants to
consume prodigiously, while Poor only wants to subsist and write poetry.
Rich works up all his capital stock, but wants to consume even more than
what is thereby produced, and so Poor hires Rich to work up Poor’s capital
stock, paying Rich a wage and keeping enough of the product to enable him
to subsist . . . I previously wrote that Rich did exploit Poor in this example,
but I now do not think so. Therefore I would substitute, for clause [(iii)], the
following: [A] gains by virtue of the labor of [B].

(Roemer 1996, p. 106, emphasis added)

⁶ For discussion of Cohen’s own vacillations on the significance of labour flow for exploitation, see
Vrousalis (2015, chapter 4).
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Since Rich would be worse off if Poor withdrew with her actual share, and
given that Rich would be worse off if Poor withdrew with her per capita share,
Roemer’s property relations definition implies that Rich exploits Poor. But
this is counterintuitive, Roemer concedes: the counterfactuals in his definition
do not tell us enough about the nature of the relationship between Rich and
Poor to pick it out as exploitative.⁷ So Rich does not exploit Poor. Roemer
emends the definition accordingly. But now the question arises: why is it that,
on Roemer’s emended definition, the exploiter, 𝐴, must gain by virtue of 𝐵’s
labour? What is so special about gain from another’s labour?⁸

The answer, I submit, must have something to dowith relations of dominion
and servitude: who serves whom and why. By reintroducing labour into his
definition, Roemer smuggles something like a domination account into his
conception of exploitation. It is significant, in this connection, that an early
version of the property relations definition (Roemer 1982, p. 195) replaces
term (iii), the ‘withdrawal with one’s own share’ condition, with: ‘A being in a
relation of dominance to B’. If I am right, Roemer’s conception of exploitation
has come full circle, from ‘dominance’ (Roemer 1982), to maldistribution
(Roemer 1985), back to domination (Roemer 1996).

There is therefore strong justification for thinking about exploitation in
terms of surplus labour. The domination account does not strictly presuppose
the surplus labour condition, but that condition does support my original
motivating distinction, entailed by the concept of exploitation, between serv-
ing others and servitude to others. In what follows, I will assume that exploita-
tion complaints are cashed out in terms of labour time or effort.More precisely:
𝐴 exploits 𝐵 only when 𝐴 receives unilateral service from 𝐵, in accordance
with some variant of the surplus labour condition. So unilateral labour flow is
a necessary, though insufficient, condition for exploitation. I now explain how
domination completes the set of sufficient conditions.

3.2 Vulnerability and Domination

In Chapter 2, I provided three arguments for the Non-Servitude Proviso:
Kantian, republican, and recognitional. On all of these theories, there exists
a class of injustices that consists in 𝐴 subsuming 𝐵’s purposiveness to her
own, thereby converting 𝐵 into her servant. Exploitation is a subset of this

⁷ The case can even be made that Poor exploits Rich. I discuss this possibility in the Appendix.
⁸ In section 3.2.3, I ask whether there is something special about labour tout court.
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set of injustices; it is the realization of an extractive dominating power of the
powerful, one that, I have argued, must be cashed out in terms of unilateral
flow of labour or effort. Exploitation, by implication, is the dividend𝐴 extracts
from 𝐵’s servitude. This section elaborates on exploitation’s connections with
vulnerability, on the one hand, and with domination, on the other.

3.2.1 The place of vulnerability

Exploitation generically entails the weaponization of vulnerability, the using
and playing on another’s weakness. But what is vulnerability? Vulnerability
is sometimes conceived as a two-place relation between a person (including
the person’s well-being) and an object: for example, 𝐵 is vulnerable when 𝐵
stands under a boulder, such that the boulder is likely to fall, harming 𝐵. What
I will call social vulnerability, on the other hand, is a three-place relation. Social
vulnerability involves at least two agents, 𝐴, 𝐵, and a thing. Here 𝐴 has her
finger on a button, which controls the boulder, or the first aid kit; 𝐴 possesses
the wherewithal to remove 𝐵 from harm’s way, or to ameliorate any harm that
befalls 𝐵.

These relational properties—vulnerability to, and dependence on—are irre-
ducibly social forms of powerlessness: they imply that some agent has a
measure of control over the vulnerable party’s means and the realization of
her ends. Any complete theory of exploitation must, in principle, be able to
construct a macro-composite index incorporating these diverse dimensions
of disempowerment into a single metric of social vulnerability.

But what is the relationship between social vulnerability and social power?
Onmyunderstanding of that relationship, vulnerability is to powerwhat defeat
is to victory. Call this the equivalence claim.⁹ Equivalence explains the sense in
which 𝐵 is vulnerable, and𝐴 powerful, in the Pit case. Equivalence also allows
all manner of structural relationship between the powerful and the vulnerable.
For example, the victory of one armymay be constituted by the defeat of many,
just as the defeat of one army may be constituted by the victory of many. By
the same token, the power of individual or group𝐴may be constituted by the

⁹ The equivalence claim can be thought of as the non-normative parallel of the Hohfeldian relation
between liability and power. According to Hohfeld (1919), if 𝐴 possesses a normative power, then 𝐴
can change 𝐵’s first-order Hohfeldian incidents (𝐵’s claims, permissions, and so on). Conversely, if 𝐵
possesses a liability, then 𝐴 can change 𝐵’s first-order incidents. Normative liabilities and normative
powers are logically equivalent.
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vulnerability of many 𝐵s, and the vulnerability of 𝐵may be constituted by the
power of many 𝐴s.1⁰

Now, the instrumentalization of vulnerability is necessary but not sufficient
for exploitation. What completes the set of sufficient conditions is a specific
form of instrumentalization, that is, 𝐴’s unilateral control over 𝐵’s purposive-
ness.The rest of this section elaborates on the direction of explanation in these
notions.

3.2.2 The priority of domination

If to exploit is to benefit through the domination of others, then exploitation is
a form of domination. More precisely, the order of explanation goes as follows:

(a) 𝐴 exploits 𝐵.
So

(b) 𝐵 does not merely serve 𝐴, but is also 𝐴’s servant.
So

(c) 𝐴 dominates 𝐵.

I have argued throughout for the entailment from (a) to (b).This section and
section 3.3 make a final positive case for this inference. Sections 3.4 and 3.5, in
turn, rebut two alternative popular explanations, both of which contradict the
inference from (a) to (b).

Exploiters, I have argued, necessarily treat weakness as an opportunity for
self-advancement, whether they know it or not. In terms of the phenomenol-
ogy of this treatment, 𝐴, the exploiter, arrogates to herself a kind of superior
status: whether by action or omission, she treats her own ends as superior to
𝐵’s, while steering 𝐵 towards treating her own ends as subordinate. Consider
the Pit case again: 𝐴’s offer seems to degrade 𝐵’s ends, ranking them as less
urgent than 𝐴’s. At the same time, 𝐵’s ends are taken as a parametric feature
of 𝐴’s situation to be played on, indeed weaponized, for 𝐴’s benefit. 𝐵, on the
other hand, can only improve her own lot by accepting that ranking, indeed
by seeing herself as someone whose ends lack priority. When 𝐵 takes 𝐴’s
Pit offer as a reason to serve 𝐴, 𝐵 responds to 𝐴’s power and not to some
independent justification. And since this power-induced transaction involves

1⁰ These conceptual configurations are all consistent withwhatmay be called structural vulnerability,
which I discuss in Chapter 4.
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unilateral control over 𝐵’s purposiveness, the Non-Servitude Proviso dubs
it unjust.

There is another way to state this. In Pit, 𝐴’s proposal effectively says to
𝐵: ‘You are weak, I am strong. Take my power (to press your labour power
into my service) as your reason (to serve me).’ When the ploy succeeds—that
is, when the proposal is credible and has illocutionary force—both 𝐴 and 𝐵
come to treat 𝐵 as smaller than she is, to wit, as someone who takes her mere
parametric features as a reason to serve 𝐴. 𝐵 is treated as smaller than she is,
in the sense that she cannot do what she has reason to do (work, sleep, write
poetry) without responding to 𝐵’s power. Instead, 𝐵’s normative identity is
reduced to responding to 𝐴’s unilateral control over those mere features and
abilities of 𝐵’s that 𝐴 finds useful. When 𝐴 uses her power to get 𝐵 to act in
this way, she treats 𝐵 as a servant.

The foregoing is an argument for the explanatory priority of domination. A
question immediately arises about themoral relevance of labour, or productive
purposiveness as such. There is an ancient Marxist belief, dating back at least
to Plato’s Republic, according to which labour—the intentional exertion of
mind and muscle to affect worldly outcomes—is, in some sense, special. This
specialness inverts the order of explanation from (a) to (c), such that the
domination of human by human is derivative of ormetaphysically subordinate
to exploitation. On this view, to exploit someone’s whole person is to treat that
purposiveness as hermere features, that is, to treat her as less than she is. So, for
example, to exploit a woman sexually is to treat her as if she were her genitals;
to exploit a manual worker is to treat her as if she were her body; to exploit a
mental worker is to treat her as if she were her brain; and so on. Call this the
exploitation-first view.

On the exploitation-first view, exploiters necessarily treat exploitees as
fragments, not of their own body, but of their own person.11 A person is
thereby reduced to the hands and legs and brain and genitals that serve her
master and control over which enables such servitude. Domination, on this
view, is exploitation minus the domination-induced benefit to the exploiter:
domination just is exploitability, that is, vulnerability to unilateral surplus
labour extraction. This view is extensionally equivalent to the domination
view; it merely reverses the direction of explanation from (c) to (a). Both
views, moreover, affirm the lemma that to be someone’s servant is to have your
labour subsumed by them. So, even if the exploitation-first view is sound, the
main questions raised in this chapter remain. I now discuss some important
implications of these two views.

11 Contrast Marx’s famous discussion of Menenius Agrippa in Marx (1976, p. 481).
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3.3 Masters, Billionaires, Offers, Kidneys, Surrogacy

3.3.1 Master and servant

Can the dominated exploit the undominated? Wood (1995) argues that
instances of pilfering, looting, and small-scale manipulative extraction show
that servants can exploit masters.12 But servants do not, by definition,
dominate masters. Therefore exploitation does not entail domination. It
follows that the domination account defended in this book is false. More
precisely:

(α) If 𝐴 exploits 𝐵, then 𝐴 dominates 𝐵.
(β) Only masters can dominate servants.
(γ) Servants can exploit their masters.

Claim (α) is the domination account; claim (γ) is Wood. Claims (α)–(γ) are
not jointly assertible. Crucially, if one affirms (β) and (γ), then it follows that
(α) is false. For if there are exploiters who are notmasters, such that they do not
dominate, then the domination account fails. In defence of (α), I will argue that
(γ) is false. I note, in passing, that it is possible to construe pilfering, looting,
and manipulative extraction by servants merely as forms of resistance. This is
one conceptual strand in James Scott’s (1987) magisterial account of peasant
resistance, which seems to imply that servants cannot exploit their masters.
Rather, pilfering and looting merely attenuate the exploitation of servants by
masters, giving the former amodicum of control over their own lives.This line
of argument is promising, but I will not pursue it further. Instead, I will show
that (γ) should be rejected for another reason, having to do with the contextual
nature of power ascriptions.

In general, the ascription of a domination relationship is time and context
sensitive, where context includes information about the resource distribution
and background structure. Suppose Goliath possesses mastery over David in
contexts 𝐶1 and 𝐶2, whereas David only possesses mastery over Goliath in
context 𝐶3. What enables David to destroy Goliath, if he does so, is not his
powerlessness, but his (contextually circumscribed) mastery over Goliath.

If this description of the David and Goliath case is sound, then it is concep-
tually possible that 𝐵 possesses local mastery over 𝐴, such that 𝐴 is 𝐵’s local
servant. A possesses global mastery over 𝐵 if 𝐴 possesses a sufficient amount

12 See his subtle discussion of Doyle Lonnegan, the main gangster antagonist in the movie The Sting.
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of local mastery, that is, possesses dominating power over 𝐵 in a sufficiently
large set of (contextually indexed) contexts. Wood’s examples of exploitative
looting, pilfering and manipulation must therefore be construed as instances
of local power, indeed of local mastery. As pilferer, you have temporarily,
however fleetingly, inverted the social order of master–servant. Now note that,
on the domination view, exploiters are, necessarily, local masters. If this is true,
then it follows that (γ) is false and (α) are (β) compossible: master-exploiting
servants possess local mastery over their globally servant-dominating masters.
Mastery and servitude, I conclude, are less rigid designators than Wood’s
argument allows.

This conclusion highlights an important dimension in the choice of
axiomatic framework. Suppose 𝐴 locally exploits 𝐵 by extracting five hours
of dominated surplus labour (e.g. in the workplace), while 𝐵 does the same
to 𝐴 (e.g. in the family). Is total exploitation in this example zero? Or it is
double (ten hours)? On an additive model, any given exploitative transaction
between the same agents must be added to the total. On a subtractive model,
it can make up for a prior exploitation by the other party. Scott’s account
of peasant resistance, for example, seems to presuppose something like the
subtractive model. Although I believe that the additive model is intuitively
more compelling, I leave this choice of axiomatic framework open for the rest
of the book.

I now elaborate on the exact scope of the ‘offices’ of mastery and servitude I
have just described.

3.3.2 Exploiting billionaires

Can billionaires be exploited? The Pit case, and examples like it, seem to imply
that exploitation is possible only if the exploitee is in dire need, lacks reasonable
or acceptable alternatives, or is in circumstances of deprivation or duress.13
These putative presuppositions are all false. Consider:

Lawn Mower—Zuckerberg knows a secret of Gates’ that Gates does not want
known. Zuckerberg has nomoral obligation not to reveal it, despite the harm
it will inflict on Gates, and no moral obligation to reveal it. Zuckerberg asks

13 Variants on this idea have been defended by Sample (2003) and Snyder (2008), among many
others.
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Gates to mow his lawn for the year, in return for nonrevelation of the secret.
Gates grudgingly agrees.

In Lawn Mower, Zuckerberg does not threaten Gates with something inde-
pendently impermissible—he is permitted to reveal the harmful informa-
tion. But he does do something impermissible, namely exploit Gates. This
judgement goes through independently of Gates’ basic needs or functionings.
That is, whatever the threshold for satisfaction of basic needs and reasonable
alternatives, Gates meets it, even by his own reckoning, both before and after
the sensitive information is revealed.1⁴ So, if Zuckerberg exploits Gates, then
complaints of exploitation go through independently of claims about basic
needs and reasonable alternatives. It suffices that Zuckerberg has unilateral
control over Gates’s effort function—power enough to get Gates to perform
some drudgery, such as mowing Zuckerberg’s massive lawn for a year—and
that such control is not independently justified. Gates performs domination-
induced unilateral service for Zuckerberg; he is exploited.

Of course, needs matter. But that is the mattering of moral weight, not the
mattering of moral ground. That is, Zuckerberg’s exploitation of Gates is much
less morally urgent than Foxconn’s exploitation of Shenzhen workers; there are
very weighty reasons to try to attenuate the latter before the former. This does
not, however, affect the ground of the complaint, which is, in both cases, the
conversion of Gates and the Shenzhen workers into someone’s servant. And, as
I explained in section 3.3.1, the locality or globality of domination ascriptions
may also affect their weight.

I now further elaborate on the possibility and nature of exploitative offers.

3.3.3 Lucrative offers

According to the domination account of exploitation, it is not only true that
billionaires can exploit billionaires; it is equally true that lucrative offers can be
exploitative. Consider:

LecherousOffer—𝐴 is a lecherous billionaire;𝐵 earns themedianwage.𝐴 says
to 𝐵: ‘If you sleep with me, I’ll give you $1 million. 𝐵 accepts the offer.

1⁴ Is Gates vulnerable to Zuckerberg? On my view, he is both vulnerable in the sense of being under
Zuckerberg’s power and vulnerable to exploitation. Contrast Valdman (2009) and Liberto (2014), who
defend a narrower account of vulnerability.
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According to the Non-Servitude Proviso, Lecherous Offer is an instance of
domination. Does 𝐴 exploit 𝐵? It depends. The theoretical reason for this
ambivalence is that, normally, the labour content of $1 million is higher than
the labour content of sexual intercourse. This means that, in Lecherous Offer,
labour may be flowing the wrong way—from 𝐴 to 𝐵, rather than vice versa.
The rest of this section elaborates.

Suppose that the domination account is true, such that exploitation is
domination-induced unilateral labour flow. Suppose, further, that Lecherous
Offer involves domination, in the sense I have already mentioned. If 𝐴 is to
exploit 𝐵, then the amount of labour given by 𝐵must be greater than the total
labour given by 𝐴. Suppose the labour content of sexual intercourse is eight
hours. In the contemporary United States, the labour content of $1 million in
2018 prices is about 14,000 hours.1⁵ In other words, if the $1million represents
A’s labour, and if A’s labour is average labour, then Lecherous Offer involves A
giving 14,000 hours and getting eight. Labour flows the wrong way, from rich
to poor, in which case 𝐴 seems not to be exploiting 𝐵.1⁶

Three remarks are relevant here. First, Lecherous Offer is an extreme case
of a very widely observed phenomenon that generally does involve exploita-
tion, namely sex work. Sex workers provide sex in return for a market-
determined price. In general, these prices will be lower than $1 million—
otherwise demand would be negligible—and tend to reflect a labour content
lower than the median or average wage. This implies that sexual labour will, in
general, tend to flow from poor to rich—sex worker to client. The domination
account does dub these cases as exploitative. Second, in the case of Lecherous
Offer, it matters whether these 14,000 hours—and the $1 million, which is
its monetary expression—were accumulated by 𝐴 through his own labour, or
through the labour of others. The intuition that 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 may ride on the
idea that these 14,000 hours are not his to give. If, for example, these hours are
the fruit of prior exploitation, then𝐴may yet be exploiting 𝐵. Third, whatever
the source of these hours, 𝐴 dominates 𝐵, even if he does not exploit her.

Now, these methodologically individualistic quibbles may be socially irrel-
evant to judgements of exploitation, because they ignore structure. That is,
in order to ascertain whether 𝐴 is an exploiter and 𝐵 an exploitee, we need
to know how much labour each contributes and receives as a proportion of

1⁵ The monetary expression of a unit of average labour is given by the ratio between net national
product and total hours worked to produce it.My assumption inmaking the labour-content calculation
is that the monetary expression of labour stands at about $70/hour. On the very idea of the monetary
expression of labour, see Foley (1982) and Dumenil (1984).

1⁶ Lecherous Offer might therefore be relevantly analogous to the Domestic Servant case of
section 3.1.2.
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total social labour, what power relation explains their share, and how their
claim to that share is reproduced. So, although it is conceivable that 𝐴 does
not exploit 𝐵 in Lecherous Offer, there is no conceivable capitalist society
in which that eventuality is realized. For, as a matter of structural necessity,
capitalism confronts workers with a dilemma: choose between no work—
unemployment—and dominated work. Sex workers, like most workers under
capitalism, grasp the second horn of this dilemma.1⁷

I now explain how these ideas extend to organ markets and reproductive
labour.

3.3.4 Kidneys and surrogacy

Are markets in human organs exploitative? Given its emphasis on production,
it might seem that the domination account of exploitation excludes, or at least
misunderstands, a class of presumptively exploitative transactions, namely
exploitation through the sale of blood and human organs. This class of trans-
actions includes the Pit case, with the only difference that 𝐴 demands, say, 𝐵’s
kidney, in return for costless rescue. How does the domination account deal
with these kinds of cases?

Selling your kidneys, or your blood, can be an instance of exploitation.
These transactions not only fall under the generic definition of exploitation
offered in this book—self-enrichment through the domination of others;
they also involve labour extraction. For the reproduction of our blood and
kidneys requires labour. To think otherwise is to misunderstand the invariably
effortful, often arduous, and sometimes painful, relationship to our ownbodies
and the bodies of others. A healthy kidney takes time and care to produce and
maintain, effort exerted by the kidney owner and by others who contribute
directly to its reproduction.1⁸ Consider:

Kibney—𝐵 owns a household pet, Kibney.𝐵 has spent years caring forKibney,
keeping her alive and healthy. Unbeknownst to 𝐵, a healthy Kibney can be
used as a perfect kidney transplant.𝐴 subsequently finds𝐵 in a pit. She offers
𝐵 costless rescue in return for Kibney. 𝐵 takes the offer.

1⁷ I discuss the moral bind of capitalist reproduction in Chapter 4. Wollner (2018) offers a relevant
defence of structural exploitation and its modal implications.

1⁸ It is relevant that those others are usually women. The care required for social reproduction is
overwhelmingly undertaken by women—mothers, nurses, nannies, and so on. So when the kidney
owner is exploited by giving a kidney, her exploiter may, in addition, be benefiting from the structural
injustice of a gendered division of labour.
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In Kibney, 𝐴 is exploiting 𝐵, in the sense of coming to control an unjust
share of social labour—in this case 𝐵’s pet-caring reproductive labour. More
precisely, the example suggests that, if𝐴’s position of power comes to unilater-
ally entitle her to 𝐵’s pet-caring labour, then𝐴 dominates 𝐵. And if that labour
flow is realized, as it is in Kibney, then 𝐴 also exploits 𝐵. The analogy extends,
I think, to self-caring labour in relation to any part of one’s body.1⁹

Now consider contract pregnancy. This involves unilateral alien control
over a woman’s reproductive capacity. Since that capacity is assimilable to
productive purposiveness, as I have defined it, it comes under the purview
of the Non-Servitude Proviso; contract pregnancy thereby violates it. And
since the domination of the surrogate mother involves unilateral labour flow,
in the form of her gestational care for the embryo, surrogate motherhood is
exploitative.There is, finally, a conditional version of this argument: if contract
pregnancy is exploitative, then so is organ donation for money. Humans are,
in a relevant sense, ‘pregnant’ with their own organs.

These are only some ways of preserving the emphasis on unilateral labour
flow in the light of influential presumptive counterexamples, which conclude
my exposition on the domination account of exploitation. This account does
not stand or fall with the idea of labour extraction. But it does lose intuitive
appeal without it, since the master distinction between service and servitude
becomesmore difficult to draw. I now offer further refinements, by contrasting
the domination theory with, and defending it against, influential competing
theories of exploitation.

3.4 Against the Vulnerability View

One competing account of the unjust features of Pit is the vulnerability
view. On this view, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if and only if 𝐴 treats 𝐵’s vulnerabilities as
opportunities to advance her own interests (Wood 1995, p. 136). 𝐴’s Pit offer,
for example, qualifies as treating𝐵’s vulnerabilities as opportunities to advance
her own interests.Therefore,𝐴 exploits𝐵. Richard Arnesonmaintains that the
vulnerability view expresses sentiments that are ‘too high-minded’ (Arneson
2016a, p. 10). He asks us to imagine:

1⁹ This conclusion does not presuppose that organ transplants, transfusions, and the like are costly
to donors or recipients. Even if Kibney can painlessly enter the recipient’s body and work ‘out of the
box’ as a perfect kidney transplant, the exercise of unilateral control over Kibney’s reproduction is still
exploitative.
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Cancer Treatment—I live in an isolated rural region, in a region in which
health care insurance is unavailable. There is only one qualified surgeon in
the territory. After a routine check-up she informs me that I have a cancer
that will swiftly kill me unless surgery is done. Only she can do the surgery.
I’d be willing to give everything I own in exchange for the needed surgery,
but the actual price she charges is modest, better than fair. This is business as
usual for the surgeon. She makes her living by striking bargains like this with
people in conditions like mine. She makes a good living.

(Arneson 2016a, p. 10)

Arneson maintains that there is nothing exploitative about the surgeon’s
behaviour in this example. Yet she does take advantage of the patient’s vul-
nerability, or treats it as an opportunity to advance her own interests. The
vulnerability view thus generates false positives. Richard Miller has recently
argued, along similar lines:

Allen Wood . . . has claimed that capitalist exploitation is, prima facie, wrong
because it derives from workers’ weakness or vulnerability and all benefits
derived from another’s weakness or vulnerability are, prima facie, wrong. But
the latter description of the tainting feature leads to the absurd conclusion
that oncologists and personal trainers are engaged, prima facie, in a morally
shady enterprise. (Miller 2017, p. 23)

I now argue that the domination view does not take the surgeon or the
personal trainer to be exploiting, for it is not a variant of the vulnerability view.

The first thing to note is that the original Pit case and the Cancer treatment
case are importantly distinct, as the latter involves stipulation of a ‘modest, bet-
ter than fair price’ (Arneson 2016a, p. 10).2⁰ How is this fair price determined?
On Arneson’s view, exploitation necessarily violates a fairness baseline, the
distributive outcome that maximizes some responsibility-constrained prior-
itarian value function. Call this the fairness view—I will discuss its plausibility
later. For the moment, it suffices that the domination view, much like the
fairness view, can discriminate between Cancer treatment and Pit. For Cancer
treatment does not imply that 𝐴, the surgeon, dominates 𝐵, the patient. Let
me explain.

In Chapter 2, I argued that a necessary condition for domination is that 𝐴
subordinates𝐵’s purposiveness to her own, thereby treating𝐵 as a servant.One

2⁰ I note, in passing, that ‘modest’ entails nonzero price, a position that is not argued for by Arneson.
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elaboration of this condition is the Non-Servitude Proviso. Its implications
are suggestive of how the domination view and the vulnerability view part
ways: the Proviso is not clearly satisfied in Arneson’s and Miller’s examples.
Why think, for example, that Arneson’s surgeon subordinates the patient’s pur-
posiveness? To ascertain that, we need more information about background
structure and about the form of the surgeon’s control over the patient’s actions.
So the domination view does not, on the face of it, generate the kinds of false
positives that Arneson attributes to the vulnerability view. By implication, the
former is generically more discriminating than the latter.

Arneson also charges the domination viewwith overgenerating exploitation
complaints in another class of cases. For example:

Comeupance—For a time my wife is unemployed, and her bargaining posi-
tion when it comes to family interactions is weak. I successfully demand that
we watch a steady diet of horror movies and grade B action films. The tables
are suddenly turned. She now has a good job and I have no steady income.
She now drives a hard bargain when the question arises, what movies to see.
We end up watching a stream of romantic comedies, which she likes far more
than I do. (Arneson 2016a, p. 11)

In response to this example, Arneson claims that ‘the transaction as
described contributes toward an overall just outcome (more just than would
occur if the transaction did not occur) and does so in a way that is not
procedurally unfair or wrongful’ (Arneson 2016a, p. 15). It therefore does
not involve exploitation. Pace Arneson, I think that two of these three
judgements—namely, that Comeupance is procedurally innocuous and that
it is not exploitative—are questionable. Suppose that 𝐴 prefers horror and 𝐵
prefers comedy. They arrive at the following arrangement: 𝐵 will be 𝐴’s slave
on Mondays and 𝐴 will be 𝐵’s slave on Tuesdays. Monday slavery implies that
both watch horror—satisfying 𝐴’s preference—and Tuesday slavery implies
that both watch comedy—satisfying 𝐵’s preference.

This trading-place slavery is surely objectionable, procedurally and other-
wise. It is also exploitative.21 So Comeupance and trading-place slavery seem
to share an unjust feature, namelymutually beneficial reciprocal domination.22
On the domination view, therefore, both cases involve exploitation.

21 See Chapter 3, section 3.3.1.
22 One important difference between the two examples is that Comeupance originally involves

patriarchy—the structural domination of women. This feature could be assumed away if both agents
in Arneson’s example were male.
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Arneson has a rejoinder. He offers a ‘reciprocity’ version of the same
example, in which𝐴 and𝐵 take turns, alternating between horror and comedy.
He maintains that 𝐵’s power over 𝐴 ‘ensures this fair result occurs’. When this
happens, ‘[s]he brings about a just outcome by a not unfair means.’ (Arneson
2016a, p. 19). Thus, although 𝐵 possesses power over 𝐴, and 𝐵 benefits from
that power, 𝐵 does not exploit 𝐴.

Arneson’s amendment is too underdetermined to yield his conclusion. For
surely it matters whether 𝐵 gets 𝐴 to watch comedy through credible threats
of enslavement, beating, or death, even if 𝐴 can credibly threaten similar
sanctions should𝐵 not watch horror. In other words, when the rotation occurs
in such a way that 𝐴 and 𝐵 dominate each other, the outcome—whether fair
or unfair—is tainted. That outcome is more like trading-place slavery and less
like a kingdom of ends: it is a reciprocity of servitude, not freedom. On the
domination view, to exploit is to benefit through such servitude. Arneson’s
examples, as presented, seem compatible with exploitation, in that sense.

3.5 Against the Fairness View

I now turn the tables against Arneson, Cohen, and Roemer. I do this by
vindicating the domination view against the fairness view. On the fairness
view, 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if and only if 𝐴 takes unfair advantage of 𝐵, where the
unfairness baseline is decided by background distribution. I will adhere to one
influential formulation of this view, due to Arneson, and raise two objections:
one from lenience and one from trivialization. According to the lenience
objection, the fairness view is too lenient on predatory, but prudent, proposers.
According to the trivialization objection, the fairness view trivializes the
concept of exploitation, making it a mere upshot of distributive injustice. If
successful, these objections, in conjunctionwith the positive account defended
in this book, suffice to shift the burden of proof on the nature and grounds of
exploitation.

3.5.1 The lenience objection

Like Cohen and Roemer, Arneson subscribes to a luck egalitarian definition of
the fairness baseline, according to which we ‘maximize a function of human
well-being that gives priority to improving the well-being of those who are
badly off and of those who, if badly off, are not substantially responsible
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for their condition in virtue of their prior conduct’ (Arneson 2000, p. 340).
Equality in the relevant metric is desirable if and only if it is responsibility-
constrained. The rest of this section explains why this account is inadequate.
Consider:

Ant and Grasshopper–Ant works hard all summer and has ample provisions
for the winter. Grasshopper lazes about and in January has an empty cup-
board. Without interaction, Grasshopper will end up with welfare level two,
which amounts to dire misery, and Ant with three, bare sufficiency, and
in this scenario Ant is comparatively more deserving; the gap between the
welfare level Ant has and what he deserves is far greater for him than is the
comparable gap for Grasshopper. Ant proposes to sell some provisions to
Grasshopper at a very high price. Grasshopper accepts the deal, though he
would prefer to pay less and get more. With this deal in place, Grasshopper
ends up with welfare level three and Ant with twelve. Even after this trans-
action, Ant’s welfare level is less than he deserves, by comparison with the
situation of Grasshopper. (Arneson 2016a, p. 11)

Arneson claims that ‘there is nothing prima facie wrongful’ in what the Ant
doeswhen she charges for (costless) provisions at a very high price.23He thinks
this conclusion follows from the unfairness view. Pace Arneson, this valid
argument shows why the fairness view is false. More precisely, if the Pit case
involves exploitation, then so doesAnt andGrasshopper. Suppose, for example,
that by failing to accumulate provisions, Grasshopper finds herself incapable
of fighting soil erosion. This lands her at the bottom of a pit. Ant walks up to
her to offer a sweatshop contract for the rest of Grasshopper’s life, when she
could have offered costless shelter. The possibilities, in the relevant metric, are:

(Ant, Grasshopper)

(i): do nothing: (10, 0);
(ii): sweatshop: (11, 1);
(iii): shelter: (10, 2).

Now, it is plausible to think that Ant has an obligation to help Grasshopper.
But one need not have a view on that to believe that (ii) is morally worse than
(iii). That is, if Ant decides to help (decides to do something other than (i))

23 Note that exploitation does not presuppose monopoly power or the absence of competition: the
‘very high price’ might reflect the perfectly competitive cost price of such provisions.
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then shemust not opt for (ii), in part because doing so constitutes exploitation.
I take the widely shared intuition expressed in this consequent as evidence
that the domination account is plausible. But now note that, if (ii) involves
exploitation, then distributive injustice furnishes no necessary condition for
it. For, according to Arneson, all of (i), (ii), (iii) are equally acceptable at the
bar of distributive justice.2⁴

Arneson—along with Cohen and Roemer—has nothing to oppose to such
a cleanly generated sweatshop contract on exploitation grounds, and this is an
embarrassment to his claims to offering an egalitarian theory of exploitation.
He can, of course, reply that a cleanly generated sweatshop faces exploitation-
independent objections. But this is beside the point: Chapter 2 showed that
cleanly generated capitalism is interesting precisely because of the pit-like
nature it shares with its unclean cousins. Some pits, like some capitalisms, are
cleanly generated. Yet both are exploitative.This result generalizes, I believe, to
any theory of exploitation that posits some defensible account of distributive
injustice as a necessary condition for exploitation.2⁵

According to the domination view, by contrast, Ant’s behaviour in Ant and
Grasshopper is no different from 𝐴’s Pit behavior: both prey on the weak for
self-enrichment, when both have the (costless) option of helping without so
preying. Both thereby muster their power to convert others into their servants
and, in so doing, exploit them.2⁶

Arneson rejects this conclusion. He believes that the fairness view will not
always take ‘excessive’ offers to be exploitative, independently of the historical
sequence of events that led to them. Luck egalitarianism is, after all, a historical
entitlement theory of justice (see Cohen 2011, Chapter 6). But then his view
lets some forms of predatory behavior, such as Ant’s, completely off the hook.

2⁴ (ii) is, after all, an upshot of Grasshopper’s own choices or faults. One can construct examples
where the demands of distributive justice are not only unnecessary for, but also contradict (what are,
intuitively) claims of exploitation.

2⁵ Take another prominent example: Rawlsian leximin. Leximin does indeed dub (iii) as themost just
distribution of widgets, and therefore seems to give the intuitive answer. But the result is misleading.
Suppose the shelter outcome turns out to provide no substantial improvement in Grasshopper’s
condition, as follows:

(Ant, Grasshopper)
(i) do nothing: (10, 0);
(ii) sweatshop: (11, 1);
(iii) shelter: (10, 1).

In this case, leximin dubs (ii) as the most just distribution, and therefore produces the same counterin-
tuitive result (and so does maximin, which recommends choosing between (ii) and (iii) on a coin toss).
Exploitation and distributive injustice again part ways.

2⁶ This does not mean that Grasshopper’s behaviour is morally permissible. It is impermissible on
non-exploitation grounds andmay be impermissible on exploitation grounds. See Ferguson (2016) and
Chapter 7 for a critique of unconditional basic income along these lines.
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This is the obverse of Anderson’s (1999) famous complaint that luck egalitar-
ianism is too harsh on vulnerable, but imprudent, proposal recipients. That
is, whether or not Anderson is right, luck egalitarianism is too lenient on
predatory, but prudent, proposers. In treating such proposers too leniently, the
fairness view generates false negatives.2⁷

Dworkin (2000) offers a similar objection. He maintains that our choices
should reflect the costs they impose on others. Applied to cases like Ant
and Grasshopper this idea sounds compelling. But its general application as
a theory of justice overreaches, because the justice of any given instance
of burden-shifting depends on a prior entitlement to impose such costs. If
you really like omelettes, and I buy the last few eggs, thereby depriving you
of means to omelette production, I cannot be expected to bear the cost to
you of that purchase. Things are different if I deprive you of the ability to
nourish yourself or to set and pursue ends, independently of the specific end of
omelette consumption. It follows that domination—the subsumption of your
purposiveness—is prior to the concern for burden-shifting or opportunity
costs. And conversely, if my setting and pursuing ends requires eggs, and if
eggs are very scarce, then the requirements of my agency require that I pay a
high price, so high that the egg owner comes to hold my agency hostage. Once
again, my entitlements and my cost-reflecting choices part ways.2⁸

There are, of course, weaker specifications of the Dworkinian position. One
of them is the idea that it is bad, because unfair, if some are worse off than
others through no fault of their own. This thought carries no presumption
that pit-ridden people can permissibly be denied rescue, or even that they
themselves can permissibly fail to buy cheap insurance against rescue. But,
unless we are told how these normative constraints are justified, they seem
like mere adjuncts to the luck egalitarian theory. The Non-Servitude Proviso’s
emphasis on mutual independence can justify these normative constraints,
so it is potentially complementary to a weak specification of the Dworkinian
position. It is therefore possible that, although unfairness and exploitation are
distinct injustices, they may have complementary explanatory roles.

2⁷ Arneson’s attempt to soften the harshness of luck egalitarianism by appeal to a desert-based,
as opposed to a choice-based, specification of luck egalitarianism, or by acceding to a pluralist
understanding of its well-being requirements (2016a p. 11), is moot in cases like Ant and Grasshopper.
For Grasshopper is not merely imprudent; she is completely undeserving (absolutely or comparatively,
pluralistically or monistically). And yet exploiting her still seems wrongful.

2⁸ This neither entails nor presupposes a commitment to subsidizing ‘expensive tastes’, as Cohen
(2011) would have it. The whole debate between Cohen and Dworkin set out from a false moral
generalization.
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I conclude this chapter by raising a further objection against strong versions
of the fairness account, especially those defended by Arneson, Cohen, and
Roemer.

3.5.2 The trivialization objection

There is another, more general, problem with the Arneson, Cohen, and Roe-
mer unfairness view, namely that it trivializes the concept of exploitation.
Consider:

Free Riders—Farmers take turns standing sentry at night, or are asked to pay
a fair share of the costs of maintaining the sentry scheme, which provides
safety for all neighborhood residents as a kind of public good. For residents
of the neighborhood, if anyone gains sentry scheme safety, all residents must
gain some of this good . . . Some residents decline to pay their fair share of
the costs of maintaining the scheme. They do this in order to free ride; they
understand that others will continue to supply the good even if they decline
to contribute. This is unfair taking of advantage, I would say, and exploitive.
But the free riders are not plausibly viewed as possessing social power over
the other cooperators. (Arneson 2016b, p. 6)

According to Arneson, the non-cooperators exploit, but do not possess
power over the cooperators. The former a fortiori do not dominate the latter.
Therefore, Arneson maintains, exploitation does not presuppose domination.

Unlike Arneson, I believe that the non-cooperators only exploit if the
explanation for the cooperators’ cooperation can be traced back to the power
of the non-cooperators. Recall that the Non-Servitude Proviso is about inde-
pendently mandatory cooperation (e.g. for mutual protection). If a group of
non-cooperators can shirk its duties at the expense of the cooperators, such
that the former subjects the latter to its unilateral choice, then the former
exploits and thereby dominates the latter. The Proviso censures the office of
the non-cooperators, just as it censures the office of those standing above
pits in the expectation that others will fall into them, thereby providing a
source of enrichment. In all of these cases, the non-cooperators have some
degree of unilateral control over the cooperators’ purposiveness. So if the non-
cooperators in Free riders extract sentry services through such power and not
through mere luck, then they engage in acts of exploitation.
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It does not follow, however, that all unfair free riding counts as exploitation.
If the non-cooperators benefit through no control over the cooperators’ con-
ditions of agency, then they merely benefit unfairly. Consider a parallel case
where𝐴wants to get to the other side of river. She trips and falls into𝐵’s boat.𝐴
free rides on𝐵’s rowing effort, which helps her get to the other side of the river.
It is plausible that 𝐴 takes advantage—perhaps even unfair advantage—of 𝐵.
On the domination view, however, she does not exploit.2⁹ Only subjection-
grounded advantage-taking constitutes exploitation, on that view.3⁰

On the fairness view, by contrast, ‘unfair treatment’ and ‘exploitation’ are
used interchangeably.What is the extra purchase of saying that𝐴 exploits𝐵, on
this view? Arneson’s answer is ‘not much’: ‘I come empty pockets when asked,
what moral principle or standard determines what makes voluntary exchange
fair or unfair, exploitative or nonexploitative.’ (Arneson 2016a, p. 28). Perhaps,
on Arneson’s view, exploitation terms serve to categorize fairness terms. It
is unclear how they do even that. But suppose that Arneson is right about
the concept of exploitation, whose contours are defined by the fairness view.
I claim that there is a concept distinct from Arneson’s, call it explomination,
whose contours are defined by the domination view, and which takes cases
like Pit and Ant and Grasshopper as paradigmatic of unjust advantage-taking.
If I am right about these instances, then explomination captures features of
unjust advantage-taking that are surplus to exploitation: explomination is
explanatorily superior to exploitation in that respect. We should think of cases
like Pit, Ant and Grasshopper, and Comeupance in terms of explomination, not
exploitation.

There is, I conclude, a fundamental disagreement between advocates of the
fairness view and advocates of the domination view as to the bigger picture:
the latter takes exploitation claims to be about relations of dominion and
servitude. The former takes them to be about unfairness and maldistribution.
On the one hand, the fairness view gives the wrong verdict on cases like Ant
and Grasshopper and Pit. If the lenience objection is sound, then the fairness
view generates false negatives. On the other hand, the fairness view is unable
to account for the distinctive features of naked instances of unfair treatment—
such as the boat case—and cases involving abuse of power—such as Free riders.

2⁹ Depending on the details, the case can be made that𝐴 has power over𝐵 even in the boat case: an
invisibility cloak, for example, would certainly confer power on𝐴, so as to make 𝐵 exploitable in the
way required by the domination view.

3⁰ Recall that exploitation is only a reason against an exploitative transaction. Unfairness and
exploitation are distinct injustices.
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If the trivialization objection is sound, then the canonical liberal view deprives
exploitation claims of any distinctive moral bite. It should be rejected for
these reasons.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that exploitation is a form of domination, namely self-
enrichment through the domination of others. According to the domination
account, such self-enrichment involves the power-induced extraction of uni-
lateral service from others. I have argued that this account of exploitation is
distinct from competing theories of exploitation; that it captures intuitions
about predatory behaviour and about the special explanatory function of
exploitation complaints surplus to these theories, and that it is superior to
these theories for these reasons. More specifically, the domination account
provides a novel way of thinking about generic vulnerability, as well as about
sex and organmarkets, reproductive labour, and lucrative offers on the basis of
claims of unilateral control over alien labour. Chapter 4 discusses the structural
nature of these complaints, when they are structural.

Appendix: Rich and poor

Section 3.1.3 mooted Roemer’s Rich and Poor example. The example is impor-
tant, because it implies that labour flow is indispensable to any account of
exploitation. Yet the example seems to involve domination-induced unilateral
labour flow, on the part of Poor. Are we to infer that Poor exploits Rich, in
Roemer’s example? I think we should. Here’s why.

In Roemer’s setup, Rich and Poor’s respective endowments of 3 and 1 are
not proportional to the power each of them has over the other. Indeed, in Rich
and Poor, Poor hasmore power over Rich than vice versa. And if Poor can rope
Rich into unilaterally serving Poor, then Poor exploits Rich. This is a palatable
conclusion because Roemer’s world is not our world. In our world, total wealth
is normally proportional to power over others. This has to do with the specific
form that wealth assumes here.

More precisely, our world is well-described, as a first pass, by this sentence:
‘The wealth of those societies, in which the capitalist mode of production
reigns, presents itself as an “immense heap of commodities.” ’ (Marx 1976,
p. 125). If this is true, if wealth in its totality is power-conferring, and if enough
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social relations are commodified, then social wealthwill confer power on those
who possess enough commodities. That power, capital, is monetary title to
unilaterally command the labour performance of others in the economy as a
whole.31 So either Rich and Poor does not represent a capitalist society—in
which case Roemer’s endowments are not capital—or Rich is not really rich
and Poor is not really poor, in the relevant sense.

31 This is one of the great discoveries of Marx’s critique of political economy, which I discuss in
Chapter 5.



4
Structural Domination in the Market

This book argues that exploitation is a form of domination: it is the realization
of the extractive powers of the powerful. If this is true, then structural exploita-
tion is simply the realization of the structurally conferred extractive power of
the powerful. More precisely, structural exploitation is a relational property
that includesmore than the interagential dyad between exploiter and exploitee.
That surplus quality of specifically structural exploitation, I now argue, recalls
questions about agency and structure, as well as theories of class and state.

This chapter develops these ideas. It argues for the cogency of the concept of
structural domination and for its application to capitalist economic structure.
The chapter develops and defends a triadic account of structural domination,
according to which structural domination (e.g. patriarchy, white supremacy,
capitalism) is a three-place relation between dominator(s), dominated, and
regulator(s)—the constitutive domination dyad plus those social roles non-
contingently upholding it. The chapter elaborates on the relationship between
structure and agency from the perspective of both oppressor and oppressed
and discusses the deduction of the concept of the capitalist state from the
concept of capitalism. On the basis of these definitions, it shows that struc-
tural domination under capitalism presupposes collective power but not joint
agency or shared intentions on the part of the dominators.

The chapter has two parts. The first, conceptual, part argues that structural
domination is a triadic relation. The second, normative, part applies this
idea to capitalist economic structure. More precisely, section 4.1 discusses
the grounds of domination and introduces the triadic account of structural
domination. Sections 4.2 and 4.3 use that account to offer a definition of
structural domination. Section 4.4 argues that the capital relation, the relation
between capital and labour, is one of domination. Section 4.5 explains under
what conditions that domination becomes structural. It does this by arguing
that the concept of capitalism entails the concept of the state. Section 4.6
introduces the agential account of the state and discusses its connections with
collective agency. Section 4.7 distinguishes between two forms of structural
exploitation: vertical and horizontal. Section 4.8 discusses the girth of the
capitalist cage across space and time.

Exploitation as Domination: What Makes Capitalism Unjust. Nicholas Vrousalis, Oxford University Press.
© Nicholas Vrousalis 2023. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192867698.003.0005
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4.1 The Structure of Structural Domination

The account of structural domination provided in this chapter is meant
to be compatible with different theories of what makes domination unjust:
Kantian, republican, and recognitional.1 These grounds pertain to individual
freedom: the independence of the individual. Individual independence, in
general, consists in nonsubjection of purposiveness to the choices of others.
Applied to work relations, such independence is violated when others possess
unilateral control over your productive purposiveness—your labour capacity.
This chapter studies the structural dimension of these complaints, when they
are structural.

I begin by studying the logic of structural domination. Cages, cathedrals,
molecules, and propositions have structures. To say that a cathedral has a
structure is to say that there is a relation between its parts—wall, buttress,
nave, and tower. The constituents of this structure constitute the cathedral,
not its structure. It follows that cathedral structure can survive even if all its
constituent parts are replaced: Notre-Dame Cathedral’s structure would sur-
vive even if all its walls and buttresses were simultaneously replaced. The same
is true of other social structures. Consider prisons. Wholesale replacement of
all of a prison’s constituents—its staff, cells, bricks, or mortar—need not affect
its structure. The question is what constitutes that structure.

4.1.1 Structural power relations in general

This section argues that a complete description of specifically structural power
relations involves a triadic relationship between those who possess power,
those who are subject to power, and certain third parties—role-occupants or
norm-internalizers—whom I will call regulators. To focus intuitions, consider:

Promise Relation—Promisor promises Promisee to give her a copy of Crime
and Punishment.

Promises are institutional facts2 that confer on Promisee a power over
Promisor—in this case, the deontic power to demand or waive compliance
with Promisor’s antecendently undertaken obligation. Call this the constitutive

1 For a juxtaposition between these three views, see Chapter 2.
2 On institutional facts see Rawls (1955) and Searle (1964).



94 structural domination in the market

power dyad. The institution of promising defines, in addition to offices (such
as the promisor/promisee dyad), moves (under what conditions the utterance
‘I promise’ counts as a promise), penalties for noncompliance, and so on.3

Now contrast:

Promise Structure—Promisor promises Promisee to give her a copy of Crime
and Punishment. Regulator is a bystander disposed to reward Promisor’s
compliance with her obligation and to penalize noncompliance.

Regulator’s addition to the example completes the structure (or practice)⁴
of promising: regulators define offices and legitimate moves, in addition to
instituting and enforcing payoffs corresponding to these moves. Regulators
thereby impart structure to the promise relation by stabilizing existing offices
and by providing assurance of compliance to their officeholders—a function
that requires independence from these offices.⁵ That is, even when the regu-
lators are existing officeholders, their actions as regulators do not exemplify
their offices, as such: Promisor, for example, is not promising when she takes
steps to ensure that she can fulfill existing promises or perform new promises
in the future. In her regulative role, Promisor may be enforcing, applying or
interpreting the content of an existing promise, as long as others grant her
independent title to do so.

This idea generalizes: a complete description of any structural power rela-
tion involves a three-place relation⁶ between the officeholders of the con-
stitutive power dyad plus the regulators (in this case: Promisor, Promisee,
Regulator). In other words:

(1) Structural power relations are triadic relations.

In terms of our original cathedral analogy, regulators relate to the constitu-
tive power dyad in the way cathedral roofs relate to cathedral walls: without
the roof, the walls are unstable and, in a sense, structurally incomplete. To
put the architectural analogy in old-fashioned sociological terms, bases need

3 As I explained in Chapter 2, these need not be legal obligations. A surgeon is someone widely
recognized as being able to successfully perform surgery and who will, in appropriate conditions, do
so. The institution of surgery confers offices and deontic powers on both surgeon and patient, whether
legal or merely conventional.

⁴ I use ‘practice’ and ‘structure’ interchangeably, as does Rawls (1955).
⁵ Ripstein (2009, chapter 6) argues that the normativity, determinacy, and enforcement of private

rights requires some form of public power. My account of structure is complementary to Ripstein’s.
⁶ Strictly speaking: a 𝑛 + 1-place relation, where 𝑛 is the number of places in the power relation.
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superstructures.⁷ I now explain how structural power is related to structural
domination, by arguing for:

(2) Structural domination is a structural power relation.

Roughly speaking, the idea behind (2) is that if the dominator’s power is
structural, then the vehicle of that power is a third-party role which may, but
need not, be occupied by the dominator herself.

4.1.2 Structural domination in general

To motivate the contrast between interagential and structural features, con-
sider:

Interagential Domination—Man finds Woman in a pit. Man can get Woman
out at little cost or difficulty, but demands an extortionate price to do so. Man
would have done the same to aman and aman could just as easily have found
himself in the pit.

The account of domination defended in this book holds that an agent
dominates another just when he unilaterally, arbitrarily or misrecognitively
subjects her choices to his own ends. Suppose that Interagential domination
is objectionable in that sense, such that Man dominates Woman.⁸ Even so,
given that he would have done the same to a man, and that a man could just
as easily have found himself in the pit, Man does not dominate as man; Man’s
domination of Woman is merely interagential. Contrast:

Structural Domination—Regulator pushes women, and only women, into
pits. Regulator pushes Woman into a pit. This enables Man to demand an
extortionate price from Woman in return for extracting her from the pit.

In this example, Regulator confers structure to the domination relation, in
exactly the same way that Regulator confers structure to the promise relation.
More precisely, Regulator makes the domination structural and gives it its
discriminating character (in this case, as a form of sexism).Moreover, if power

⁷ SeeCohen (1978, p. 231) for an influential defence of this claim. In section 4.4, I discuss the relevant
sense of ‘need’ and reject Cohen’s specification of it as too weak.

⁸ Types (‘man’, ‘woman’) are, I assume, extensionally individuated.
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and vulnerability are extensionally equivalent, as I argued in Chapter 3, then
Man’s structural power entails Woman’s structural vulnerability further and
vice versa.

Some philosophers think that all power has this triadic character. Warten-
berg (1988), for example, suggests that all power relations involve regulators—
he calls them ‘peripheral social others’. It follows that all power is triadic.
But Wartenberg’s premiss is untenable: in the two-person world where Adam
extorts Eve, we should think that Adam dominates Eve, and that’s the end
of it. Some domination is merely dyadic and therefore not structural.⁹ I now
elaborate on the position of the regulators in structural power relations.

In the examples used so far, the regulators help constitute the constitutive
power dyad while remaining somehow external to it. External in what sense?
Consider the relationship between cathedral wall and roof. Cathedral walls
have powers, including the power to support each other. What confers that
power on each wall, let us suppose, is the cathedral’s roof. But what confers
a power is not identical1⁰ with that power or with its possessor; to think
otherwise is to commit the vehicle fallacy. So roofs can co-constitute the power
of walls (e.g. the power to support other walls), while lacking that power them-
selves; roofs regulate the constitutive power relation between walls. I claim that
all instances of structural domination have the same triadic structure: they
involve pit-like dyads constituted by third-party entities—the regulators—who
complete the triad. Figure 4.1 illustrates this point schematically.

pit
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Figure 4.1 Regulated domination

⁹ Wartenberg uses the teacher–student relationship as an illustration of the putatively general point
that all power is structural: ‘A student’s well-being is affected by the grade in the first place only through
themediation of human being situated outside of the classroom, who use the grade as a sign that results
in their administreting “harm” to the student’ (Wartenberg 1988, p. 322). This argument confuses
individual instances of the practice of student grading, which may involve ‘harm’, with the general
practice of student grading and evaluation. ‘Harm’ is not part of the constitutive conditions of grading
and neither is the ‘harmful’ disposition of third parties. Otherwise we couldn’t meaningfully speak of
‘harmless’, ‘justified’, or ‘good’ evaluation practices and powers. Gädeke (2020) defends Wartenberg’s
position.

1⁰ That is, conceptually distinct and extensionally nonequivalent.
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One virtue of this account of structural power is that it does not confuse
power, its possessors, its vehicles, and its effects. Structures, from prisons to
universities, are vehicles of power, but cannot themselves possess power. It
follows that structures cannot dominate anyone. Moreover, the possessors of
power, from prison guards to professors, need not themselves confer power
on the offices they possess. Power, its possessors, and its vehicles are dis-
tinct co-constitutive features. Finally, the effects of power—for example, on
subjectivity—bear no necessary connection to its constitution, which is why
they are peripheral to the study of domination.11 I provisionally conclude that
structural domination is a triadic relation. To summarize the conceptual part
of the argument so far:

(1) Structural power relations are triadic relations.

(2) Structural domination is a structural power relation.

So (3) Structural domination is a triadic relation.

Claim (1) is the theory of structural power sketched above. Claim (2) is
part of the definition of structural domination. If this argument for (3) is
sound, then structural domination just is a relationship between dominator
𝑃, dominated 𝑄, and regulator 𝑅. Now, it is worth noting that 𝑃 and 𝑄 might
themselves be regulators, although not in their roles as dominator/dominated.
So, for example, when the playground bully exhorts her friends to bully
vulnerable others, or sharpens the stick she will use to perform her bullying,
she is not bullying; rather, she is making (future) bullying possible. In so doing,
she acts as regulator, not as bully. Structure, it bears repeating, allows agents to
occupy multiple offices, other than the offices of dominator/dominated. I now
elaborate on some implications of this view.

It follows frommy account of structural domination that the existence of the
office of regulator constrains dominators to act in certain ways, at least if their
acts are to constitute the domination of others. Roofs regulate, and, in so doing,
constrain what walls can do. By the same token, Regulator constrains what
both Man and Woman can do in Structural Domination. These constraints,
however, are not necessarily unfreedom-conferring. That is, it is false that
dominators like Man are unfree qua dominators. Instead, the existence of
Regulator is what enables Man to systematically dominate Woman, that is,

11 Much of the contemporary debate on ‘biopolitics’ fails to register these distinctions. See Searle
(2009, p. 152).
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makes Man structurally powerful and Woman structurally vulnerable.12 So
certain structural constraints are merely enabling, as opposed to unfreedom-
conferring. To think otherwise is to confuse domination’s conditions of
possibility (i.e. the existence of regulators) with its subject (i.e. the dominator).
This conflation between the subject and ground of domination can be
theoretically consequential. For example, it pervades Vaclav Havel’s otherwise
illuminating discussion of the ‘post-totalitarian system’. Let me explain.

Havel (1985) shows that the individual greengrocer who ostentatiously
signals her commitment to the Party line in her grocery does not do it because
she is committed to the ideal. Rather, she does it out of fear of being accused of
disloyalty by symmetrically situated others. Havel brilliantly demonstrates that
this equilibrium is upheld through a ‘dictatorship of the ritual’. But it does not
follow, as he suggests, that this is a dictatorship without dictators.13 That is,
despite the Party officialdom’s inability to directly apply and enforce sanctions
for disloyalty, the dictatorship of the ritual confers on that officialdom a
reputation of power over others. And since the ‘reputation of power is power’,1⁴
the Havelian rituals confer power on Party officialdom. The officialdom, in
other words, draws its power from the ritualistic behaviour of nonofficials
such as the greengrocer. In my terms: some nonofficials are regulators of the
official/nonofficial power dyad, and their existence is the ground of official
power. But officialdom is still the subject of that power. Similar strictures
apply to structural domination in the case of gender, race, and class, as I will
argue below.

Drawing on the set of claims defended in this section, I nowoffer a definition
of structural domination.

4.2 Structuration = Regulation

The triadic account of structural domination implies the following definition
of structural domination:

Regulated Domination—A given instance of domination is structural just
when it involves a triadic relationship between powerful agent(s) 𝑃, disem-

12 That prison guards or slaveowners are structurally constrained to do what constitutes the domi-
nation of prisoners or slaves does not make prison guards and slaveowners unfree. It is precisely due to
regulator-constituted constraints that the dominators are free and the dominated are unfree. See Frye
(1983) for an extensive argument to that effect.

13 See Basu (1986) for a rigorous defence of Havel’s inference.
1⁴ Hobbes (1994, p. 70).
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powered agent(s) 𝑄, and regulator(s) 𝑅, such that (i) 𝑃 dominates 𝑄 and (ii)
𝑅 regulates that domination.

On this view, structural domination is regulated, that is, domination co-
constituted by agents or roles external to the constitutive power dyad. Call
this the regulation condition.1⁵ The regulation condition does not, by itself, tell
us what domination does to the dominated. By way of illustration, consider
common-stock instances of the patriarchy: the wife-abusing husband, the
lecherous male boss, the pornographer who stigmatizes women. What makes
these instances of structural domination?

A possibility that suggests itself is that women under the patriarchy are faced
with a dilemma between performing an independently valuable activity by
the leave of men and not performing it at all. Patriarchal norms, for example,
make women unfree by making them either abstain from familial relations
altogether or participate on men’s terms.1⁶ Similarly, when pornographic
norms restrict access to empowering sexual possibilities for women, women
have to choose between nonsex and sex in conformity with the model of male
fantasy. Call this the double-bind condition.1⁷ Both regulation and double-bind
are central to the arguments that follow. I now consider some provisional
implications of these definitions.

Regulated Domination is a modal definition of structural domination, in
two senses. In the first place, it implies that structural domination is not
just about the actual choices of structurally dominated agents or groups, but
also about their subjunctive choices. That is, according to this definition, 𝑄
is dominated even in the nearby possible world in which she abstains from
any interaction with 𝑃: the unmarried woman in a patriarchal society and
the celibate woman in the pornography-saturated society are both dominated.
In the second place, the definition explains a modal feature of structurally
dominated choice, namely the clustering of subaltern optimizing behaviour

1⁵ Themost philosophically advanced critics of structural domination are feminists. For some recent
and relevant examples, see Cudd (2006), Einspahr (2010), Haslanger (2010),MacKinnon (1989),Marin
(2018) and Young (2011).

1⁶ I discuss the double anonymity of patriarchies that allow exit options in Chapter 2, section 2.1.
1⁷ If the regulation and double-bind conditions hold, then patriarchy may be the collective power

of women, lost to men, as men. The double-bind condition explains how unsubjected purposiveness
is removed from women’s choice sets; the regulation condition explains how, through the intervention
of the regulators, that restriction attains its pro-men determinate directionality. Regulated Domination
therefore implies that patriarchy is the systematic disempowerment of women with respect to their
ability to self-direct their free purposiveness. Under the cover of legal and informal norms, devised,
upheld, and enforced by the regulators, women’s powers are placed at the disposal of—are alienated
to—men ‘in a male way’ (MacKinnon 1983, p. 645). Once again, women’s powers are lost to men, as
men.
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around the disjunction of abstinence from social interaction and domination.
The thicker the bars, the thicker the clustering, and the fewer the opportunities
for the undominated option of free, mutually-affirming activity.

To conclude this section: I have offered a triadic definition of domination
and suggested that this definition fares well in many of the cases that exercise
liberals, republicans, and feminists. I now ask what counts as a regulator in the
definition of structural domination.

4.3 Defining the Regulation Function

A regulator is any agent or role-occupant contributing appropriately to the
creation, reproduction, or perpetuation of the constitutive power dyad.1⁸ The
question is what counts as ‘appropriately’. I consider three possible specifica-
tions of the regulation function: causal, expressive, and moralized.

(a) Causal regulation: 𝑅 is a regulator just when 𝑅 contributes causally to
𝑃’s domination of 𝑄.

(b) Expressive regulation: 𝑅 is a regulator just when 𝑅 contributes expres-
sively to 𝑃’s domination of 𝑄.

(c) Moralized regulation: 𝑅 is a regulator just when 𝑅 is morally responsible
for 𝑃’s domination of 𝑄, or for preventing or attenuating that domina-
tion.

Specification (a) is too weak. Suppose I trip over a wire, causing the leader
of the feminist revolution to fall on a bus, causing her to die, causing the
patriarchy to survive. I have causally contributed to the reproduction or
perpetuation of the patriarchy. But my tripping is only an expression of
maladroitness, not of the patriarchy: I am no regulator. So (a) is false.1⁹

On specification (b), my behaviour must somehow express the constitutive
power dyad, indeed expressively uphold it. In other words, to count as a
regulator, I must, in principle, be able to interpret my action as a move imbued

1⁸ I prefer ‘regulators’ over ‘structural constraints’, because ‘regulators’ do not merely constrain: they
may confer intelligibity, meaning, and stability to human action. The emphasis on constraints tends to
construe the grounds of domination excessively narrowly.

1⁹ The same applies to causally robust, even functional, explanations of my tripping over the wire:
pace Cohen (1978), functional explanations are too weak to buttress the regulation function. Garden
variety functionalisms, by implication, are unlikely to make much sense of structural domination.
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with salient institutional meaning,2⁰ even if I am not morally responsible for
its (possibly oppression-perpetuating) consequences.

Specification (c) is stronger, because it requires moral responsibility. On
specification (c), if I succeed in dissociating myself morally from domination,
or bear no responsibilities towards its remedy, then I am not a regulator.
The feminist husband under patriarchy and the republican prince under
monarchy, for example, are not regulators. At least this follows if collective
responsibility is individually decomposable.

Of these three specifications, I shall exclude (a) and remain non-committal
between (b) and (c). The usefulness of the regulation function consists in this:
if 𝑃 dominates 𝑄 and if that relation satisfies (an appropriate specification)
of the regulation function, then that domination is structural. Knowing this
can help us better understand the nature of the domination, as well as ways
of resisting it. For example, it would seem that a Havelian ‘dictatorship of the
ritual’-type theory only requires a (b)-type regulation function. Some socialists
and nearly all liberals, on the other hand, assume (c)-type regulation functions.
I will return to this in section 4.5.

To summarize the argument so far: a domination relation between humans
counts as structural just when it is triadic, that is, involves a (set of) regulator(s)
who express, are responsible for, or fail to remedy the dyadic domination
relation. This concludes my discussion of the logic of structural domination.
I now turn to the normative part of the argument, which applies Regulated
Domination to capitalist economic structure.

4.4 How Capitalists Dominate

This section builds on Chapters 2 and 3 to explain how capital dominates
labour under capitalism. ‘Capitalism’, it bears repeating, designates the struc-
ture discussed in Chapter 2: unequal private ownership of scarce productive
assets, along with a labour or credit market conferring access to these means.
I begin by discussing the nature of the abstract relation between capital and
labour. In section 4.5, I explain how the addition of the state imparts structure
to that relation, that is, makes capitalist domination a form of structural
domination.

2⁰ This does notmean that Imust intend its effects. Itmight simplymean that the effect is discursively
available to me as an explanation of my action after its performance. This availability may require what
Haslanger (2012) calls a ‘cultural schema’.
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Consider:

Interagential Capitalist Domination—Capital has money, Labour does not.
Labour needs means of consumption, which she cannot obtain without
money. So Labour places her labour power at Capital’s disposal, in return
for money. Capital appropriates the product of Labour’s labour, sells it for
money, returns half themoney to Labour, and pockets the other half as profit.

This interagential relation involves monetized unilateral control over alien
purposiveness. On this description, capital is not fundamentally a property
or class relation, although it presupposes both private property and class
division.21 So private property can co-constitute the capital relation without
being identical with or reducible to that relation.22 Rather, the capital relation
is, fundamentally, a form of reification: the relation confers upon Capital
unilateral control over Labour’s labour power in the form of a relation between
the things that each of Capital and Labour own. This control, in turn, enables
Capital to exploit Labour. So it is reification that makes the capital relation
conceptually and historically distinctive.23

I now explain why Interagential capitalist domination involves domination.
The general idea was explained in Chapter 2 and goes as follows. Suppose
that omelettes are the only means of consumption and that, if Labour is to
nourish herself, she must produce an omelette. As long as Capital owns the
eggs, Labour can produce the omelette only by Capital’s permission. This
makes Labour’s ability to set and pursue the end of omelette production—her
productive purposiveness—subordinate to Capital’s unilateral will. When that
subordination is expressed in extraction of unilateral labour flow, moreover,
Capital exploits Labour.2⁴

21 Recall that roofs can co-constitute a power relation—say, of wall over wall—without being
identical with or reducible to that power relation, since the vehicle of a power relation is not identical
or reducible to that relation.

22 Despite what generations of Marxists, from Lenin to Roemer, have held: see, for example, Sweezy
(1942), Cohen (1978) and Roemer (1982), among many others who assimilate the capital relation into
a property or class relation.

23 That is, conceptually distinct from patriarchy or white supremacy and historically distinct from
other forms of class division. I offer a more precise definition of reification in Chapter 2.

2⁴ It bears noting that Capital dominates Labour, even if Labour performs meaningful work and
even if Capital is a decent employer. Meaningful work does not guarantee nonsubjected work and vice
versa. In respect of the first false entailment, from meaningful work to unalienated labour, consider
the case of the slave performing interesting and socially useful work. The possibility is conceptually
coherent. But her labour is subject to the will of the master. In respect of the second false entailment,
from nonsubjection to meaningful work, consider the work of poor peasants under eternal primitive
communism. Suppose that they must push rocks all day, because rock-pushing is available and useful.
Suppose, further, that it is near-impossible, psychologically, to enjoy such work, or to find meaning in
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This generic description suggests a double bind of capital similar to that
of the patriarchy. Just as women under the patriarchy must choose between
being excluded from familial or sexual relations and participating on terms set
out unilaterally by men as a whole, so workers under capitalism must choose
between being excluded from work altogether and working at the unilateral
discretion of the capitalists as a whole. This makes capitalism, patriarchy, and
white supremacy structurally homologous: all three restrict the choice sets
of the subaltern to a dilemma between social abstinence and domination.
The worker under capitalism, the woman under patriarchy, and the nonwhite
person under white supremacy are all dominated in that sense.

I now explain how the abstract relation in Interagential Capitalist Domina-
tion becomes structural. The missing third relatum, I argue, is the capitalist
state.

4.5 Capitalism Entails the State

This section explains the transition from the logical abstraction of the capital
relation to capitalism, that is, to capitalist economic structure. Consider:

Structural Capitalist Domination—Capital owns the cookshop. He gives
propertyless Labour a cooking job. In labour-market equilibrium, Labour
places her labour capacity at Capital’s disposal, in return for money. Capital
appropriates Labour’s labour, sells its product for money, returns half the
money to Labour in the form of a wage, and pockets the other half as profit.

Unlike the Interagential case, the Structural case posits the existence of a
labour market, which presupposes the existence of wage labour, which pre-
supposes that Capital owns Labour’s conditions of production.Thismove from
the dyadic Interagential case to the triadic Structural case confers structure on
the dyadic relation between Capital and Labour. Who regulates that relation
when it is structural?

The answer can only be the capitalist state, the only coercive enforcer of
Capital’s private property in scarce productive assets satisfying a non-causal
characterization of the regulation function. Consider cookshops. Modernity
lends expression to the private ownership of cookshops through the institution

it. This shared labour performance is still unsubjected. So the relationship between nonsubjected and
meaningful work is one of mutual irrelevance.
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of property law.2⁵ Property law, in turn, requires a legal system, which, in
turn, requires a state. So capitalist structure presupposes the capitalist state as
its regulator-in-chief.2⁶ The capitalist state claims exclusive title to interpret,
apply, and enforce private property on the part of all its subjects. It does
this by interpreting, applying, and enforcing, among other things: (i) Capital’s
control over Labour’s conditions of production, (ii) Labour’s control over her
own labour power, and (iii) the exercise of these control rights through the
institution of contract. This incidence of control rights, in turn, confers on
Capital power over Labour’s productive purposiveness, in two ways: Capital
comes to control access to consumption goods and to the means used to
produce them. So the structural triad (dominator, dominated, regulator) takes
the form (capitalist, worker, state).2⁷

The concept of capitalism, I conclude, presupposes the concept of the state.
More precisely, the application of my definition of structural domination,
Regulated Domination, to capitalism yields something like the concept of the
capitalist state:

(4) The capitalist state completes the triad of capitalist structural domination
by regulating the capital relation—the domination of labour by capital.

It follows that Kant (1996, p. 409; 6:256) and Nozick (1974, part I) are
right to deduce an idea of the state from the very idea of private property, in
conjunction with certain generalizations about the nature of right.2⁸ But both
signally and consequentially fail to note that such a state is compatible with
themonetizedmastery of the propertied over the propertyless and, conversely,
with the monetized servitude of the propertyless to the propertied. Marx and

2⁵ When Marx disparaged the writing of socialist ‘recipes . . . for the cookshops of the future’ (Marx
1976, p. 99), he was unwaware of contemporary intellectual property law, which turns even socialist
recipes, such as this book, into sources of profit.

2⁶ Why couldn’t capitalists regulate the constitutive power dyad by themselves (e.g. through private
police and armies)? There are good explanations for why they would necessarily fail in that task (see
Elster 1985, Nozick 1974, Ripstein 2009). Bases need superstructures, and that need is built into the
logic of private property.

2⁷ Naturally, the capitalist state regulates the constitutive power dyad in more ways than just
protecting private property. It may foster competition, manage the national debt, maintain ideological
‘civil society’ institutions, provide basic public goods, and so on. Moreover, the state is not the only
regulator of capital’s constitutive power dyad. The dominant party to the dyad, the capitalists, is
another source of regulation. For example, capitalists are normally engaged in a competitive struggle
to maximize profit, which means they are structurally constrained to penalize the noncompliance of
other capitalists with the profit-maximizing norm—that is, to drive them out of business. Competition,
along with private property, are constitutive moments of capitalist structure.

2⁸ Kant’s exposition is not, of course, about capitalism, whereas Nozick’s is an explicit attempt to
defend its purest expression.
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Engels do not so fail, when they note that ‘Communismdeprives noman of the
power to appropriate the products of society; all that it does is to deprive himof
the power to subjugate the labour of others by means of such appropriations.’
(MECW 6, p. 500).

I now summarize the arguments of the preceding sections. I have argued
for a triadic definition of structural domination and for its application to
capitalist social relations. The abstract capital relation, I have argued, consists
in monetized unilateral control over alien labour capacity. Since such control
violates the Non-Servitude Proviso, it is an instance of domination. And this
domination of Labour by Capital is structural when it is regulated by the
capitalist state, the only coercive enforcer of property rights expressively and
morally implicated in the reproduction of that dyad.

I now discuss the implications of this account of structural domination for
the nature of the agency of capitalists and the state, as well as for the modes of
exploitation that obtain under capitalist economic structure. The overarching
idea is that the regulation account of structural domination can make sense
of capitalist domination without hypostatizing Capital and Labour as supra-
individual entities,2⁹ while keeping power distinct from its possessors, vehicles,
or contingent effects.

4.6 Capital’s Agentlessness

Does capital constitute shared or collective agency? This section argues that it
does not. If I am right, this is a boon for the regulation account of structural
exploitation, which explains how an agentless process can be structural. More
precisely, capitalist structure, on my view, is collectively power-conferring but
agentless. It is, in that respect, like the structure of a prison whose guards lack
collective or shared agency. In passing, I will also explain how this account
of capitalist domination may be compatible with an account of the state as a
collective agent.3⁰

I begin by explaining capital’s agentlessness. On a widely held view, due to
Bratman (2014) and Gilbert (1996), shared agency requires shared intentions,
that is, 𝑃’s and 𝑄’s intentions that 𝑃 and 𝑄 perform an act, each by doing her
part in that performance. These shared intentions must, moreover, ‘mesh’, in

2⁹ The most famous such theory is due to Lukács (1923).
3⁰ What I say also applies, I think, to patriarchy and white supremacy.
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the sense that the content of 𝑃’s participatory intention must cohere with 𝑄’s.
I now show that capitalist structure requires nothing of the sort.

To focus intuitions, consider:

Catallaxy Prison—Catallaxy prison has 990 prisoners and 10 guards. Some
guards are former prisoners: they achieve guardhood by squeezing through
the (few available) cell loopholes. The size of these loopholes is subject to
capacity constraints, including the rate of growth of the prison, and guard
rule over the prison itself. The proportion of guards in the total population
ends up hovering at around 1 percent for the whole duration of the prison’s
long existence, through nobody’s plan or intentional design.

In Catallaxy Prison,31 prisoners squeeze into guardhood from the prison
population, subject to capacity constraints and guard rule over prisoners.
By assumption, there is a feasible prisonless alternative, in which all 1000
people are free, but where there are no longer guards and prisoners, such
that the former are worse off and the latter better off. The guards therefore
have an interest in maintaining prison structure. But it does not follow that
they have shared and meshing intentions of the Bratman/Gilbert variety, that
they optimize by forming them, or even that they optimize by accepting some
collective decision procedure as theirs (Hindriks 2018).32

More generally, the reproduction of domination in Catallaxy Prison only
requires that: (i) individual prison guards are motivated by self-interest, (ii)
what serves the guards’ collective self-interest serves their individual self-
interest,33 and (iii) the guards are individually capable and willing to enforce
their collective self-interest. Claim (iii) is subject to a free-rider objection:
how do individual guards ensure that other guards enforce discipline? The
exact answer is irrelevant to our purposes. Perhaps, acting as regulators of

31 Friedrich Hayek uses the term ‘catallaxy’ to name a state of realization of spontaneous market
order. The term seems more appropriate to a warship (‘HMS Catallaxy’) or a prison (‘HMP Catallaxy’).
As it turns out, all three senses have the same referent.

32 Consider prison guards𝑃1 and𝑃2.𝑃1 knows that it is in𝑃2’s interest not to let toomany prisoners
through the loophole; the same is true of 𝑃2. By the structural assumption, moreover, all guards are
symmetrically disposed. But, if this is true, then neither 𝑃1 nor 𝑃2 need have any intention that they
enforce discipline or control the loophole together; it is consistent with their collective exercise of power
that they lack shared intentions of the Bratman/Gilbert variety.𝑃1, for example, violates no requirement
of rationality if she gets on with enforcing discipline, all the while expecting—falsely, as it turns out—
that 𝑃2 will fail to do her part.

33 Whether they realize it or not. Note that the individual guard’s realization that her individual
self-interest is in the collective interest of guards, indeed her motivation by collective self-interest, does
not entail Bratman/Gilbert-type intentions. For 𝑃1’s subplans may not mesh with 𝑃2’s; 𝑃1 may even
consider them incompatible with 𝑃2’s.
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the prisoner relation, the guards monitor each other’s performance, punish
defection, and reward cooperation. It does not follow that they have shared
intentions or, more strongly, meshing shared intentions. So the collective
power of prison guards does not presuppose shared agency on their part. If the
collective power of capitalists is similar, then capitalism is collectively power-
conferring but agentless.3⁴

There is, however, a way that capitalism might indirectly presuppose agency.
Consider the following argument:

(5) Capitalism presupposes the capitalist state.

(6) The state is a collective agent.

So (7) Capitalism presupposes collective agency.

If (6) is true, then the regulator of the capital relation is a collective agent.
It follows that capitalism is a triadic relation between two agentless classes of
agents (capital and labour)3⁵ and a collective agent who regulates the dyad.
I have no quarrell with (7). But I now argue that the soundness of the argument
just rehearsed does not impugn the agentlessness of capitalism as such.This can
be glimpsed by the following variant of Catallaxy Prison:

Prison Warden—This is the same setup as in Catallaxy Prison. The only
difference is that the guards and prisoners jointly elect a warden. The war-
den is elected from the whole population of prisoners and guards through
universal suffrage. Her mandate is to promote the quality of life of both
guards and prisoners, subject to capacity constraints. Thanks to a long-
lasting overlapping consensus between guards and prisoners, the proportion
of guards in the total population ends up hovering at around 1 percent for
the whole duration of the prison’s long existence, through nobody’s plan or
intentional design.

In Prison Warden, the conditions for shared agency are satisfied (see Pettit
and Schweikard 2006, Lawford-Smith and Collins 2017): the warden’s election

3⁴ We could go further: the collective power of capitalists is the alienated collective power of workers,
that is, the collective power of workers, lost to capitalists, as capitalists. If this is correct, then capitalist
power is an expression of the joint several powers of workers, separated from them as an alien power
in the form of money. What would it mean for workers to reappropriate that power as an expression
of their individual powers? If the argument of this book is sound, then that would mean organizing
production as an expression of omnilaterally authorized public power.

3⁵ More precisely: two classes of agents that are not necessarily agents themselves.
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is a joint action by the population of guards and prisoners. The case can then
be made that the warden’s electors constitute a collective, or group agent.3⁶ But
the existence and reproduction of prison structure itself are not (the upshot
of) shared agency; nor do they presuppose any such agency. In other words,
it is entirely consistent with Prison Warden that guards and prisoners lack any
intention to reproduce prison structure and that each lacks any intention to do
her part in that reproduction. So, once again, the collective power of the guards
does not entail shared agency on their part. Similar things may be true of the
prison inmates.

Liberal capitalism is like Prison Warden, in that it allows forms of (possibly
democratic) shared agency subject to capitalist domination. More importantly,
Prison Warden captures a distinctive feature of that domination: much like
the power of the separately optimizing prison guards, capitalist power can
reproduce itself spontaneously, without shared and meshing intentions on the
part of capitalists. Perhaps for that reason, capitalist power can—by dint of
periodic elections, welfare provision, trade unionism, codetermination, and
other palliatives—systematically conceal its nature as a form of domination.3⁷
The theory of structural domination defended in this chapter makes sense of
this idea, without hypostatizing class agency and without conflating domi-
nation with the dominators (prison guards, capitalists), with the vehicles of
domination (prison structure, capitalist structure), or with its effects.

I now explain how these structural relations facilitate exploitation. If
capitalist domination is structurally conferred unilateral power over labour
capacity and if that power eventuates in surplus extraction—unilateral labour
transfer—then it constitutes structural exploitation. Structural exploitation is
exploitation that obtains by dint of a structural power relation: one’s social
position of structural power and another’s of structural vulnerability. The rest
of this chapter discusses modes of structural exploitation under capitalism
and their implications for exploitation across space and time.

3⁶ List and Pettit (2011, pp. 37–41) discuss the logical problems this raises.
3⁷ Why don’t the prisoners just elect an abolitionist warden? Many plausible explanations have been

offered. Some say that a majority of electors must be in the grip of ‘false consciousness’, such that it
does not see the bars; others say that the majority sees the bars, but not the whole cage; yet others say
that it sees the cage, but believes that it is better off inside. Some of these beliefs will count as false
consciousness if they issue from, say, brainwashing or propaganda. A more interesting suggestion is
that these beliefs are justified, indeed true. Przeworski (1985) argues that breaking the capitalist cage
may be very costly in the short run—so costly that workers are individually and collectively better off
encaged. So the main explanation for why we are stuck in the capitalist cage may not be that we are silly
or ideologically blighted. Rather, capitalism makes escape prohibitively costly for us all.
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4.7 Modes of Capitalist Exploitation

I will illustrate two modes of structural capitalist exploitation, that is, two
ways in which capitalist economic structure engenders the exploitation of
the direct producer: vertical exploitation, which concerns authority relations
within economic units and horizontal exploitation, which concerns market
relations across economic units.

4.7.1 The vertical case

Consider:

Vertical—Capital owns the cookshops of the future. She hires Labour who,
in equilibrium, will work a total of sixteen hours. The monetary expression
of total labour time is unity, such that the net product is worth $16. Capital
appropriates and sells this net product; she consumes $8 (equivalent to eight
hours of labour) and pays Labour $8 as wages (equivalent to eight hours of
labour).3⁸

In this example, Labour is alienated from scarce productive assets, which
are controlled by, indeed ‘personified’ in, Capital. This allows Capital to
appropriate a surplus product, such that, in equilibrium, Labour comes to
consume eight hours less labour than she produces, while Capital consumes
eight hours more. So, by dint of her power over Labour, Capital extracts
unilateral service from Labour in the form of profit. By the Non-Servitude
Proviso, Capital dominates Labour. Vertical is therefore an instance of vertical
capitalist exploitation, a kind of hired servitude.

Now, inmost capitalist economies, vertical exploitationwill not involve only
capitalists and workers: ‘where management and ownership of firms come
apart, thosewhodirect the action of the exploited are not necessarily thosewho
benefit’ (Wollner 2018, p. 12). A typical rebuttal to this suggestion says that
management and ownership, taken together, constitute the capitalist, such that
Capital exploits as one collective agent.3⁹ But this is too quick: capitalists and

3⁸ I assume that individual labour times reflect average labour input. These equivalences, I have
insisted throughout this book, do not presuppose the Ricardian labour theory of value. The only
assumption is that total net output is the monetary expression of a certain amount of total labour,
which is what the ‘monetary expression of labour time’ means. See Foley (1982) and Dumenil (1984).

3⁹ Szigeti and Malmqvist (2019) discuss necessary and sufficient condition for joint exploitative
agency.
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managers do not always act jointly, not least because their objective functions
differ—the principal-agent problem shows its balding head.

The right way to think about these cases need not, I think, appeal to joint
action or shared agency. Rather, exploitation occurs in these cases ‘because
a pattern of action . . . emerges through coordination between agents, who
even though they do not constitute a group agent, succeed in exploiting, for
example by performing various parts in some overall pattern, such that the
exploitee suffers the exploitation-specific wrong of (a) wrongfully having her
action directed by others, (b) in a way that also violates distributive norms’
(Wollner 2018, p. 12). On this picture, capitalist and manager spontaneously
and independently act in such a way that leads to the exploitation of Labour;
moreover, their respective claims to control over alien purposiveness reflect that
fact. It does not follow that they are, as a result, engaged in joint action; they
are, in that respect, like the separately optimizing prison guards.

This concludesmy discussion of vertical exploitation. I now consider amore
exotic set of cases.

4.7.2 The horizontal case

Consider a variant of John Roemer’s Friday and Robinson example (Roemer
1996, p. 52):

Horizontal—There are two cooperatives, Robinson Inc. and Friday Inc.,
trading only in final goods. Each firm has five employees and is operated
democratically. Robinson Inc. is capital-rich, Friday Inc. is capital-poor. The
economy-wide net product is worth $80 and the monetary expression of
labour time is unity. In equilibrium, each member of the Robinson Inc.
coop works four hours and receives eight hours of labour time (expressed
in her individual income of $8), while each member of the Friday Inc. coop
works twelve hours and consumes eight hours (expressed in her individual
income of $8).

Despite the absence of capitalists and bosses in Horizontal, there is still
unilateral labour flow. Table 4.1 summarizes the contrasts between the two
examples (the top two rows summarize Vertical, the bottom two Horizontal).

Does the Horizontal case involve exploitation? I think it does, at least if
Robinson Inc.’s market success fails to reflect innovation, effort, and talent—
productive efficiency, more generally—as opposed to mere wealth inequality.
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Table 4.1 Vertical and horizontal exploitation

Works Consumes Net earnings

Capital 0 hours 8 hours $8
Labour 16 hours 8 hours $8
Worker (Robinson Inc.) 4 hours 8 hours $8
Worker (Friday Inc.) 12 hours 8 hours $8

For then the transfer of labour from Friday Inc. to Robinson Inc. violates the
Non-Servitude Proviso, since it cannot even draw the exemption of superior
efficiency. The unilateral labour transfers of Table 4.1, in other words, reflect
nothing but unilateral control over alien purposiveness. So the Horizontal case
is an instance of horizontal exploitation, a kind of unhired, market-induced,
servitude.

I conclude this chapter by explaining how these modes of structural
exploitation extend through space and time.

4.8 The Cage’s Girth

This section extends the preceding discussion to the spatial and temporal parts
of the capitalist cage. It argues that, although exploitation can extend across
distance in space—across states and nations—it does not extend across non-
overlapping generations in time. I begin with distance in time.

4.8.1 Across time

Can you exploit posterity? The temporal parts of the capitalist cage get repro-
duced, generation after generation, through the process of capital accumula-
tion canvassed in Chapter 2. By that model, it would seem that, in contributing
to the reproduction of a cage that will imprison them, earlier generations
necessarily dominate future generations. This suggestion is only half true. It is
true in the sense that those who contribute to the construction and reproduc-
tion of the cage—adding a bar here and there, adding a brick here and there,
ensuring compliance here and there—either dominate future generations or
are complicit in that domination. But not all members of earlier generations
so contribute. So not all of themdominate or are complicit in such domination.
Does this mean that generations cannot exploit each other?
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The question is uninteresting if its scope is restricted to overlapping cases:
across overlapping generations, the young can certainly exploit the old and
vice versa.⁴⁰ Things become more interesting in cases of non-overlapping
generations. Suppose there are 𝑛 generations, 𝐺1, 𝐺2, . . . , 𝐺𝑛, such that each
generation only overlaps with the one succeeding it (𝐺1 overlaps with 𝐺2 but
not with 𝐺3, and so on). Can 𝐺1 exploit 𝐺3? On the account of exploitation
defended in this book, 𝐺1 can neither exploit nor be exploited by 𝐺3.

Consider, first, whether 𝐺1 exploits 𝐺3. For this to happen, it would have to
be the case that𝐺1 ropes𝐺3 into unilaterally serving𝐺1. Now,𝐺1 undoubtedly
has power over 𝐺3: assuming that 𝐺3 will exist, 𝐺1 controls the identity, the
number and the quality of life of 𝐺3’s members.⁴1 Indeed, this is why 𝐺1 can
dominate 𝐺3, or even posterity in general. But 𝐺1 cannot extract unilateral
labour flow from 𝐺3—𝐺1 cannot have 𝐺3 unilaterally serve 𝐺1—because 𝐺1 is
not aroundwhen𝐺3 is around and vice versa. Labour and effortful contribution
do not flow backwards in time. So 𝐺1 cannot exploit 𝐺3.

Now consider whether 𝐺1 can be exploited by 𝐺3. 𝐺3 can benefit from
unequal labour or effort exchange with 𝐺1, in the sense that 𝐺3 can consume
(the fruits of) 𝐺1’s labour. But 𝐺3 cannot have any power over 𝐺1 or its
members. As a matter of metaphysical necessity, 𝐺3 lacks power over the past,
including over 𝐺1’s members. So 𝐺3 cannot exploit 𝐺1.

I provisionally conclude that, if exploitation is enrichment through uni-
lateral or arbitrary control over alien purposiveness, then non-overlapping
generations cannot exploit each other. Chris Bertram questions this conclu-
sion. He argues that 𝐺1 can exploit, and be exploited by, 𝐺3. Bertram defines
exploitation as follows:

Where people are linked together in co-operation either as contributors
to that co-operation or as beneficiaries to it, and where those people are
able to make a contribution requiring effort, there is exploitation if and
when the distribution of rewards from that co-operation fails to be roughly
proportional to the distribution of effortful contribution.

(Bertram 2007, p. 76)

Using this definition, Bertram imagines a temporally extended system of
cooperation, in which there is a ‘customary expectation on each generation

⁴⁰ Thequestion of exploitation in the context of pension systems is interesting but largely unexplored.
See Gosseries (2009) for some interesting suggestions.

⁴1 For a discussion of same and different number choices in population ethics, see Parfit (1981).
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to do its part, an expectation which typically involves handing on the core
assets of the scheme intact . . . from one generation to the next’ (Bertram 2010,
p. 82). It now follows that 𝐺1 can exploit 𝐺3 and, more interestingly, that 𝐺1
can be exploited by 𝐺3. A profligate generation 𝐺3, for example, exploits 𝐺1
when it fails to meet the customary expectation, either by consuming more or
by contributing less than it should.

My disagreement is with Bertram’s definition of exploitation. I do not think
that the ‘ability-to-contribute’ principle, elaborated in the Bertram quotation,
furnishes a sufficient condition for exploitation. If it did, then Ant would not
be exploiting a pit-ridden Grasshopper when she asks for $1 million in return
for costless winter shelter—assuming that $1 million is the level of effortful
contribution Grasshopper is expected to provide.⁴2 There is proportionality of
effortful contribution here, but Ant still exploits Grasshopper. More generally,
the ability-to-contribute principle is not sufficiently discriminating: it seems
to generate false negatives in a wide range of cases. The way to make the
Bertram principle sufficiently discriminating consists in connecting effortful
contribution to an account of the subjection of those providing it.⁴3

4.8.2 Across space

Contemporary capitalist social relations are not only temporally but also
globally extended. In Chapter 6, I discuss the relationship between capital and
the state in the context of the debate on global justice. I will argue that, if
exploitation is a form of domination, and if states can exploit states, then states
can dominate states. That form of domination constitutes imperialism, such
that a comprehensive understanding of global capitalist exploitation requires
a theory of imperialism.

Does this mean that capitalist globalization does worse, in terms of domi-
nation, than its predecessors? How are we to think of the remarkable increase
in average living standards in China and India over the past thirty years,
for example? In both countries, the penetration of capitalist social relations
into the economy has lifted millions out of poverty, reduced mortality rates,

⁴2 I discuss the Ant and Grasshopper case in Chapter 3.
⁴3 Nonexploitation, on this view, requires proportionality to effortful contribution untainted by

unilateral control or arbitrary power. This is the domination account defended in this book.
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and increased literacy.⁴⁴ In Chapter 6, I will show that these questions are
moot: they fail to recognize that servitude is compatible with significant
improvement in most dimensions of quality of life. That is, critics of encage-
ment need not deny—indeed, must affirm—that finding yourself locked in a
capitalist cage is a significant improvement over being shackled to a feudal
wall. China and India are now undergoing this shackles-to-cage transition.⁴⁵
Their economies resemble, in these respects, Europe’s transition to capitalism.
Chapter 5 draws upon the historical debate on the origins of capitalism to shed
light on the forms and fate of capitalist exploitation.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued for the cogency of the idea of structural domination
and for application of that idea to capitalist economic structure. Capitalism,
I have argued, is a cage—much like patriarchy and white supremacy. The
chapter defended these claims by offering a triadic account of structural
domination, according towhich structural domination is a three-place relation
between dominator, dominated, and regulator—any role-holders that regulate
the constitutive domination dyad. On the basis of this account, I argued that
the concept of capitalism entails the concent of the state, whether conceived as
a collective agent or not.The chapter concluded by discussing the cage’s spatial
and temporal girth. The rest of this book applies these ideas to theories of the
origin of capitalism, to international relations, and to theories of property-
owning democracy, market socialism, and worker control.

⁴⁴ In the case of China, the number of people in absolute poverty has been reduced by about 94
percent over the past thirty years, while adult literacy has increased from 65 percent to 98 percent in
the same period (China Bureau of National Statistics 2015). In India, the reduction in absolute poverty
has been even more dramatic, reducing the number of people in absolute poverty from 55 percent of
the population to 21 percent. The literacy rate has also increased from about 40 percent of the adult
population to 69 percent (World Bank 2011).

⁴⁵ On India, see Banaji (2010) and Bardhan (1999). On China, see Brenner and Isett (2002) and
Pomeranz (2000).



PART III

APPLICATIONS





5
Capitalist Exploitation: Its
Forms, Origin, and Fate

Exploitation, in general, is a dividend of servitude: domination-induced title
to alien surplus labour. In Chapter 2, I explained that this generic definition
of exploitation takes a specific form under capitalism. Unlike slavery, serfdom,
and patriarchy, capitalists can claim title to surplus labour through contractual
relations between things, that is, through mutually consensual and uncoerced
market transactions. In Chapter 3, I explained why exploitation cashes out
its title to alien purposiveness in terms of surplus labour. And in Chapter 4
I explained what makes this title to alien purposiveness structural when it
is structural.

This chapter studies the modality questions: how exploitation becomes
possible under capitalism and what historically specific forms it takes. Some
of the most sophisticated answers to these two questions—of origin and form,
respectively—have been provided by Karl Marx in volumes I and III of Capital
and by contemporary elaborations of these ideas in historical sociology. In
what follows, I study Marx’s answers, by drawing upon the debate on the
origins of capitalism. I then show how that debate can shed light on post-
capitalist democratic futures.

The chapter is structured as follows. Section 5.1 presents the problem of how
capital, as monetary title to alien labour capacity, performs and generalizes its
historically specific form of exploitation. Section 5.2 sets out the conceptual
landscape and offers some definitions. Section 5.3 discusses what Marx calls
the ‘antediluvian forms’ of capital. Section 5.4 argues that wage-labour is
not a necessary condition for capitalist relations of production and defends
an alternative definition based on the idea of subsumed labour. Section 5.5
broaches and defends a related but distinctive form of subsumption that unites
Marx’s writings on cooperatives. Section 5.6 uses the distinction to offer a
critique of market socialism. Section 5.7 discusses some implications of the
subsumption definition for the connection between capital and class.

Exploitation as Domination: What Makes Capitalism Unjust. Nicholas Vrousalis, Oxford University Press.
© Nicholas Vrousalis 2023. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192867698.003.0006
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5.1 The Problem of Subsumed Labour

It is widely held that capitalist social relations are uniquely coextensive with
some set of property relations. There are capitalists, who own all of the
means of production, and there are workers, who own none. This is the way
capitalism was defined in the reproduction model of Chapter 2 and elaborated
as structural in Chapter 4. This chapter weakens the definition of capitalist
social relations, in terms of what Marx calls the ‘subsumption of labour by
capital’. This definition aligns the individuation of capitalist social relations
with the ways in which capitalists dominate workers. Capitalism, I argue, takes
the generic exploitation relation—the extraction of unilateral service through
power over others—and builds it into the conditions of equilibrium market
exchange. Nearly every monetary transaction then comes to involve capital,
title to unilateral control over alien labour capacity.

This process of capital’s appropriation of the conditions of labour, from
generalized usury, to manufacturing, to mechanized industry, implicates the
material mode of production in a progressively more intense exploitation
and therefore domination of the worker. In what follows, I further argue
that Marx’s ubiquitous use of the terms ‘subordination’ (Unterordnung), ‘sub-
sumption’ (Subsumtion), and ‘domination’ (Herrschaft) of labour by capital
represents this process of embodiment of the exploitation relation into the
production process. Marx’s terminology, in other words, represents modes of
worker unfreedom. I begin by introducing some basic terms.

5.2 Definitions

Chapter 2 presented a rough-and-ready model of economic reproduction
that contrasted collective and capitalist property relations. This section makes
the assumptions behind that model more precise. It then defends a weaker
interpretation of these assumptions, one that makes capital a form of sub-
sumed labour. I begin by rehearsing a traditional account of capitalist social
relations—‘relations of production’—and of their relationship to the capitalist
‘mode of production’. I then offer tentative definitions of the concepts of
subsumption and exploitation.

5.2.1 Capitalist relations of production

According to a traditional definition, capitalist relations of production are
‘relations of effective power over persons and productive forces, not relations
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Table 5.1 Relations of production

Labour power Means of production

Slave None None
Serf Some Some
Proletarian All None
Associated producer All All

of legal ownership’ (Cohen 1978, p. 63). An effective power, according to
Cohen, is a non-normative ability to effect outcomes.1 This characterization
of the relations of production permits a taxonomy of capitalist relations of
production in terms of the subordinate producer’s control over her labour
power and means of production, as follows.

Suppose the pair (𝑟, 𝑠) represents the direct producer’s degree of control over
her own labour power (𝑟) and over means of production (𝑠), where 𝑟 and 𝑠
take their values from the set {𝐴𝑙𝑙, 𝑆𝑜𝑚𝑒,𝑁𝑜𝑛𝑒}. That the producer controls
All of her labour power, for example, means that she enjoys a formal right
of self-ownership and is therefore not liable to extra-economic coercion (see
Table 5.1). According to the traditional view, the {𝐴𝑙𝑙, 𝑁𝑜𝑛𝑒} set of powers is
both sufficient and necessary for capitalist relations of production: there are
propertyless workers who sell their labour power to propertyful capitalists,
which is what allows the latter to exploit the former. This view was already
discussed in Chapter 2.

The traditional view faces well-known objections. Take, for example, ante-
bellum slavery in the American South. In that context, ‘[a] producer could be
coerced into working for a wage and producing surplus value’ (Cohen 1978,
p. 83, referring to Marx 1976, p. 925). So there are forms of antebellum slavery
that involve slaves performing wage-labour without full control over their
labour power—these slaves only possess a {𝑆𝑜𝑚𝑒,𝑁𝑜𝑛𝑒} set of powers. This is
a presumptive counterexample to the traditional view.2

Consider, further, merchant and usury capital, the forms dubbed ‘antedilu-
vian’ byMarx (1976, p. 266, 1981, p. 728). Under putting-out,3 for example, the
merchant makes a profit by providing raw material to the peasant, buying the
final product below its market value. Putting-out is an instance of {𝐴𝑙𝑙, 𝑆𝑜𝑚𝑒}
relations of production, since the peasant must own some of the conditions

1 In Chapter 2, section 2.1 I disputed this definition of an effective power. I preserve it here arguendo.
2 For a wealth of similar counterexamples, see Banaji (2010).
3 See Ogilvie (2008) for an introduction to the English ‘domestic industry’ of the 18th century.
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of production.⁴ If putting-out betokens a capitalist relation of production—as I
will argue—then it constitutes another counterexample to the traditional view.

In light of these difficulties, this chapter defends a definition of capitalist
relations of production in terms of subsumed labour. In other words, a social
relation is a capitalist relation of production if and only if it involves monetary
title to unilateral effective control over labour power—the subsumption of
labour to capital. This definition makes the capital relation compatible with
any combination of the {𝑟, 𝑠} variables in the production relations set. Capital-
ist relations of production are then constituted by that subset of reproducible
economic relations in which the extraction of surplus labour is subjected to
the maximization of exchange value—what Marx calls the ‘law of value’. The
connections between these concepts will, I hope, become more transparent in
the discussion that follows. I nowdefine the concept of themode of production
and the idea of subsumed labour.

5.2.2 The capitalist mode of production

Marx’s discussion of labour subsumption occurs against the background of a
distinction between the relations and the mode of production. Marx uses the
term ‘mode of production’ in at least two senses, one narrow and one broad.
In the narrow sense, the mode of production refers to the kind of technology
employed in production, including the technical division of labour.Thenarrow
sense therefore excludes power and domination relations. The broader sense
of themode of production, on the other hand, includes facts about the purpose
of production and the form of social labour.

In this chapter, I shall refer to themode of production exclusively in the nar-
row, or material, sense. Marx often relegates claims about the power of capital
over labour to what he calls the mode of ‘subsumption’ or ‘subordination’ of
labour.⁵ Those represent capitalist relations of production, even if they do not
feature the capitalist material mode of production.

Marx’s mature works, I will argue, underwrite at least four modes of
subsumption: hybrid, formal, real and abstract. Hybrid subsumption, on
the one hand, represents the way capital dominates workers under usury,

⁴ The peasant must, however, lack comprehensive non-market access to the means of subsistence,
which is what explains recourse to the merchant in the first place. I discuss this in section 5.3.

⁵ Marx uses the terms Subsumtion and Unterordnung interchangeably. Skillman (2022) has argued
that capitalist subsumption is a form of subordination of labour to capital, such that subordination
extends to all pre-capitalist modes of production depicted in Table 5.1.
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putting-out, and the domestic system. It is, in that sense, a ‘transitional
form’ from feudalism to capitalism. Formal and real subsumption are
explicitly discussed by Marx in Capital, volume I, and the Results of the
Immediate Process of Production; they represent industrial capital. Finally,
abstract subsumption refers to the ways capital dominates workers under the
cooperative factory. It is, in this sense, a transitional form from capitalism
to socialism. I will offer a complete characterization of these modes of
subsumption later. I now complete the set of definitions.

5.2.3 Exploitation and subsumption

This book argues that 𝐴 exploits 𝐵 if and only if 𝐴 extracts domination-
induced unilateral service from 𝐵, in the form of surplus labour. A necessary
condition for specifically capitalist exploitation is that surplus labour assumes
the value-form, that is, the claim to unilateral control over labour ismonetized.
What enables capitalist exploitation, in other words, is the value-constituted
domination of human productive purposiveness. This characterization of
capitalism implies that capitalist relations of production extend beyond wage-
labour, such that the traditional characterization of capitalist exploitation is
too strong. Section 5.3 elaborates.

5.3 Capital Without Wage-Labour

Many students of the origin of capitalism affirm the following two theses:

(1) Capitalist relations of production presuppose wage-labour, that is, the
existence of a labour market.⁶

(2) Wage-labour presupposes capitalist relations of production.

The conjunction of these two claims means that capitalist relations of
production and wage-labour are extensionally equivalent. I now show that
the best understanding of pre- and post-capitalist economic formations
contradicts (1). Capital, as monetary control over alien labour capacity,

⁶ A ‘wage-labourer’, or proletarian, is any producer who, not owning any means of production,
is ‘free in the double sense that as a free individual he can dispose of his labour power as his own
commodity, and that . . . he has no other commodity for sale, i.e. he is . . . free of all the objects needed
for the realization of his labour power’ (Marx 1976, pp. 272–3). See Mandel (1974) and Cohen (1978)
for refinements of this definition.
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extends beyond wage-labour. For the purposes of this book, I have no
quarrel with (2).

5.3.1 An invalid inference

Consider a famous passage from Marx’s Grundrisse:

Theconcept of capital implies that the objective conditions of labour . . . acquire
a personality as against labour, or, what amounts to the same thing, they are
established as the property of a personality other than the worker’s. The
concept of capital implies the capitalist. (Marx 1973, p. 512)

Cohen glosses this passage as ‘a compressed statement of thesis [(1)]’ (Cohen
1978, p. 184, n. 2). The idea here is that, since capital implies the ‘personifica-
tion’ of the conditions of labour in the capitalist, the existence of the capitalist
implies the existence of the wage-labourer. Cohen’s inference is invalid: the
objective conditions of labour can acquire a ‘personality as against labour’ if
capitalists merely hire them out to workers (e.g. through lending), as opposed
to hiring workers in to use them. Whether capital hires labour or labour hires
capital, it is still the ‘objective conditions of labour’ that dominate workers.⁷

The same invalid inference, fromMarx’s assertions about the alienated form
of social relations to the existence of wage-labour, pervades the works of
Sweezy (1942),Mandel (1974), Fine and Saad-Filho (2004), Harvey (2010) and
Callinicos (2014), among many others.⁸

5.3.2 Usurers, merchants, and surplus value

I now argue that Marx actually denies (1); in Section 5.4, I will show that he
is right to do so. In chapter 36 of volume III of Capital, Marx distinguishes
between two forms of usury: lending money to ‘extravagant magnates’ for the

⁷ For a formal treatment of this claim, see the isomorphism theorem in Roemer (1982, pp. 89–95).
It is also discussed in Chapter 2, section 2.3 and Chapter 4, section 4.7.

⁸ It is, of course, impossible that no capitalists hire wage-labour, such that all capital is usury or
finance capital. Marx points out that this would lead to a ‘tremendous fall in the rate of interest’ (Marx
1981, p. 501), which would, in turn, force some finance capital into industry. But then some finance
capitalists are capitalists proper. In other words, one cannot deduce the existence of wage-labour from
the alienated conditions of labour. See Screpanti (2018) for a recent attempt to defend the deduction
and its rebuttal in Vrousalis (2020a).
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consumption of luxuries and lending to ‘small producers who possess their
own conditions of labour’ (Marx 1981, p. 729). The latter form of usurer’s
interest, he suggests, represents surplus value. Marx then distinguishes usury
(or interest-bearing) capital under the pre-capitalist mode from the form it
assumes under the capitalist mode of production (Marx 1981, p. 730). In a
famous passage, he argues that:

Usurer’s capital, in this form where it actually appropriates all the surplus
labour of the direct producer, without altering themode of production; where
the producers’ ownership or possession of their conditions of labour . . . is
an essential precondition; where capital therefore does not directly sub-
ordinate labour, and thus does not confront it as industrial capital—this
usurer’s capital impoverishes the mode of production, cripples the produc-
tive forces . . . and simultaneously perpetuates these lamentable conditions in
which the social productivity of labour is not developed . . . as it is in capitalist
production. (Marx 1981, pp. 730–1)

If this argument is sound, then several things follow. First, capitalist rela-
tions of production predate the capitalist mode of production (in the narrow
sense). Second, those direct producers subsumed under usury capital are
subject to {𝐴𝑙𝑙, 𝑆𝑜𝑚𝑒} relations of production, not {𝐴𝑙𝑙, 𝑁𝑜𝑛𝑒}. They differ,
in that respect, from the industrial proletarian. Third, it is false that usury
capital does not subordinate labour:Marx asserts that it merely fails to ‘directly
subordinate labour’ (my emphasis). Indeed, he later adds that ‘[u]surer’s capital
has capital’s mode of exploitation without its mode of production’ (Marx 1981,
p. 732). In Section 5.4, I show that this ‘indirect’ subordination of labour by
usury capital is tantamount to capitalist domination of the producer as such,
only outside the factory. In the terms of Chapter 2, usury is domination at
work, but not in the workplace.

So according to Marx, usury capital, insofar as it appropriates newly created
value, is a capitalist relation of production. It therefore entails a relationship of
dominating power geared towards the production of surplus value, not its mere
redistribution.⁹ Similar considerations apply to merchant capital: putting-out,
for instance, sometimes consists in extracting newly created value.1⁰

⁹ Marx’s discussion of the Indian usurer is relevant here. Hewrites that the usurer ‘extorts . . . surplus
value’ by charging interest to the peasant (Marx 1976, p. 1023). But then usury capital does not have
a merely redistributive function; it is productive of surplus value and therefore constitutes a capitalist
relation of production. This point is also made by Banaji, who argues that ‘the price [Indian peasants
receive from usury capitalists] is no longer a pure category of exchange, but a relation of production’
(Banaji 1975, p. 1891). I discuss Banaji in section 5.4.2.

1⁰ This point has been made by Georges Lefebvre (1952), among many others.
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Now consider the following triad of claims:

(1) Capitalist relations of production presuppose wage-labour.

(3) Merchant and usury capital constitute capitalist relations of production.

(4) Merchant and usury capital do not presuppose wage labour.

This triad is inconsistent; no more than two of its claims are simultaneously
assertible.11 The upshot is that capital subsumes labour in a variety of ways,
wage-labour being only one of them. Section 5.4 discusses capitalist subsump-
tion before wage-labour.

5.4 Capital Before Wage-Labour

This section draws upon three important recent contributions in economic
sociology to show that (1), the idea that capitalist production relations pre-
suppose wage-labour, is false.12 It discusses Gilbert Skillman’s taxonomy of
the Marxian categories of subsumption, Jairus Banaji’s treatment of Indian
agriculture, and Robert Brenner and Ellen Wood’s account of dependence
in agrarian capitalism. All of these accounts entail the falsehood of (1). We
should think about capital not in terms of wage-labour, but instead in terms of
monetized title to alien labour capacity.

5.4.1 Skillman on subsumption

This section makes a first case against (1), the wage-labour presupposition,
by looking at industrial capital and its immediate ancestors. In his analysis
of capitalist production, Marx asserts an important distinction between man-
ufacturing and mechanized industry, discussed with consummate brilliance
in chapters 14 and 15 of Capital, volume I. The distinction is between the
formal and real subsumption of labour by capital. Under the former, sometimes
identified with manufacturing, the technical basis of the mode of production
has not yet ‘become adequately realized—it [has] not become indispensable,

11 Many students of Marx read part I of volume I of Capital as an attempt to deduce (1). In
volume III, however, Marx asserts the conjunction of (3)–(4). Section 5.4 makes the case for keeping
the conjunction. If that case is sound, then (1) must be false.

12 This is in keeping with the reproduction model of Chapter 2, where capitalist exploitation was
defined as unilateral surplus extraction and contrasted with collective ownership.
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and that also means technologically indispensable’ to ‘producing for the sake
of production’ (Marx 1976, pp. 1037–38). According to Marx:

from the standpoint of the purely formal relation—the general form of
capitalist production, which is common both to its less developed stage
and to its more developed stage—the means of production . . . do not appear
subsumed to the labourer, but the labourer appears subsumed to them.

(Marx 1969, p. 390)

The ‘less developed’ stage of ‘capitalist production’ is formal subsumption;
the ‘more developed’ real subsumption. To these different modes of sub-
sumption there correspond different forms of surplus value (what Marx calls
‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ surplus value) and different degrees of worker inde-
pendence. Crucially, however, both formal and real subsumption presuppose a
complete separation of the worker from the means of production. That is, they
are characterized by {𝐴𝑙𝑙, 𝑁𝑜𝑛𝑒} relations of production, the set of property
relations uniquely coextensive with wage-labour. The necessary complement
to this separation between labour and the conditions of labour is that dark
archetype of modernity, the factory.13

The taxonomy presented so far is incomplete. For, as the discussion in chap-
ter 36 of volume III shows, Marx manifestly believes that capitalist relations of
production precede the factory. Indeed, it is incoherent to think that capitalist
relations of production can ‘transform’ or ‘penetrate’ a mode of production
in the narrow sense without predating its putatively transformed successor.
Marx writes, moreover, that the ‘reproduction of the handicraft system on the
basis of machinery only forms a transition to the factory system’ (Marx 1976,
p. 589) and refers to the ‘medley of transitional forms’ from handicrafts to
manufacturing, (Marx 1976, p. 602). He adds:

It will be sufficient if wemerely refer to certain hybrid forms [Zwitterformen],
in which although surplus labour is not extorted by direct compulsion from
the producer, the producer has not yet become formally subordinate to
capital. In these forms, capital has not yet acquired a direct control over the
labour process. (Marx 1976, p. 645)1⁴

13 Murray (2004) makes a cogent case for the view that Marx’s modes of subsumption are not
historical, but systematizing categories. He then argues that mechanized industry and manufacturing
are both forms of real, not merely formal, subsumption. The latter claim contradicts my cut between
formal and real subsumption. But Murray’s cut, even if sound, has no bearing on the truth of (1), or on
the nature of the transitional forms flanking formal and real subsumption.

1⁴ The hybrid forms are also discussed under the name ‘transitional forms’ [Uebergangsformen] in
Marx’s 1861–3 manuscripts. See Marx and Engels (1994, pp. 117–121).
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Table 5.2 Skillman’s taxonomy

Capital circuit Mode of subsumption

Usurer 𝑀 − {𝑀 − 𝐶 → 𝑃 → 𝐶′ −𝑀′} − 𝑀′ Hybrid
Merchant 𝑀 − 𝐶 − {𝐶 → 𝑃 → 𝐶′} − 𝐶′ −𝑀′ Hybrid
Manufacturer 𝑀 − 𝐶 → {𝑃} → 𝐶′ −𝑀′ Formal
Industrialist 𝑀 − 𝐶 → 𝑃 → 𝐶′ −𝑀′ Real

It follows that ‘transitional’ and ‘hybrid’ forms represent ‘indirect’ modes
of subsumption of labour to capital. That is, they constitute capitalist relations
of production merely transitional to the capitalist mode of production,
in the narrow sense. Skillman (2007, 2022) offers a helpful taxonomy of
these hybrid forms. He uses Marx’s expanded schema of the capital circuit:
𝑀−𝐶 . . . 𝑃 . . . 𝐶′−𝑀′, where . . . 𝑃 . . . represents the production of new
value, with two modifications. The first modification uses arrows to represent
the transformation of value-adding inputs into outputs, such that Marx’s
schema now appears as 𝑀 − 𝐶 → 𝑃 → 𝐶′ − 𝑀′. The second modification
uses brackets to characterize the portion of the labour process that remains in
the control of the worker. Skillman’s schema is depicted in Table 5.2.

The first row represents usury capital: the usurer advances money capital𝑀
to the direct producer, who uses it to buy commodities worth 𝐶. The producer
then adds value, turning 𝐶 to 𝐶′, which she sells for 𝑀′. She then uses the
proceeds to pay interest to the usurer. Crucially, the producer retains some
degree of control over her product, over the labour process, and over the
process of circulation. A typical complement to this autonomy is the producer’s
possession of certain means of production, tools, and so on, some of which
may be used as collateral for the loan. The second row represents merchant
capital: the merchant uses money capital to purchase raw materials worth 𝐶.
The merchant then gives these raw materials to the producer, who valorizes
𝐶 to 𝐶′, which is then appropriated by the merchant and sold for 𝑀′. This
is, for example, how the capitalist dominates the producer under putting-
out.1⁵ Skillman (2007) calls the subsumption obtaining undermerchant capital
primitive subsumption. I here follow Marx in calling it hybrid subsumption.1⁶

The third and fourth row represent formal and real subsumption, respec-
tively. Under formal subsumption, the worker retains amodicum of autonomy

1⁵ On putting-out, see Marglin (1975) and, more recently, Ogilvie (2008).
1⁶ Skillman (2007) does not include usury capital under hybrid subsumption because it does not

involve direct control over the producer’s surplus. But since usury does involve the subsumption of
labour under the circuit of capital, and since it is, like merchant capital, an extra-factory phenomenon,
I will assume that hybrid subsumption also applies to usury.
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because the labour process has not been completely objectified: the manufac-
turing worker is still ‘a fragment of his own body’ (Marx 1976, p. 482), but
not yet a mere ‘living appendage’ of the machine (Marx 1976, p. 548). This
modicum of autonomy is represented in the third row by the worker’s control
over the labour process, which is completely foresaken under mechanized
industry. The move downwards along this table, from usury to industry,
schematically represents the thinning out of producer autonomy, together
with the corresponding extension of capital’s domination of the producer. So
Skillman’s elegant taxonomy vindicates the developmental continuity between
hybrid, formal, and real subsumption as capitalist relations of production. It
thereby vindicates (3), the view that merchant and usury capital constitute
capitalist relations of production. This is, in a sense, the progressive mate-
rialization of surplus-labour extraction in the conditions of production, the
necessary complement to capitalism’s insatiable appetite for accumulation.

I have, so far, defended claim (3), the idea that merchant and usury capital
can constitute capitalist relations of production. I turn now to (4), which
says that one can have subsumption of labour to capital without wage-labour,
indeed without a labour market. Suppose that (4) is false. That is, suppose that
putting-out requires a labour market. Here themerchant optimizes by hiring a
proletarian.This reduces monitoring, waste, and pilfering costs, assuming that
the cost of monitoring effort is not excessively high. But then putting-out itself
is unprofitable; labourmarkets imply the euthanasia of the putter-out. And this
contradicts the anti-(4) assumption that being a putter-out is profitable when
wage-labour is available.1⁷

This simple argument showswhy labourmarkets presuppose an {𝐴𝑙𝑙, 𝑁𝑜𝑛𝑒}
set of relations of production, which renders them incompatible with putting-
out. As Skillman points out, the historical survival of antediluvian forms of
subsumption largely depended on producers’ nonmarket access to nonlabour
collateral,mainly land.The gradual erosion of that collateral led to the eventual
demise of hybrid subsumption and ushered in the era of the factory (see
Marx 1981, pp. 730–1). So hybrid subsumption does not entail wage-labour.
Therefore (4) holds. Given the truth of (3), it follows that (1), the wage-labour
presupposition, is false.

1⁷ Amitava Dutt points out (in private communication) that the putative inverse relationship
between profitability and worker autonomy may no longer hold, indeed may never have held. There
are theoretical reasons to think this, based on incomplete contracts, efficiency wages, and so on.
Moreover, the inverse relationship fails to explain the persistence of subcontracting and horizontal
hierarchies, among other things. A comprehensive response would, I assume, study the conditions for
the emergence of hierarchies in specific industries, along the lines suggested by Rajan and Zingales
(2001). All I can do here is refer to the evidence adduced by Marglin (1975), Skillman (2007), and
Ogilvie (2008), as to the relative cost-effectiveness of wage labour in Marx’s time.
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I now further illustrate the falsehood of (1) with the help of examples from
Indian economic development.

5.4.2 Banaji on subsumption

Like Skillman, Jairus Banaji has recently argued that antediluvian capital con-
stitutes capitalist relations of production. Banaji offers numerous penetrating
historical studies of these relations, from early Byzantium to contemporary
India. Banaji’s studies vindicate (3). In his discussion of the relationship
between big, middle, and proletarianized peasantry in the mid-19th-century
Deccan districts of India, Banaji writes:

the extortion of surplus-labour as surplus-value, is not sufficient to constitute
[formal] subordination. Thus, a monied capitalist (for example, a merchant,
moneylender) may dominate the small producer on a capitalist basis, hemay,
in other words, extort surplus-value from him, without standing out as the
‘immediate owner of the process of production’ . . . Clearly, such a system,
a ‘preformal’ subordination of labour to capital, would tend to lead in the
majority of cases to the system of formal subordination . . . there might be
historical situations where in the absence of a specifically capitalist mode
of production on the national scale, capitalist relations of exploitation may
nonetheless be widespread and dominant. (Banaji 2010, pp. 281–2)

Banaji’s ‘pre-formal subordination’ is equivalent to Skillman’s ‘primitive’
subsumption, both of which are equivalent to what Marx calls hybrid sub-
sumption.1⁸ It follows that Banaji affirms (3): merchant and usury capital
sometimes constitute capitalist relations of production.1⁹

But, unlike Skillman, Banaji balks at (4), the idea that merchant and usury
capital do not involve wage-labour, preferring variations on (1) instead. So, in

1⁸ Rakesh Bhandari is therefore mistaken when he claims that ‘Banaji counts as formal subsump-
tion usurious or mercantile appropriation of surplus-value from atomised peasants and craftsmen’
(Bhandari 2008, p. 87). Banaji explicitly distinguishes between pre-formal and formal subsumption,
associating usury and merchant capital with the former.

1⁹ It also follows from the passage just cited that, unlike what some of his critics have maintained
(e.g. Post 2013), Banaji’s argument does not contradict the Brenner thesis. According to Brenner (1976),
the capitalist mode of production first arose in England because the nature of class relations in 17th-
century England was both necessary and sufficient for that mode. But now note that this thesis is
perfectly compatible with Banaji’s claim that capitalist relations of production predate the capitalist
mode of production. Indeed, Brenner himself admits as much in his discussion of transitional forms
(Brenner 1977, p. 52, n. 43). I discuss Brenner and Post further in section 5.4.3.
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response to the charge that antediluvian forms of capital do not involve wage-
labour, Banaji replies that they entail ‘disguised wage-labour’. He writes, for
example:

instead of seeing wage-labour as one form of exploitation among many,
alongside sharecropping, labour tenancy, and various kinds of bonded
labour . . . these ‘forms’ may reflect the subsumption of labour into capital
in ways where the ‘sale’ of labour power for wages is mediated and possibly
disguised (Banaji 2010, p. 145)

This attempt to defend (1) is incoherent.2⁰ For if usury and merchant capital
entail wage-labour, disguised or not, then they (trivially) presuppose industrial
production. The point of distinguishing sharply between hybrid and formal
subsumption, however, is to show how, in the manner of Skillman, the factory
constitutes a turning point in the economic articulation of modernity. The
factory presupposes an all {𝐴𝑙𝑙, 𝑁𝑜𝑛𝑒} set of production relations, that is,
the ‘complete expropriation’ of the producer. This is not the predicament of
the producer under putting-out or usury, as Banaji’s own studies show. In
other words, if ‘pre-formal’ subsumption entails ‘disguised’ wage-labour, then
Banaji’s distinction between formal and preformal subsumption—indeed,
the whole edifice of distinctions between a ‘dependent middle peasantry’
and a ‘semi-wage-labour peasantry’ (Banaji 2010, pp. 317–323)—collapses.21
Banaji should, in all consistency, embrace (4) and reject (1). Capitalist
relations of production do not presuppose labour markets or commodified
labour power.

I conclude this historical excursus by considering the influential idea of
market dependence. That idea also undermines the wage-labour presupposi-
tion (1) and further supports the definition of capital as subsumed labour.

5.4.3 Brenner and Wood on subsumption

This section considers an influential account of the transition from the
pre-capitalist to the capitalist mode of production. This account posits the

2⁰ It is also inconsistent with Marx’s writings on the topic. See, for example, Marx (1981, p. 730),
where the ‘wage-slave’ and the ‘debt-slave’ are explicitly contrasted.

21 As Banaji himself shows, Lenin’s attack against the Narodniks (on the capitalist nature of Russian
agriculture) only makes sense on the assumption that capitalist relations of production do not
presuppose a labour market (Banaji 2010, pp. 50–1); that is, only if (4) holds. In his debate with the
Narodniks, Lenin had to reject (1).
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extraction of surplus labour in the value form as a necessary but not sufficient
condition for the subsumption of labour by capital. On this view, what
completes the set of sufficient conditions is the existence of a specific form
of relationship between markets and the direct producers. This view also
contradicts (1).

Robert Brenner has argued that capitalist relations of production presup-
pose market dependence on the part of both capitalists and producers. It is,
moreover, the asymmetric nature of that dependence that explains the rise of
English agrarian capitalism.Market dependence is Brenner’smain explanation
for the secular growth of agricultural productivity in early modern England,
largely accounting for its early industrialization (Brenner 1976, 1977). E.M.
Wood elaborates:

Economic units could be market-dependent—that is, separated from non-
market access to the means of their self-reproduction—without being
completely propertyless and even without employing propertyless wage
labourers. (Wood 2002, p. 51)

Since, according to Brenner and Wood, these forms of market dependence
constitute capitalist relations of production, the Brenner and Wood account
contradicts the orthodox definition of capitalist social relations. Indeed, it
entails the falsehood of (1). But what exactly is ‘market dependence’? Here
is a standard formulation, due to Charles Post:

If the continued possession of land and tools for non-producers and access
to consumer goods for direct producers . . . does not depend upon success-
ful market competition, then the law of value does not operate and the
unique dynamics of capitalism (specialization, technical innovation and
accumulation) do not pertain.22

By ‘law of value’ Post means the imperative to produce commodities at
‘socially necessary labour time’—roughly cost of production—thereby maxi-
mizing exchange value.23There are three different, and progressively narrower,
senses of market-dependence in Post’s definition: (a) The broadest sense refers
to lack of non-market access to the means of subsistence and production.

22 Personal communication, 29/3/16. Post (2011, pp. 23–4) similarly defines capitalist social relations
in terms of ‘enforced dependence’ and ‘subordination . . . to the law of value’.

23 These commodities need not include labour power. To assume this is tantamount to the same
petitio principii discussed in section 5.3.1.
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(b) A narrower sense refers to subjection to market competition and the law
of value. (c) A yet narrower sense refers to subjection to market competition
that leads to ‘specialization, technical innovation, accumulation’ that is also
potentially labour-saving.2⁴

For our purposes, (b) offers the best specification of market dependence.
On the one hand, (a) is too broad: on this definition, the monopsonistic feudal
lord, or Marx’s ‘extravagant magnate’, who lacks nonmarket access to grain, is
market-dependent. (c), on the other hand, is too narrow. For on this definition,
the pre-1905 agriculture of Russia (Lenin’s agrarian capitalism), the Deccan
capitalism of Banaji, the decadent industries of ‘actually existing socialism’,
and many other instances of—presumptively capital-positing—backwardness
betoken non-capitalist relations of production. Market dependence is there-
fore best defined in terms of subjection to the law of value, not the possible
effects of that law.

In light of these amendments, capitalist relations of production can now
be defined in terms of (i) the production of surplus labour, (ii) subjected to
the imperative of cost minimization, (iii) unilaterally extracted by exploiters in
the value form. Capital, I have argued throughout this book, just is monetized
control over alien surplus labour. This has important implications. It implies,
for example, that all forms of petty commodity production—self-employment,
family farms, agricultural cooperatives, etc.—that are both exploited by others
and subjected to the imperatives of profit maximization involve subsumption
of labour to capital. Therefore, the petty commodity production of 17th-
century middle English peasants (Byres 2006) or of 19th-century American
family farms (Post 2011), insofar as they are exploited (by banks, merchants,
and other capitalists), betoken capitalist relations of production. And now
it follows, again, that capitalist relations of production do not presuppose a
labour market; capital-subsumed self-employment, for instance, is not a kind
of wage-labour.

So capitalist exploitation is broader than wage labour: (1) is false and
domination at work is broader than domination in the workplace. I now argue
that some forms of market socialism represent yet another, distinctive, form
of capitalist exploitation. This supports the definition of capital as subsumed
labour used throughout this book.

2⁴ Similar vacillation about the exact nature of dependence across (a)–(c) pervades Wood (1999)
and Wood (2002).
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5.5 Capital After Wage-Labour

This section studies capitalism’s fate. It argues that there is another
(transitional) mode of subsumption, one that Marx left almost completely
unexplored, save for some suggestive remarks in volume III of Capital.
Unlike antediluvian subsumption, which bridges feudalism and capitalism,
this ‘postdiluvian’ form bridges capitalism with socialism. The existence of
this transitional mode is important, because it further supports my broad
definition of capital as monetary title to alien labour capacity. The idea is that,
if capital is labour subsumed in the transition to capitalism, then it must also
be labour subsumed in the transition to socialism.

I proceed as follows: first, I show that Marx does indeed think there is a set
of capitalist relations of production that provide a bridge between capitalism
and socialism. I then offer an argument that this set of relations engenders a
mode of subsumption distinct from the ones canvassed so far: hybrid, formal,
real. The argument, roughly, is that if petty commodity production can be
subsumed by capital through market dependence on usurers or merchants,
then it can be subsumed by capital through market dependence tout court,
that is, without usurers or merchants. In other words, capital can subsume
labour through mere exchange. I will call this mode of subsumption abstract
subsumption. Consider some textual evidence for the existence of this mode.

In discussion of the cooperative factories, Marx writes:

These factories show how [ . . . ] a new mode of production develops and is
formed naturally out of the old. Without the factory system that arises from
the capitalist mode of production, cooperative factories could not develop.
Nor could they do so without the credit system that develops from the
same mode of production. This credit system, since it forms the principal
basis for the gradual transformation of capitalist private enterprises into
capitalist joint stock companies, presents in the same way the means for the
gradual extension of cooperative enterprises on a more or less national scale.
Capitalist joint-stock companies as much as cooperative factories should be
viewed as transition forms from the capitalist mode of production to the
associated one, simply that in the one case the opposition is abolished in a
negative way, and in the other in a positive way. (Marx 1981, p. 571)

The putative connections between the positivity of the ‘cooperative enter-
prise’ and the negativity of the ‘capitalist joint stock company’ are opaque
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unless juxtaposed with Marx’s critique of the ideological conflation of ‘profits
of management’ with ‘wages of supervision’:

With the development of cooperatives on the workers’ part, and joint-stock
companies on the part of the bourgeoisie, the last pretext for confusing profit
of enterprise with the wages of management was removed, and profit came to
appear in practice as what is undeniably was in theory, mere surplus-value,
value for which no equivalent was paid. (Marx 1981, pp. 513–14)

This contrast is further illuminated by Marx’s famous orchestra analogy:

A musical conductor need in no way be the owner of the instruments in his
orchestra, nor does it form part of his function as conductor that he should
have any part in paying the ’wages’ of the other musicians. Cooperative
factories provide the proof that the capitalist has become just as superfluous
as a functionary in production as he himself, from his superior vantage point,
finds the large landlord. (Marx 1981, p. 511)

Through a characteristically Marxian dialectic of self-abolition, the capi-
talist system generates a credit system, which makes possible the separation
of ownership from control, which, if realized, paves the way for worker-
controlled factories under a system of social ownership of the means of
production.2⁵ But suppose all factories were turned into cooperatives. Would
that suffice to abolish the domination of labour by capital? No. For then
worker-controlled, socially owned, market-operating cooperatives are not a
mere transitional form towards socialism; they are socialism. Marx rejects this
conclusion. He writes:

The cooperative factories run by workers themselves are, within the old
form, the first examples of the emergence of a new form, even though they
naturally reproduce in all cases, in their present organization, all the defects
of the existing system, andmust reproduce them. But the opposition between
capital and labour is abolished here, even if at first only in the form that the

2⁵ Marx (1981, p. 503) draws a distinction between the capitalist as owner and as function. In the
former role, the capitalist earns a return equal to the rate of interest. In the latter role, she organizes
production and thereby earns a return in excess of the rate of interest. According toMarx, the existence
of joint stock companies is evidence that the capitalist is no longer indispensable in her performance
of the functional role.
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workers in association become their own capitalist, i.e. they use the means of
production to valorize their own labour. (Marx 1981, p. 571)

There is much debate as to exactly what Marx means by workers becoming
‘their own capitalist’.2⁶ But the conjunction of this passage with passages
where Marx claims that both workers and capitalists are dominated under
capitalism (see e.g. Marx 1976, p. 990) seems to entail that the reciprocal
pressures of competition cause workers-turned-capitalists to suffer some form
of domination, or ‘enslavement’ even where all factories are profit-maximizing
cooperatives.

Is this claim defensible? It is, I believe, defensible, but not for the widely held
reason that market-operating cooperatives ‘self-exploit’.2⁷ Section 5.6 refutes
the ‘self-exploitation’ idea and suggests a reading of what ‘valorize their own
labour’ means, one based on the idea of the abstract subsumption of labour
to capital.

5.6 The Case Against Market Socialism

How does capital subsume labour in the transition to socialism? This section
elaborates on the possibility that capital-using workers’ cooperatives can sub-
sume each other’s labour. To do this, I will first identify the nature of subjec-
tion of productive purposiveness—labour subsumption—in the transition to
socialism. I will then explain the relevance of this form of subsumption for
contemporary debates on the ‘gig economy’ and precarious labour.

5.6.1 Against self-exploitation

Market socialism has been proposed as a half-way institutional remedy to
exploitation that is neither based on central planning nor completely decen-
tralized, as in some syndicalist theories. Instead, market socialism represents
a decentralized form of worker management based on profit maximization,
in which: (a) the means of production are jointly owned (either by workers

2⁶ See, for example, Jossa (2012) and Lebowitz (2010).
2⁷ Another commonMarxist reaction is to treat this as a variant of petty commodity production and

then dismiss it as economically unstable (see e.g. Cohen 1978, p. 186,Mandel 1974, pp. 7–41). ButMarx
does not say that workers become their own capitalists after competing cooperatives go bankrupt; they
become capitalists the moment they ‘use the means of production to valorize their own labour’. The
question of instability is neither here nor there.
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or by the state), (b) firms are democratically controlled by the workers in
the firm, allowing them to share in the profit, and (c) production is for a
market, in which values are determined by average ormarginal cost. Economic
democracy of the market socialist variety achieves inter-firm equilibrium
through maximization of profit: the individual firm’s maximand is revenue
per worker. Thus in long-run competitive equilibrium the firms that survive
are those, and only those, that make an economic profit greater than, or equal
to, zero.2⁸

A common complaint levelled against market socialism is that it encourages
the ‘self-exploitation’ of workers. The idea seems to be that, since capitalists
exploit workers, and since all workers are capitalists, capitalist-workers exploit
capitalist-workers, that is, workers exploit themselves.2⁹ This complaint is
incoherent. As a matter of conceptual necessity, to exploit is to benefit at
someone else’s expense (see Chapter 1). It follows that 𝐴 cannot exploit 𝐴,
and that 𝐴 cannot exploit 𝐵 if 𝐴 does not extract a presumptive net benefit
from some transaction with 𝐵. So even if it did make sense to say that workers
somehowharmor degrade themselves undermarket socialism, it would still be
false that they self-exploit. I now explain the real case against market socialism,
which further illustrates the subsumed-labour definition of capital.

5.6.2 The real case against market socialism

Suppose there is a system of commodity production without a labour or a
creditmarket. Under such amarket system, different firmswill come to control
differential assets, depending on how successful they are at accumulating
capital. The whole point of allowing the existence of profit-seeking firms, after
all, is to take advantage of the coordinating informational signals putatively
furnished by competitive markets. Now, some firms will do badly and will
have to lay people off. Others will do well and will need to hire people. More
successful firms will accumulate more wealth. It is a short step from this
inequality to the claim that one firm can exploit another. The Horizontal case,
already canvassed in Chapter 4, shows how this is possible:

2⁸ Themost well-developed account of workers’ cooperatives undermarket socialism is due toDavid
Schweickart (1996, 2011). I discuss the Schweickart model, juxtaposed to Roemer’s, in Chapter 7.

2⁹ This complaint does not describe intra-firm exploitation—for example, the exploitation of coop-
erative workers by cooperative managers. Rather, the idea is that a capital-subsumed economic unit
can exploit itself even if it has only one member. Post (2011, p. 28) attributes self-exploitation to petty
commodity producers—competition-subsumed individuals or family farms—in the antebellum USA.
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Horizontal—There are two cooperatives, Robinson Inc. and Friday Inc.,
trading only in final goods. Each firm has five employees and is operated
democratically. Robinson Inc. is capital-rich, Friday Inc. is capital-poor. The
economy-wide net product is worth $80 and the monetary expression of
labour time is unity. In equilibrium, each member of the Robinson Inc.
coop works 4 hours and receives 8 hours of labour time (expressed in her
individual income of $8), while each member of the Friday Inc. coop works
12 hours and consumes 8 hours (expressed in her individual income of $8).

In Chapter 4, I called this horizontal exploitation.3⁰ That is, as long as
Friday Inc. unilaterally appropriates surplus in value form, there is extraction
of surplus value: having worked for four hours, the members of Robinson Inc.
can relax for the rest of the day, while the members of Friday Inc. toil to
produce what the former would otherwise have produced only with an extra
four hours of work.

Now, insofar as it involves monetized control over alien labour capacity,
the Horizontal case is a capitalist relation of production. I want to argue that
such transactions, obtaining through mere trade in goods and in the absence
of labour and credit markets, constitute abstract subsumption of labour by
capital. Subsumption, I said at the outset, is a freedom term: it describes the
way capital dominates labour. In the present example, Robinson Inc. clearly
possesses a power over Friday Inc. The evidence for this is the discrepancy in
the number of hours worked, engendered by a power that gets Friday Inc. to
unilaterally serve Robinson Inc. for a full eight hours.31 This subsumption of
purposiveness is abstract in the sense that, unlike formal and real subsumption,
it does not depend on the existence of a labour market and, unlike hybrid
subsumption, it does not depend on the existence of a credit or money
market. It is a capitalist relation of production that is, for all present purposes,
abstracted from these institutions.

It is, now, but a short step to the claim that some forms of market socialism
involve abstract subsumption. For cooperatives, even themost successful ones,
will need access to rawmaterials, machinery, and other objective conditions of
labour. Under market socialism, by assumption, these can only be purchased
from other cooperatives. So the process of accumulation will eventually

3⁰ ‘The relationship between labour days of different countries may be similar to that existing
between skilled, complex labour and unskilled, simple labour within a country. In this case, the richer
country exploits the poorer one, even where the latter gains by the exchange.’ (Marx 1972, p. 106). It
follows that the rich can exploit the poor in the absence of a labour or credit market.

31 In Chapter 2 I argued that insofar as these inequalities are not independently justified they
constitute servitude.
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manifest itself in unequal exchanges of the Horizontal variety.32 Such
exchanges are capital-positing, insofar as they involve monetized extraction of
surplus labour—an expression of unilateral control over alien purposiveness.33

I now explain in what sense abstract subsumption is a distinctive form of
capitalist domination.

5.6.3 How abstract subsumption is distinctive

Capitalist power, in the form of abstract subsumption, does not presuppose
credit or labour markets. I now illustrate the differences between abstract
subsumption and the other modes of subsumption discussed so far: hybrid,
formal, and real. Take hybrid subsumption first. There are some relationships
between cooperatives that satisfy the usury circuit (first row of Table 5.2).
Vanek’s (1970) labour-managed firms, for example, have this form. Vanekian
cooperatives are funded by loans from profit-seeking cooperative banks. They
are therefore subject not to abstract but to hybrid subsumption: bank and
cooperative occupy the same positions in the capitalist structure as usurer
and peasant, respectively. Of course Vanekian labour-managed firms might
be an excellent idea, as far as the medium-term freedom and autonomy of
producers is concerned,3⁴ but that does not implicate these structures any less
in hybrid subsumption. So abstract subsumption does not obtain in Vanek-
type cooperative relations; it only obtains where a cooperative exploits another
in the absence of a credit or labour market.

Now take formal and real subsumption. As I argued earlier, both of these
presuppose a labour market. Abstract subsumption, like hybrid subsumption,
does not presuppose a labour market. To illustrate the contrast, suppose there
is a system of profit-seeking, worker-managed cooperatives that can freely
hire and fire workers. Whenever there is a layoff, the state acts as employer of
last resort (see Schweickart 2011). In this institutional setting, all unemploy-
ment is frictional and wage-labour is abolished, in the sense that wages and
employment are no longer determined by the cost of reproducing the worker
(however that cost is determined). Suppose, further, that there is a publicly

32 The success of some cooperatives will sometimes depend solely on the superior talents of their
members. When that happens, abstract subsumption obtains due to mere talent inequality, or, more
generally, what Roemer (1988) calls inequality of inalienable assets. In Chapter 7 I discuss this idea in
connection with the related notion of the labour epistocracy.

33 In theAppendix I discuss horizontal exploitation across cooperatives with different capital–labour
ratios.

3⁴ See Ellerman (2007) for an elegant recent defence of the Vanekian account.
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owned bank that provides loans to cooperatives without extracting surplus
value from them. There is therefore no usury-type relation between banks and
Vanekian cooperatives. For all practical purposes, no capital-positing credit or
labour markets exist. There is, by implication, no hybrid, formal, or real sub-
sumption of the worker. Yet horizontal exploitation may survive; cooperatives
can ‘valorize their own labour’ by subjecting one another to unilateral control
over that labour. These relations constitute abstract subsumption, referred to
in Chapter 2 as domination at work.

It is worth pointing out, finally, that the abstract subsumption of labour,
unlike formal and real subsumption, does not presuppose bossing, the domina-
tion of direct producers by capitalist bosses.3⁵ Abolishing bossing removes an
intra-firm relation of servitude—vertical capitalist exploitation. But if there is
such a thing as the abstract subsumption of labour by capital, then the abolition
of bossing does not suffice to abolish inter-firm servitude—horizontal capitalist
exploitation. Only democratic control over aggregate investment can do that.3⁶

So the case for abstract subsumption is defensible. On the view I have
defended, Marx’s account of cooperative workers as ‘valorizing their own
labour’ has critical force. I conclude by discussing some corollaries of themain
theses defended in this chapter.

5.7 How Capitalists Dominate

This section summarizes the argument of the previous sections and draws
some tentative conclusions. Capital, I have argued, can dominate workers
in a number of distinct ways, each falling under the four genera of hybrid,
formal, real, and abstract subsumption. Both Mercedes-Benz and Uber, for
example, could be said to exploit their workers. They differ, however, in
the kind of dominating power they possess. On the view defended in this
book, subsumption categorizes capitalist exploitation. Table 5.3 illustrates the
relevant positions, along with a historical instance of each.

All four modes of subsumption survive under contemporary capitalism.
Take, for example, hybrid subsumption, and more specifically interest-bearing
capital, the contemporary incarnation of usury capital. On a widely held view,
credit institutions—hereafter ‘banks’—do not extract surplus value directly

3⁵ Marglin (1975) claims that bossing is a source of domination under capitalist relations of
production. My account is compatible with Marglin’s.

3⁶ I discuss this conclusion in Chapter 7 and defend it in Vrousalis (2019a).
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Table 5.3 How capitalists dominate

Antediluvian Postdiluvian

Subsumption mode Hybrid Formal Real Abstract
Example Putting-out Manufacturing Industry Cooperatives
Transitional Yes No No Yes

from producers (see e.g. Fine and Saad-Filho 2004, pp. 137, 145). Rather, they
extract surplus value from industrial capitalists who, in turn, extract it from
wage-labourers. So hybrid subsumption does not survive under industrial
capitalism. This argument is demonstrably unsound.

Consider the case of 𝐵, who is self-employed and has bought a house
with amortgage from bank𝐴.𝐵 uses her home office to work; in this sense her
office is equivalent to the handicraftsman’s workshop. Suppose, further, that 𝐵
produces value added in the office, just like the handicraftsman produces value
added in the workshop. In lending to 𝐵 for interest, 𝐴 unilaterally controls
and appropriates newly-created surplus value, along the lines represented by
the first row of Table 5.2. Therefore 𝐴’s relation to 𝐵 is a capitalist relation of
production. The traditional view that surplus extraction must be mediated by
wage-labour cannot make sense of this conclusion. For, by failing to acknowl-
edge nonwage modes of labour subsumption as capitalist, it misconstrues the
relationship between 𝐴 and 𝐵 as wage-labour ‘in disguise’ (Fine and Saad-
Filho 2004, p. 140). As I showed in the case of Banaji in section 5.4, this
is a common misconception, which makes for bad theory and incoherent
politics.

The politics of ‘disguised-wage-labour’ is incoherent because its suppressed
premiss—that wage-labour is the only source of surplus value—implies that
wage labour is the unique object of capitalist exploitation. And now it follows
that, if this class shrinks—due to, say, deindustrialization, an exogenous
increase in self-employment, or spontaneous growth in the ‘gig economy’—
then the scope of capitalist exploitation shrinks. No opponent of capitalist
exploitation today would accept this pro-capitalist conclusion. But many of
those who do reject it do not realize that it follows validly from claim (1).
Hence their appeals to ‘forms of disguised wage-labour’ and similar gimmicks.
Opponents of capitalist exploitationmust either drop claim (1), along the lines
canvassed earlier, or accept the pro-capitalist conclusion.

I conclude this chapter by considering some implications of abstract
subsumption for market socialism. Defenders of market socialism deny that
cooperatives, such as Mondragon’s, can exploit (see e.g. Schweickart 2011).
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That is, whether or not Mondragon-type cooperatives are capitalistically
dominated by banks and other credit institutions, they do not themselves
exploit, or dominate, other firms. That belief is false. Despite the huge benefits
that accrue to the advancement of human freedom from democratizing
the workplace, cooperatives implicated in capitalist structures are destined
to ‘reproduce in all cases, in their present organization, all the defects of
the existing system’. Absent democratic control over the bulk of aggregate
investment, cooperatives can extract surplus value from each other. They
thereby subject other cooperating humans to their own ends through mere
trade. So the subsumption of labour to capital—monetized control over alien
productive purposiveness—can linger in the absence of wage-labour.

Conclusion

The chapter has studied the problem of how capital performs and generalizes
a historically specific form of exploitation. It argued that wage-labour is not a
necessary condition for capitalist relations of production. Capital, I have been
insisting, is monetary title to unilateral control over alien labour capacity. So
capitalist production relations should be construed more broadly than wage-
labour, as forms of subsumption of labour to capital. The chapter defended the
idea of two distinctive forms of subsumption which unite Marx’s writings on
the transition to and from capitalism. It concluded by using these definitions
to develop a critique of market socialism. Chapter 6 extends the domination
account of exploitation to international relations and the institutions of capi-
talist globalization.

Appendix: Exploitation across heterogenuous firms

This Appendix studies the implications of differing capital intensities for
horizontal capitalist exploitation—exploitation across firms. In volume III of
Capital, Marx introduces the famous ‘transformation problem’, dealing with
the transformation of values into prices. Although this problem is beyond the
scope of this book, Marx’s proposed solution has some bearing on whether he
thought abstract subsumption possible. I now argue that, Marx’s solution—
whether sound or not—entails horizontal exploitation of cooperatives by
cooperatives.
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The transformation problem arises because different capitalist firms or
industries have different organic compositions of capital.3⁷ If prices and values
are assumed proportional and if the ratio between surplus value and the wage
bill is assumed constant—Marx calls this ratio the rate of exploitation—then
firms with higher than average organic composition (call them 𝐹ℎ𝑖𝑔ℎ) will
tend to earn lower than average profits, whereas firms with lower than average
organic composition (call them𝐹𝑙𝑜𝑤) will earn higher than average profits. But
if there is a uniform rate of profit, which Marx (1981, pp. 254–301) assumes,
then the excess surplus value extracted in 𝐹𝑙𝑜𝑤 will be redistributed from 𝐹𝑙𝑜𝑤
to𝐹ℎ𝑖𝑔ℎ until profit rates are equal.The only way this transfer can be effected is
if relative prices satisfy: 𝑝𝐹ℎ𝑖𝑔ℎ/𝑝𝐹𝑙𝑜𝑤>1. And this, in turn, implies that relative
prices will not be proportional to relative values at the level of the individual
commodities. The set of prices formed out of the equalization of the rates of
profit Marx calls prices of production.

Now, Marx’s argument implies that 𝐹ℎ𝑖𝑔ℎ draws surplus labour from 𝐹𝑙𝑜𝑤
à la Roemer, such that capital-intensive cooperatives exploit labour-intensive
cooperatives. This is the horizontal mechanism we were looking for, which
corroborates the abstract subsumption view of section 5.6.What we have here,
in other words, is the horizontal power-induced extraction of unilateral labour
flow: exploitation.

What does this imply for market socialism? Suppose the allocation of
investment were made to depend exclusively on the market-mediated private
decisions of worker-owned cooperatives. It would follow that some firms
accumulatemore capital than others, either due to the technical nature of their
production process or due to success in competition. This implies differences
in organic composition between𝐹ℎ𝑖𝑔ℎ and𝐹𝑙𝑜𝑤 , generating transfers of surplus
value from the latter to the former. If there is no independent justification
for this transfer, workers in labour-intensive cooperatives will become the
unhired servants of workers in capital-intensive cooperatives. And this is how
cooperatives can exploit cooperatives through mere market exchange.

3⁷ Marx distinguishes between the technical, the value, and the organic composition of capital. The
technical composition is simply the ratio of the mass of the means of production to the mass of labour
necessary to set them into motion. The value composition is the value of the means of production, or
constant capital, to the value of labour power, or variable capital. The organic composition is the value
composition expressed as an increasing function of the technical composition (Marx 1976, pp. 762–3).
See Howard and King (1975, pp. 196–8) for a simple model.



6
Exploitation and International Relations

This book argues that exploitation is a form of domination, the dividend the
powerful extract from the servitude of the vulnerable.This chapter undertakes
to extend the domination theory to international relations. The domination of
one political community or state by another is called imperialism.1 So if there is
exploitation in international relations, and if my domination account is sound,
then international exploitationmust take the form of imperialism. As I will try
to show, the conceptual toolkit of imperialism is useful, indeed indispensable,
to understanding salient aspects of contemporary capitalist globalization.

In what follows, I use the critical resources of previous chapters to but-
tress an account of imperialism that makes the inference from international
exploitation to imperialism palatable. Section 6.1 offers some definitions.
Section 6.2 argues that there is a useful and defensible distinction between
colonial and liberal imperialism, whichmaps on to a distinction between what
I will call coercive and liberal domination. Section 6.3 argues that the main
institutions of capitalist globalization, such as the WTO, the IMF, the World
Bank, and so on, are largely the instruments of liberal imperialism; they are a
reincarnation of what Karl Kautsky once called ‘ultraimperialism’. Section 6.4
argues that resistance to imperialism is not, fundamentally, about a right to
national self-determination. Such a right, it turns out, is conditional upon and
derivative of the demands of working-class internationalism.

6.1 Domination in International Relations

This section distinguishes between two forms of domination, coercive and lib-
eral, whichmap on to the distinction between colonial and liberal imperialism.
Domination, I argued in Chapter 2, is unilateral or arbitrary or misrecognitive

1 Although exploitation is not part of the definition of imperialism, it does seem to be a necessary
condition for its reproduction. One important task is to explain how imperial exploitation under
capitalism differs in form from imperial exploitation under pre-capitalist economic formations. The
answer must have something to do with the historical novelty of so-called informal empire, which I
discuss in this chapter.

Exploitation as Domination: What Makes Capitalism Unjust. Nicholas Vrousalis, Oxford University Press.
© Nicholas Vrousalis 2023. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192867698.003.0007
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control over alien purposiveness. That unilateralism is clearly exemplified
in the mundane space of the school playground. Here, the menace of the
playground bully cuts a distinctive figure. The bully, 𝑃, engages in coercive
domination when she physically forces 𝑄 to do what she wants, or issues
credible threats to that effect.This is the bully at her thuggish best: she beats the
kids who will not hand over their toys, threatens their friends, builds alliances
with other kids to obtain access to the toys of the weaker kids, and keeps in
shape so she can make the threat of force credible.

Now, coercive domination is unjust because it is a form of domination, not
because it is a form of coercion. Coercion, in this sense, merely categorizes
domination, but is neither necessary nor sufficient for the latter.2 For there is
a distinct form of domination, which I will call liberal domination,3 and which
does not involve coercion. Liberal domination involves𝑃 getting𝑄 to do things
in noncoercive but dominating ways. 𝑃 might manipulate or deceive 𝑄, bribe
𝑄, or simply brainwash𝑄 to want what 𝑃 wants. Manipulation, deception and
bribery are undue inducements, all of which normally imply domination. The
most subtle form of liberal domination, in this sense, is hegemony: 𝑃’s ability
to get 𝑄 to want what 𝑃 wants, by going to work directly on 𝑄’s preferences.⁴

The liberal bully is a true master of the subtler forms of thuggery: she
manipulates other kids into handing over their toys, manipulates her friends
into abstaining from sharing their toys unless she gets the lion’s share, gets
her friends not to lend to those who do not share with her, and accumulates
toys just so she can deny access to the kids who will benefit most from
playing with them. The liberal bully bullies because she unilaterally subjects
the purposiveness of others to her ends.⁵ This concludes my taxonomy of two
forms of domination.

2 Indeed, coercion sometimes prevents domination, as when the teacher coerces𝑃 to protect𝑄 from
domination. In exercising her coercive power, the teacher does not dominate 𝑃: insofar as her power
over 𝑃 is geared towards making available free actions for 𝑄, it is only a ‘hindering of a hindrance to
freedom’ (Kant 1996, p. 388).

3 I call it ‘liberal’ just because the term resonates with the liberal form of imperialism I discuss in
section 6.2.

⁴ Hegemony, in this sense, is equivalent to what Nye (2005) has underhandedly called ‘soft power’.
See Lukes (1974, 2005) for discussion of this ‘third dimension’ of power.

⁵ In Chapter 2, I discussed diverse justifications of the Non-Servitude Proviso—Kantian, republican,
and recognitional. Some republicans construe domination as failure to track the interests of the
vulnerable (see, for discussion, Pettit 2010, Gädeke 2016). The case has been made that the ‘imperial
liberalism’ of the British Empire mobilized an institutional framework designed to track the interests
of colonized peoples, and sometimes explicitly avowed such a commitment (see Pitts 2006 and section
6.3). But even if it is granted that colonialism sometimes tracked indigenous interests—‘what did
the Romans ever do for us?’—the Proviso itself envisages no incompatibility between tracking your
interests and dominating you.
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Note that the coercive and liberal forms of domination are strategic com-
plements. In the context of international relations, the sometimes alternating,
sometimes overlapping deployment of coercive and liberal modes of bullying
is called ‘diplomacy’. I begin by offering definitions that extend this taxonomy
to international relations.

6.2 Colonial and Liberal Imperialism

Imperialism is the domination of one political community or state by another.
A political community is any large-scale association of people capable of self-
rule that claims a de jure right to self-rule throughmonopoly over themeans of
violence in its territory. A state is a political communitywhose right to self-rule
is de facto.

Historians of imperialism, especially of the British Empire, have defended
a distinction between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ empire. The distinction was
popularized by John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson in a celebrated 1953
paper entitled ‘The Imperialism of Free Trade’. The term has also been used by
Hobsbawm in his famous tetralogy of the ages of revolution, capital, empire,
and extremes, and has gained currency among imperial historians such as
Cain, Hopkins, and others. I will argue that this distinction is still useful, in a
world where colonies are much less ubiquitous than they used to be, but where
imperialism of the informal variety, embodied in the institutions of capitalist
globalization, is no less ubiquitous. I discuss these institutions in Section 6.3.
In this section I sketch the connections between formal and informal empire,
or colonial and liberal imperialism.⁶ I will argue that the former presupposes
coercive and the latter liberal domination.

Gallagher and Robinson (1953) contrast British overseas expansion during
the 19th century through ‘informal empire’ with ‘dominion in the strict
constitutional sense’ (Gallagher and Robinson 1953, p. 1). Hobsbawm likewise
asserts that Britain’s informal empire consisted of ‘independent states which
were in effect [its] satellite economies’ (Hobsbawm 1989, p. 74), but is not
troubled by the joint ascription of independence and satellitehood to these
states. In a similar vein, Ernest Mandel writes:

⁶ Liberal imperialism contrasts with what Pitts (2006) calls imperial liberalism, which was, in fact,
the form of colonial imperialism advocated by liberals such as J.S. Mill. Lichteim (1971) provides an
informal introduction to the variants of imperialism discussed in this chapter.
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On the morrow of the Second World War, the colonial revolution shook the
foundations of the imperialist system. In order to continue to exploit the
colonial countries, the capitalists of the metropolitan countries were increas-
ingly obliged to go over from direct to indirect methods of domination.
One after another the colonial countries were transformed into semi-colonial
countries, that is, they attained political independence.

(Mandel 1962, p. 480)

Formal empire, according to Mandel, consists in state 𝐴’s domination of 𝐵,
through the direct exercise of both political and economic control by 𝐴 over
𝐵. Informal empire does not involve exercise of political control. But what is
‘political control’? In response to this question, A.G. Hopkins appeals to the
related notion of ‘sovereignty’:

the concept of informal empire . . . is in principle a valuable means of cat-
egorising conditions of domination and subordination whereby a major
state acts as an integrative force, exercising power in ways that infringe the
sovereignty of smaller countries. (Hopkins 1994, p. 483)

On any set of definitions of imperialism, India at the end of the 19th century
must count as part of Britain’s formal empire, whereas Argentina must come
under the ambit of its informal empire (Hopkins 1994, p. 476. Cf. Hobsbawm
1999, Marichal 1989). But what is this ‘sovereignty’ that looms large in these
definitions? Crucially, how does its violation under colonial imperialism con-
trast with its violation under liberal imperialism?The historians’ answer seems
to be that liberal imperialism is just colonial imperialism minus ‘sovereignty’.
That is, state 𝐴 exercises liberal imperialism over state 𝐵 only if 𝐴 controls
a substantial proportion of 𝐵’s means of production, but not 𝐵’s political
process, including the appointment and operation of government. By contrast,
𝐴 exercises colonial imperialism over 𝐵 only if 𝐴 controls both 𝐵’s means of
production and 𝐵’s political process.

This way of drawing the distinction is misleading. For liberal imperialism
also involves a measure of control over 𝐵’s political process, albeit through A’s
control over B’s scarce productive assets. In other words, loss of ‘sovereignty’ is
insufficient for distinguishing between colonial and liberal imperialism, for it
is common to them both.

If sovereignty cannot buttress the distinction, then perhaps it is existentially
dependent on the mode of domination, coercive or liberal, that I sketched
earlier. The rest of this section defends this claim. I will first discuss pure cases
of colonial and liberal imperialism and then bring in hybrid cases.
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6.2.1 Colonial imperialism

Colonial imperialism, in its purest form, entails coercive domination. The
maintenance of the British colony in India during the 19th century, for exam-
ple, involved unilateral control over the latter through occupation, blockades,
and engineered famines, initially at the behest of the East India Company,
and eventually of the British Crown. The fact that some Indian leaders, and
a portion of the population, were loyal to the Empire does not disculpate the
latter of domination. In light of these examples, one might object that colonial
imperialism is simply alien territorial control and that, as a consequence, the
concept of coercive domination is superfluous.

There are conceptual andnormative problemswith this suggestion. First, the
concept of alien territorial control is itself slippery. Suppose state𝐴 withdraws
armies from 𝐵’s territory, but maintains a credible threat of, say, invading 𝐵.
Has state 𝐵 regained control over its own territory? Or suppose state 𝐴 issues
a credible threat to starve the residents of 𝐵, unless 𝐵 hands over half of its
annual silver production. Does 𝐵 possess control over its own territory?

More importantly, insofar as imperialism is a form of domination, what
makes it unjust is not captured, without remainder, by appeal to mere terri-
torial entitlement. Suppose individual 𝑃 owns the only well in the territory,
𝑄 needs access to water, and 𝑄 has access to no water source other than 𝑃’s
well. As it happens, 𝑃 has a moral right to exclusive use of the well, either
because her original appropriation of it was morally legitimate, or because
𝑄 has waived or forfeited a right of access. It is still unjust for 𝑃 to use this
ownership-conferred power to convert 𝑄 into a lifetime servant in return for
access to the well.⁷ Somere territorial entitlement does not accurately describe
the colonial predicament. A more compelling hypothesis as to what makes
that predicament unjust appeals instead to domination, as defined by the Non-
Servitude Proviso of Chapter 2.⁸

Now, coercive domination is necessary but not sufficient for colonial impe-
rialism, since state 𝐴 can coerce 𝐵 in order to eschew colonization. Suppose
that 𝐴 wants or needs access to 𝐵’s silver, which 𝐵 is unwilling to provide. 𝐴
uses coercion to throw 𝐵’s door open, thus obtaining unimpeded access to 𝐵’s
silver thereafter. Forcing a door open is a convenient way of ensuring unforced
traffic—in people or goods—that serves𝐴’s interests at the expense of 𝐵’s. The
open door analogy suggests that it is possible to enlist coercion in the interest

⁷ I defend this claim in Chapter 3, section 3.4.1.
⁸ For an account of the injustice of colonialism congenial to this conclusion, see Ypi (2013).
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of not having to use coercion. When this is the case, 𝐴 enlists an army but
installs no viceroy; coercion merely clears the path to exploitative extraction.⁹

So these are instances of coercive domination that are not tantamount to
colonial imperialism. What completes the set of sufficient conditions for the
latter is some form of enduring and direct political control of one state by
another:𝐴 enlists an army and installs a viceroy in 𝐵’s territory. Restriction of
sovereignty, in this sense, only helps complete the set of sufficient conditions.
I now explain how colonial contrasts with liberal imperialism.

6.2.2 Liberal imperialism

By contrast with colonial imperialism, liberal imperialism presupposes liberal
domination. This sometimes involves the addition of genuine options, such as
a lucrative trade deal, leading to improvement in the situation of the subaltern
state. Recall that the liberal bully never gets her hands dirty: all she does is
provide inducements that promote her interests through exercise of unilateral
control over a share of the subaltern’s net product. So liberal domination
sometimes involves the dominator promoting her servant’s interests in a way
that increases her hold over that servant, much like the drug pusher who
increases her hold over the addict by offering drugs.1⁰

One well-known paradigm of liberal imperialism is Britain’s relation to
Latin America from 1870 to 1914. This is the era of free trade and the
‘gentlemanly capitalism’ of the City of London.11 Here ‘the very process which
weakened British production—the rise of new industrial powers, the enfeeble-
ment of the British competitive power—reinforced the triumph of finance and
trade’ (Hobsbawm 1999, p. 110. See also Barratt Brown 1963, p. 63). Consider,
as an instance of this general phenomenon, the British Empire’s relationship
with Argentina.

⁹ The US post-war policy of the ‘open door’ had already been put to good use by the British Empire
in its 19th-century dealings with China and Egypt. For a wealth of examples from recent history
supporting the view that the international economic order has a strongly coercive dimension, see
Cavallero (2010).

1⁰ The underdevelopment literature seems to have gone awry precisely in its assumption that
imperialism is incompatible with economic development. See Frank (1976) and Wallerstein (2011)
for exposition on the main underdevelopment themes and Lichtheim (1971) for trenchant criticism.
Hopkins (1994) offers an illuminating defence of the case for informal empire, while rejecting themain
conclusions of underdevelopment and dependency theory.

11 The term ‘gentlemanly capitalism’ is due to Cain and Hopkins (2001, pp. 135–50), who track the
ascendancy of British liberal imperialism in Latin America through the rise of finance capital.
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Prior to the sovereign debt crisis of 1890 (the ‘Barings’ crisis), Argentina
had embarked on an ambitious debt-financed railway-building programme. Its
largest creditor was the London-based Barings Bank. When the Argentinian
state became unable to finance its debt obligations to Barings, the Bank of
England intervened by orchestrating an international rescue for Barings, with
the direct involvement of prominent British bankers. British and Argentinian
banks raised interest rates and the Argentinian government embarked on
a decade-long recessionary programme of debt refinancing. The country’s
national income only recovered to its pre-crisis levels by the turn of the
century; the recovery itself was fueled by intensified exploitation of workers
and peasants, significant reductions in real wages and pensions, and a surge in
unemployment and poverty. An integral part of this ‘structural adjustment’
programme avant la lettre was the full resumption of interest payments to
British banks and a return to the Gold Standard by 1898. A.G. Hopkins
elaborates:

This reactionwas fully in accordwith London’s judgement, whichwas formed
in the knowledge that Argentina had no alternative sources of external capital
andwasmanaged by an elite that . . . could be trusted in the end to conform to
the rules of the game. This was not a deal between peers: the parties had joint
interests, but not equal power in pursuing them. (Hopkins 1994, p. 481)

So the British Empire dominated Argentina without coercing it; this was
an instance of liberal imperialism. More generally, if state 𝐴 possesses a
sufficient degree of control over𝐵’s scarce productive assets, either through𝐴’s
financial institutions or through foreign direct investment, then 𝐴 possesses
unilateral control over 𝐵’s powers of self-determination, which grounds its
domination of 𝐵.

These distinctions generate three conceptual possibilities. First, colonial
imperialism, involving army and viceroy. Second, liberal imperialism,
involving neither army nor viceroy. Third, hybrid imperialism, which is a
combination of coercive domination—𝐴 forces 𝐵’s door open—and liberal
domination—𝐴 buys 𝐵’s factories for a pittance once the door is open.
Schematically, the possibilities are:

(a) Colonial imperialism = unilateral alien control over another state’s
scarce productive assets with direct political control through (threats
of) force.
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(b) Liberal imperialism = unilateral control without direct political control
or (threats of) force.

(c) Hybrid imperialism = unilateral control with (threats of) force but
without direct political control.

The social theory of liberal imperialism I have laid out has important
implications for our understanding of the contemporary institutions of glob-
alization. I turn to these presently.

6.3 Globalization and International Exploitation

A necessary condition for the reproduction of imperialism is the exploitation
of indigenous by metropolitan states. The metropolis dominates, with a view
to appropriating a share of the indigenous net product, thereby facilitating its
own enrichment. This section has two parts. The first sketches the relevant
exploitative connections between states and classes. The second sets out a
simple model that purports to answer the ‘who exploits whom?’ question in
international relations.

6.3.1 States and classes

This section clarifies some assumptions underlying the class analysis of impe-
rialism under globalized capitalism.

Suppose there are two states, rich (𝑆𝑅) and poor (𝑆𝑃). On a rudimentary
model of domination under capitalism, each state comprises two classes:
capitalists 𝐶𝑖 and workers 𝐿𝑖 , 𝑖 = 𝑅, 𝑃. In 𝑆𝑅, for example, 𝐶𝑅 exploits and
thereby dominates 𝐿𝑅; this is a structural fact entailed by the relative position
of 𝐶𝑅 and 𝐿𝑅 in 𝑆𝑅, in conjunction with the definition of domination as
subsumption of one’s powers of self-determination. In the case that exercises
exploitation theorists, 𝐶𝑅’s control over scarce productive assets gives 𝐶𝑅
unilateral control over the several labour powers of 𝐿𝑅 and therefore over the
social surplus that 𝐿𝑅 alone produces. This generates six variables, where:

𝐶𝑅, 𝑆𝑅, 𝐶𝑃, 𝑆𝑃, 𝐿𝑅, 𝐿𝑃

stand for capitalists, states, and workers in states 𝑅 and 𝑃, respectively. On
the assumption that states can themselves exploit other states and classes, the
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Table 6.1 Who dominates whom (full logical partition)

CR SR CP SP LR

Dominates 𝑆𝑅, 𝐶𝑃, 𝑆𝑃, 𝐿𝑅, 𝐿𝑃 𝐶𝑃, 𝑆𝑃, 𝐿𝑅, 𝐿𝑃 𝑆𝑃, 𝐿𝑅, 𝐿𝑃 𝐿𝑅, 𝐿𝑃 𝐿𝑃

aforementioned variables are ordered such that, for any group 𝑖, any group to
its left dominates 𝑖 and any group to its right is dominated by 𝑖. The idea is that
capitalists in the rich state can dominate everyone else; rich states themselves
can, in turn, dominate everyone else, minus the rich capitalists; the capitalists
of the poor states can dominate everyone minus rich states and capitalists; and
so on. This generates a total of fifteen possibilities, presented in Table 6.1.

For the purposes of exposition, Table 6.1 contains too many variables.
To make the exposition manageable, I will assume a reductive view of the
state, namely instrumentalism. Instrumentalists maintain that the state is but
a weapon in the hands of a class. The instrumentalist assumption is unrealistic
and relies on an agential view of the state. But unrealistic assumptions are
admissible if they help to generate novel predictions. The classical theories
of imperialism developed by John Hobson and Rudolf Hilferding in the early
20th century did generate such predictions.12 In the Appendix to this chapter
I loosen the instrumentalist assumption and explain which of the bilateral
relationships of Table 6.1 are exploitative and why.

Now, on the instrumentalist assumption, the agency of 𝑆𝑖 is simply absorbed
by 𝐶𝑖 , for all 𝑖: capitalists use the state as a battering ram for the extraction of
surplus labour. The schema of Table 6.1 therefore simplifies to the special-case
schema of Table 6.2.

Table 6.2 Who dominates whom (instrumentalist partition)

CR CP LR

Dominates 𝐶𝑃, 𝐿𝑅, 𝐿𝑃 𝐿𝑅, 𝐿𝑃 𝐿𝑃

We are now in a position to discuss the basics of a sociology of imperialism
and its implications for international exploitation.

12 Those theories predicted the rise of colonial imperialism and how it would lead to war. They
went something like this: capital has an inherent tendency to expand beyond the borders of the state.
But the state always follows capital in the pursuit of market share as its guardian and protector;
it is capital’s bouncer. Clashes between different capitalist states are therefore inevitable, and so is
war. Thus capitalism reaches its ‘highest stage’ when it makes world war inevitable. That stage Lenin
calls ‘imperialism’ (note that Lenin by definition precludes the possibility of liberal imperialism). An
alternative to instrumentalism sees the state as capable of some degree of autonomy, indeed sufficient
autonomy to dominate non-state agents, including certain types of capitalist. I discuss these possibilities
in the Appendix.
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6.3.2 How imperialists exploit

How do 𝐶𝑅, the capitalists of the rich state, exploit 𝐿𝑃, the workers of the poor
state? The case that preoccupied classical theories of imperialism was capital
exports. Here, the source of surplus-extraction is activities like Foreign Direct
Investment (FDI): by investing directly in 𝑃’s land, equipment and machinery,
and by offering higher wages than 𝐶𝑃, 𝐶𝑅 is able to directly exploit 𝐿𝑃. If
the central argument of this book is sound, 𝐶𝑅 thereby dominates 𝐿𝑃. This
is what sweatshops are all about, for example. But 𝐶𝑅’s exploitation of 𝐿𝑃—
sweatshop labour—does not suffice for imperialism proper. As long as the rich
capitalists, 𝐶𝑅, are playing by the independently determined rules of the poor
state, 𝑆𝑃, they are not engaged in an imperial project. Call the activities of these
capitalists transnational exploitation.

Contrast a case where 𝐶𝑅 gets 𝑆𝑃, the poor state, to enforce capitalist
private property in favour of 𝐶𝑅’s exploitation of 𝐿𝑃. This is beginning to look
like imperialism proper. So international exploitation, in contrast to transna-
tional exploitation, is the exploitation of indigenous workers by metropolitan
capitalists, facilitated by the institutions of the indigenous state through the
intervention of metropolitan states or capitalists. The rest of this chapter
studies the sources and forms of international exploitation.

FDI is only one source of international exploitation. Another is the terms of
trade. Here, unilateral labour flow may obtain through the market exchange
of a unit metropolitan labour for an increasing amount of indigenous labour.
For example, £1 worth of Indian wool contains more labour than £1 worth of
a British Blu-ray.13 It follows that British Blu-ray industrialists benefit at the
expense of Indian wool producers from every £1 of trade. Deteriorating terms
of trade for India increase this gain at the Indian producer’s expense.1⁴ And
insofar as the institutional setup of a deteriorating balance of trade reflects the
power of the rich state, it is an instance of liberal imperialism.

So different answers to the source-of-surplus question imply different
answers to the ‘who exploits whom?’ question. In the case of capital exports,
the answer is straightforward, indeed equivalent to the domestic case: 𝐶𝑅
exploits 𝐿𝑅 by setting up shop in R and having 𝑆𝑅 enforce 𝐶𝑅’s property
rights; 𝐶𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑃 by setting up shop in P and having 𝑆𝑃 enforce 𝐶𝑅’s
property rights. In the case of pure trade, it is possible, moreover, that

13 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of the centrality of surplus labour to exploitation.
1⁴ There is considerable evidence to corroborate this phenomenon in the case of primary commodi-

ties (the so-called Prebisch-Singer hypothesis). See, for example, Harvey et al. (2010).
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Table 6.3 Mode of surplus-extraction

Source of surplus Colonial imperialism Liberal imperialism

Capital export 1 3
Trade 2 4

metropolitan capitalists exploit indigenous capitalists. This is one of the main
sources of exploitation of poor countries, particularly those specializing in
manufacturing and primary commodities.

Table 6.3 sets out the different modes of surplus extraction under colo-
nial and liberal imperialism. The classical theories of imperialism, due to
Hilferding and Hobson, are exhausted in the first column (cells 1 and 2).
The exploitation of India under British rule, for example, took place through
coercive enforcement of preferential treatment for British investment and
Britain’s trading partners. British capitalism’s exploitation of Argentina, by
contrast, wasmarked by that variant of liberal imperialism that Kautsky (1914)
called ‘ultraimperialism’.This was a form of liberal domination by a catallaxy of
industrial and financial interests under the aegis of the British Empire, riding
on the golden chariot of the Gold Standard. The rest of this section discusses
international exploitation under liberal imperialism (cells 3 and 4). I discuss
free trade first and capital exports second. Both cases, I argue, fit naturally into
the domination account of exploitation defended in this book.

6.3.2.1 Free trade
How is international exploitation through genuinely free trade possible? Sup-
pose that the playground bully owns all the cool toys. You want to play with
them, so the bully makes you an offer: ‘You can play with one of my cool
toys. But I demand, in return, all of your less cool toys. Take it or leave it.’
The upshot is that you find yourself with an ever-diminishing rate of exchange
between your toys and the bully’s.The bully is in a position to demand this just
because she controls scarce productive resources which confer on her power
over your purposiveness. So she exploits you. Now imagine that the bully and
the rest of her cool-toy-possessing friends make the following offer to the less-
cool-toy-possessing kids: ‘You can all play with our cool toys. But we demand,
in return, all of your less cool toys. Take it or leave it.’ Again, the bullying
faction can benefit asymmetrically in virtue of its possession of an ownership-
conferred power over the others, indeed a power that dominates those others.
The bullies exploit.
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This is the playground equivalent of the World Trade Organization (WTO):
by enforcing the rules of free trade, rules that include bilateral free trade
agreements between states with large markets and states with small markets,
the WTO perpetuates a deterioration in the terms of trade of the poor. It
thereby underwrites international exploitation, surplus-extraction by the rich
through unilateral control over the labour capacities of the poor. Since this
is an instance of liberal domination of state by state, the WTO sometimes
functions as an instrument of liberal imperialism.1⁵

It is worth noting that this anti-WTO argument is independent of the
claims popularized by Thomas Pogge (2008), to the effect that WTO rules
violate the negative rights of the poor, by encouraging rent-seeking and
dictatorial extraction in developing countries. For suppose Pogge is right.
Suppose, further, that global trade is completely denuded of pro-rich export
subsidies, pro-rich institutions of technological transfer and the like. Insofar
as superior economic power can still be brought to bear on terms of trade and
investment, as well as the internal structure of subaltern economies, the WTO
will continue to embody liberal imperialism. Note, finally, that this argument
is orthogonal to the positive-rights thesis of Peter Singer (2004). The WTO
institutionalizes the international exploitation of the poor by the rich on a
global scale, whether or not such exploitation violates positive rights, and
whether or not it improves the condition of the poor.1⁶ This concludes my
discussion of liberal imperialism through free trade.1⁷

6.3.2.2 Capital exports
I turn now to liberal imperialism through capital exports. Lenin’s (1951)
attempted synthesis of Hilferding (1910) and Hobson (1902) assumes that the
international exploitation of indigenous workers by metropolitan capitalists
will occur mainly through the proliferation of formal empires. The vehicle of
that proliferation was assumed to be ‘finance capital’, that is, ‘capital controlled
by banks and employed by industrialists’.1⁸ How does financial capital exploit?

1⁵ Richard Miller (2010) defends a version of this argument. He suggests that when the USA brings
its market size and level of development to bear on openness to trade by the poor, it illegitimately
uses its superior bargaining power at their expense. In allowing such agreements, the WTO rules are
intrinsically exploitative. Ha-Joon Chang (2002) arrives at a similar conclusion, starting from a premiss
about first-mover-advantage.

1⁶ It bears noting that if exploitation is Pareto superior to nonexploitation, then the injustice of
exploitation may be all-things-considered justified. This concession does not, however, make the
injustice of exploitation go away.

1⁷ Under what conditions would free trade not be exploitative? An interesting and comprehensive
answer is provided by Risse and Wollner (2019).

1⁸ Although the level of synergy between banks and industry envisaged by Hilferding and Lenin
never materialized, the dominance of financial capital, broadly construed, is with us today more than
ever before.
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The case of Argentina, discussed earlier, exemplifies such exploitation.
In that case, metropolitan financial institutions came to unilaterally control
indigenous productive powers by either offering loans to indigenous capitalists
or directly to indigenous workers. Metropolitan banks can offer loans at more
attractive rates than indigenous banks, having better access to risk-pooling
instruments and collateral. In the case of loans to indigenous capitalists, the
situation is subtly different, for finance capitalists do not control means of pro-
duction.They only ownmoney capital, themeans tomobilize thosemeans that
indigenous capitalists control. The metropolitan finance capitalist is therefore
relevantly like the kid who owns the stick and lends it to the bully, on condition
that she receives a return on her loan. That makes the stick kid into a bully.
Bullies exploit in packs, and so do capitalists (see Chapter 4, section 4.6 for
a structural argument to that effect). This concludes my discussion of liberal
imperialism through capital exports.

To sum up the argument so far: international exploitation presupposes the
domination of states, which constitutes either colonial or liberal imperialism.
Liberal imperialism, in turn, can enlist a variety of channels, including trade
and capital flows, to effect the domination of indigenous states. I conclude this
section with a note on globalization. Contrary to Lenin’s prognoses, finance
and liberal imperialism go well together.

Why would metropolitan capitalists go to war when their banks unilaterally
control a substantial proportion of indigenous assets and debt (and therefore of
the surplus product)? All they need is an economic architecture that includes a
bailiff for the international financial system; enter the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and related vehicles of capitalist globalization.
Insofar as these vehicles facilitate the international exploitation of poorer states
through mechanisms like the ones I have outlined, they are vehicles of liberal
imperialism. If this is correct, thenKautskywas right to insist on the possibility
of ultraimperialism: contemporary ‘flat-earth’ globalization is, in this sense,
ultraimperialism writ large.1⁹ And it also follows that Lenin was wrong to
think it inevitable that inter-imperialist rivalry will lead to inter-imperialist
war (which is not to say that inter-imperialist war won’t occur).2⁰

The rest of this chapter studies resistance to imperialism and its internation-
alist grounds.

1⁹ Hardt and Negri (2001) are here simply following Kautsky.
2⁰ None of this implies, of course, that a genuinely democratic globalization is infeasible or undesir-

able. All that follows is that such a globalization is impossible under the existing institutional setup.
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6.4 Resistance and Working-Class Internationalism

If there is such a thing as international exploitation, then states must dominate
states. This conditional is a corollary of the central thesis of this book, namely
that exploitation is a form of domination. And since domination in interna-
tional relations is called imperialism, international exploitation presupposes
imperialism. How should imperialism be resisted? This section argues that
there is a right to resist imperialism, a right entailed by the more general
right to resist domination. The former right does not, however, entail an
unconditional right to national self-determination, as some anti-imperialists
maintain. Rather, according to the domination account, the existence of a
right to national self-determination is derivative and conditional upon that
more general right of resistance. This section defends this claim and its
internationalist pedigree.

6.4.1 The right to resist

It is uncontroversial that persons and groups have a moral right to resist
domination.21 In the most general case, they can permissibly resist those who
(attempt to) dominate them. Suppose, for example, that 𝑄 has a moral right
not to hand over her wallet at gunpoint. 𝑃 violates that right by threatening 𝑄
at gunpoint. In the course of 𝑃’s attempt to violate𝑄’s right,𝑄 can permissibly
take steps to prevent its violation. When this happens, it is normally the
case that (i) 𝑄 permissibly employs certain means to resist 𝑃’s threat and (ii)
third parties have an obligation not to interfere with 𝑄’s employment of these
means.22 This is the kind of right justified resistance needs. I now elaborate on
some implications of that right for anti-imperialism.

If there is a moral right to resist domination and if imperialism is a form of
domination, then there is a moral right to resist imperialism. Any community
or state capable of rightfully wielding such a right has it. Moreover, dominators
normally forfeit not just the right to do what constitutes domination, but also

21 The best philosophical treatment of that right is Finlay (2015).
22 What means𝑄 can permissibly employ is in part constrained by proportionality considerations.

In some cases, the only steps that𝑄 can permissibly take consist in shouting for help, calling the police,
and so on. But if there is reason to think that such measures are unlikely to succeed in thwarting 𝑃’s
bullying, then𝑄 can permissibly take steps to resist it directly. Caney (2015) and Finlay (2015) discuss
proportionality and related issues.
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the right to resist those whom they dominate.23 For consider the following:
the perpetrator of a crime normally forfeits certain rights, including the right
to freedom of movement. She thereby also forfeits the right to resist being
deprived of freedom of movement. So if, as a matter of structural necessity,
capitalists dominate workers, then capitalists forfeit any rights to resist work-
ers. And if metropolitan capitalists dominate indigenous workers as a matter
of global structural necessity, then the former also forfeit any rights to resist the
latter. In other words, international exploiters forfeit both the right to conduct
business as usual and to hinder hindrances to such conduct.

Themost controversial part of this argument says thatmetropolitanworkers
can exploit indigenous workers. This is the assumption, in Table 6.1, that 𝐿𝑅
exploits 𝐿𝑃, the old idea of a ‘labour aristocracy’. This situation arises when
𝐶𝑅 internationally exploits 𝐿𝑃, and a small part of that surplus redounds to
𝐿𝑅. Then 𝐶𝑅 and 𝐿𝑅 are jointly implicated in the international exploitation of
𝐿𝑃.2⁴ And if it is thereby granted that 𝐿𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑃, then the metropolitan
working class forfeits any rights of resistance vis-à-vis the indigenous working
class. But this might just be another way of saying that metropolitan workers
have obligations of solidarity to indigenous workers that indigenous workers
themselves lack.

These conclusions about rightful resistance are consistent with widespread
practices of divide and rule. Consider, for example, 𝐶𝑅’s structural disposition
to deprive 𝐿𝑅 of jobs through capital flight, when doing so is conducive to
profitability.That is, being possessed of themetropolitanmeans of production,
𝐶𝑅 has a number of options. 𝐶𝑅 can exploit 𝐿𝑃 through FDI or trade, and then
throw 𝐿𝑅 some breadcrumbs. Alternatively, if 𝐿𝑅 becomes too unruly, 𝐶𝑅 can
threaten to hire𝐿𝑃, whosewages are lower.That threat is sometimes credible. It
is therefore sufficient to rein in on 𝐿𝑅. When the threat itself does not suffice,
its consequent (of capital flight) is carried out. In these cases, 𝐿𝑅 will suffer
unemployment and poverty. This is how the free international movement of
capital stacks the deck against the workers: it gives metropolitan capitalists
room to play 𝐿𝑅 against 𝐿𝑃, while maintaining the inequality between them

23 The objects of a rights-forfeiture might vary: 𝑃 might forfeit her claim-right not to be bullied
in her relations with 𝑄, but might retain that right in her relations with 𝑅. Consider the criminal,
𝑃, who forfeits her right to freedom of movement vis-à-vis political community 𝑄, but not vis-à-vis
political community 𝑅. By the same token, the bully might forfeit her right not to be bullied vis-à-vis
subordinates without forfeiting her right vis-à-vis other bullies.

2⁴ Whether this is an instance of joint action, complicity, or mere benefit from injustice is a difficult
question.On complicity and its differences from joint action andmere benefit from injustice, see Lepora
and Goodin (2013).
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within the limits circumscribed by 𝐶𝑅’s profitability. This is a basic structural
feature of liberal imperialism (see Galtung 1971 for a simple model).

I have, so far, sketched the idea of a right to resist imperialism as a form
of domination. I now use the critical resources of the previous sections to
argue that national self-determination is not an unconditional or fundamental
right. Rather, resistance to imperialism draws its justification from a broader
internationalist response to domination.

6.4.2 Against national self-determination

The main post-Westphalian vehicle of resistance to imperialism has been
the nation-state. This section rejects a widely held justification of that resis-
tance, premissed on the idea of national self-determination. According to that
justification, 𝐿𝑃’s right to resist international exploitation is only rightfully
realized in a right of national self-determination for 𝑆𝑃. Advocates of the
domination account of exploitation, I argue, should not accept national self-
determination as the content of a fundamental or nonderivative right.2⁵ To
do so would be inconsistent with their opposition to domination, which
nationalism countenances. Instead, advocates of the domination account can
only draw on an internationalist justification for anti-imperialism.

In 1909, Rosa Luxemburg wrote:

The duty of the class party of the proletariat to protest and resist national
oppression arises not from any special rights of nations, just as, for example,
its striving for social and political equality of the sexes does not at all
stem from any special rights of women which the movement of bourgeois
emancipation refers to. This duty arises solely from the general opposition to
the class regime and to every form of social inequality and social domination,
in a word, from the basic position of socialism.

(Luxemburg 1976, p. 110, emphasis added)

Luxemburg’s argument was a response to Lenin and those opponents
of imperialism who defended a fundamental ‘right of nations to self-
determination’. The polemic was symptomatic of a deep ambivalence among

2⁵ To keep things simple, I preserve the instrumentalist assumption that, if 𝑆𝑅 engages in imperial-
ism vis-à-vis 𝑆𝑃, then the class relations of Table 6.2, and only those relations, hold.
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Marxists, including Marx himself, on the national question.2⁶ Lenin’s view
consisted in drawing a distinction between ‘oppressed’ and ‘oppressor’
nations,2⁷ assigning a right of national self-determination to the former.2⁸

There are at least two problems with Lenin’s view. The first is that state
𝐵 can be dominated by 𝐴 while itself dominating 𝐶: a bully in one relation
may be bullied in another.2⁹ The conditions of ascription of the right to
national self-determination are therefore less determinate than its defenders
assume. Second, unlike the right to popular sovereignty, a right to national
sovereignty is more amenable to morally arbitrary exclusion; it easily lends
itself to the domination of minorities through segregation, xenophobia, or
outright racism, especially within dominated states. This is why, after decades
of experimentation with the Leninist strategy, its overall balance sheet seems
to be in the negative. As Hobsbawm put it:

There is no denying the fact that only in a few cases have Marxists suc-
ceeded in establishing or maintaining themselves as the leading force in their
national movement. In most cases, especially when such movements were
already in existence as serious political forces or under the auspices of state
governments, they have either become subordinate to, or been absorbed by,
or pushed aside by non-Marxist or anti-Marxist nationalism.

(Hobsbawm 1977, pp. 10–11)

Hobsbawm adds that the disappearance of colonies ‘has snapped the main
link between anti-imperialism and the slogan of national self-determination’
(Hobsbawm 1977, p. 11). If this is true, then it remains doubtful that 𝐿𝑃’s
right of resistance against 𝐶𝑅 is rightfully realized in a right to national self-
determination.

Now, an important question lurking in the background of this debate is
the relevant account of the ‘nation’. Nationalists of every stripe claim that a
people has a—possibly defeasible—moral claim to self-determination, where

2⁶ See Avineri (1991) and Hobsbawm (1977) for a summary of these debates.
2⁷ ‘Oppression’ is too generic a concept. I shall refer instead to domination, which is part of the

definition of imperialism offered in this chapter.
2⁸ Lenin’s position contradicts the views of Marx and Engels, who were vocally opposed to the

self-determination of ‘reactionary’ nationalisms, such as the Czech and Croatian nationalisms of the
Austro-Hungarian empire (seeAvineri 1991, p. 641). To take some contemporary examples, no case can
bemade thatWallonia dominates Flanders in contemporary Belgium, or that Southern Italy dominates
Northern Italy. There is no justice to these claims for national self-determination, such as they are.

2⁹ In 1975, when Vietnam beat the US invader, the international anti-imperialist movement cele-
brated one of its greatest victories. Three years later, Vietnam invaded Cambodia, staying there for
thirteen years.
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a ‘people’ may be ethnically, culturally, or politically constituted. Hobsbawm
seems to have inmind the ethnic nationalisms of the 20th century, all of which
entail a broad-scope right to exclude. Such nationalisms are practically certain
to run afoul of the anti-imperialist emphasis on nonexploitation and equal
freedom for metropolitan and indigenous workers alike.3⁰ In other words, if
the exercise of a right to national self-determination promotes the long-term
interests of 𝐿𝑅 at the expense of 𝐿𝑃, then that right does not serve the cause of
rightful resistance in the right way.

There are, however, forms of nationalism that emphasize merely political
collective self-determination, as opposed to ethnic or cultural identity (see,
for example, Stilz 2011). Such views ground the right to exclude on contingent
and nonascriptive characteristics of affected groups. On the political view,
immigrants who share neither ethnic nor cultural background with other
members of a state, but are subject to its laws, are not permissibly excludable
from the rights and obligations of citizenship. So members of 𝐿𝑃, such as
workers of the poor country who have migrated into 𝑆𝑅, are not permissibly
excludable from 𝑆𝑅 as long as they are subject to 𝑆𝑅’s laws.

Even this inclusive view, however, makes the demands of nonexploitation
contingent upon membership of a political community: 𝐿𝑃 can still be inter-
nationally exploited by 𝐶𝑅 through sweatshops, predatory trade rules, and
other forms of liberal imperialism. This is, again, to run afoul of the anti-
exploitation commitments defended in this book. So the ascription of a right
to national self-determination must be subject to these commitments. That is,
victims of imperialism enjoy a right to national self-determination if and only
if the ascription of such a right strengthens the hand of the victims of imperialism
as awhole. It follows that the right to national self-determination is conditional
upon, and derivative from, the more general right to resist domination. I now
explain what this conditionality means.

6.4.3 The burdens of working-class internationalism

The development of human individuality presupposes human interdepen-
dence, so a division of labour, and therefore globalized production. But capital-
ism only globalizes production by globalizing value-constituted domination.
So what is the form of ‘the general opposition to . . . social domination’ alluded

3⁰ These considerations also seem to rule out cultural nationalisms of the variety defended by
Margalit and Raz (1990).
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to by Luxemburg? The answer must have something to do with the nature of
the general right to resist domination. In what follows, I sketch some features
of that right.

A right is derivative if its ascription is part of a conclusion to a syllogism
that has a non-derivative right as a premiss. 𝑃’s derivative right to swear in the
centre of town, for example, is ascribed to 𝑃 as a conclusion to a syllogism
that has 𝑃’s non-derivative right to free speech as a premiss. The right to
national self-determination is similarly derivative of a fundamental right to
resist domination. And it is conditional, in that its ascription depends on
whether it promotes the overall cause of nondomination for the whole class
of the dominated.31

What is it to promote the cause of nondomination for the whole class of
the dominated? Suppose 𝐴 is bullying 𝐵 and 𝐶. If the amount of bullying
suffered by each of 𝐵 and 𝐶 is reduced when they independently barricade
themselves in their own homes, then the whole class of the dominated suffers
less domination. In this case, self-determination for each of 𝐵 and 𝐶 succeeds
in fending off domination. What the anti-imperialist defender of a right to
national self-determinationmust show, however, is that the self-determination
strategy (𝐵 and 𝐶 individually barricading in their own homes) makes their
resistance more effective—that is, reduces domination by more—than jointly
barricading in the same home.32 As Hobsbawm and many others have pointed
out, the balance of evidence from the recent history of nationalism is far from
conclusive that this is the case.

I now summarize the argument so far. I have argued that international
exploitation is a specific form of exploitation involving states. The domination
of states is imperialism. And if the central thesis of this book is sound,
such that exploitation is enrichment through the domination of others, then
international exploitation entails imperialism. Being a form of domination,
moreover, imperialism gives rise to rights of resistance. So, like the proverbial
bully, imperialist states forfeit their rights to act in imperialism-constituting
ways, including their rights to national self-determination. It follows that
imperialist states can be permissibly compelled—whether through coercive

31 In the earlier quote, Luxemburg defines that cause as socialism. Nothing of substance hinges on
that proviso. Indeed, if capitalism is defined as the generalized domination of labour by capital, then
nondomination trivially implies socialism.

32 This reduction may be more important the worse off one is. Suppose that 𝐶 is worse off than
𝐵 and a joint resistance strategy leaves 𝐵 slightly worse off and 𝐶 slightly better off compared to the
sectarian alternative.Then𝐵may be obligated to accept the joint strategy.These tradeoffs are discussed
by Finlay (2015, chapter 5).
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or noncoercive proportional means—to do things that contradict (what they
perceive to be in) their national interests.33

Who can permissibly compel imperialists to do these things? One answer
might be: dominated states, or coalitions thereof. This response is unsta-
ble, for the victims of imperialism might simply prioritize their own inter-
ests or even turn imperialist (see footnotes 28 and 29). Removing this kind
of instability requires that any counter-imperialist coalition be sufficiently
inclusive across its resisters, metropolitan and indigenous workers, and their
allies. More precisely: only a coalition of anti-imperialist states, whose demo-
cratic goals and structure are constitutively anti-domination, would guarantee
that their use of power against imperialism counts as anti-domination only.
Their resistance would then amount to a mere hindrance to a hindrance to
freedom, the moral equivalent of a coalition of anti-bullies disarming the
playground bully.

I conclude that working-class internationalism is morally prior to national
self-determination, such that any permissible use of the latter is derivative
and conditional upon the former. This does not mean there is no right to
national self-determination, but only that such a right is conditional upon and
derivative from a more general right to resist international exploitation.

Conclusion

If exploitation is a form of domination and if there is exploitation in interna-
tional relations, then there is domination in international relations. This form
of domination is called imperialism. This chapter used the critical resources
of previous chapters to buttress an account of imperialism that makes this
set of inferences palatable. After arguing for the cogency of the concept
of imperialism, I argued for the distinction between colonial and liberal
imperialism. That distinction, I claimed, maps on to a distinction between
coercive and liberal domination. I then argued that some of the institutions
of contemporary globalization, such as the WTO, the IMF, the World Bank,
and so on, are largely the instruments of liberal imperialism; a reincarnation
of what Karl Kautsky once called ‘ultraimperialism’. I concluded by arguing
that resistance to imperialism does not, in general, ground a right to national

33 Imperialist states, can, for example, be permissibly compelled to abstain from engaging in war, to
join international institutions, to enter into binding environmental treaties, to drop export subsidies or
protectionism, to acquiesce to export subsidies, protectionism and capital controls abroad, and so on.
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self-determination. Such a right, it turns out, is conditional upon and deriva-
tive of a more general right to resist domination.

Appendix: Who exploits whom?

Who can exploit whom in international relations? This appendix discusses
the full logical partition of fifteen possibilities broached in Table 6.1. Note
that dropping state instrumentalism makes both agential and relational views
of the state eligible. States might, for example, be agentially or relationally
constituted and still possess relative autonomy from the interests of any social
class. This relative autonomy would go some way towards explaining political
heterogeneity across states, depending on the nature of class division there and
the mode of subsumption of labour by capital underlying it.

(a) 𝐶𝑅 exploits 𝐶𝑃: TRUE.

The simplest illustration of (a) is trade flow.The source of surplus extraction,
in this case, is the terms of trade. This is an instance of horizontal capitalist
exploitation: one capitalist (or group thereof) exploiting another.

(b) 𝐶𝑅 exploits 𝑆𝑅: FALSE.

Consider the case of debt: finance capitalists from the rich state (𝐶𝑅) lend
money to that state (𝑆𝑅) by buying cheap bonds at interest. Suppose that 𝐶𝑅
thereby exploit. Do they exploit 𝑆𝑅? Or do they exploit 𝑆𝑅’s main funders, tax-
paying workers 𝐿𝑅? The answer is not obvious.

Suppose Z gives money to Y for safekeeping. Y falls into a pit. X comes over
and asks for Z’smoney, in return for costless rescue. Y obliges. Does X exploit Y
or Z? It might seem that Y is exploited here. But this presumption is mistaken.
For Y acts as a mere middleman for Z: it is as if Z found herself in the pit,
X asked for the money, and Y acted as Z’s lawyer. X exploits Z. If this is correct,
then 𝐶𝑅 does not exploit 𝑆𝑅, but only the tax-payer 𝐿𝑅. So (b) is false.

(c) 𝐶𝑅 exploits 𝑆𝑃: FALSE.

By reasoning similar to (b).

(d) 𝐶𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑅: TRUE.
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This is a corollary of the argument about the nature of the relationship
between capital and labour, discussed in Chapters 2–5 of this book.

(e) 𝐶𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑃: TRUE.

This is the theme that preoccupied classical theories of imperialism: capital
flow. The main channel through which 𝐶𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑃 is state-backed foreign
direct investment (FDI). So the only difference between (d) and (e) is that 𝐶𝑅’s
investments take place outside of their country of origin. By investing directly
in land, equipment, and machinery, and by offering better wages than 𝐶𝑃, 𝐶𝑅
is able to exploit 𝐿𝑃. This is what sweatshops are all about, for example.

(f) 𝑆𝑅 exploits 𝐶𝑃: TRUE.

Suppose 𝑆𝑅 bureaucrats demand large bribes in return for furnishing 𝐶𝑃
with advanced technology. If the bribe is accepted and a share of the net
product redounds to 𝑆𝑅, then 𝑆𝑅 exploits 𝐶𝑃. This is an instance of liberal
imperialism.

(g) 𝑆𝑅 exploits 𝑆𝑃: TRUE.

The main channel here is debt. Suppose 𝑆𝑅 charges very high interest rates
for a low-cost loan that 𝑆𝑃 needs. Insofar as this leads to power-induced
extraction of unilateral labour flow from 𝑆𝑃, this is exploitative and another
instance of liberal imperialism.

(h) 𝑆𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑅: TRUE.

By levying taxes on workers, 𝑆𝑅 can exploit and thereby dominate 𝐿𝑅. Some
of these taxes might redound to 𝐿𝑅 in the form of public good provision, but
a good deal will go to the coffers of banks and capitalists to repay the national
debt (see (b)). When this happens, 𝑆𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑅.

(i) 𝑆𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑃: TRUE.

Imagine a large state-owned company that charges foreign workers an
exorbitant amount for some basic necessity, such as oil or gas, with the blessing
of 𝑆𝑃. This seems to be the standard practice of Gazprom, for instance. 𝑆𝑅
exploits 𝐿𝑃, an instance of liberal imperialism.
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(j) 𝐶𝑃 exploits 𝑆𝑃: FALSE.

By reasoning similar to (b).

(k) 𝐶𝑃 exploits 𝐿𝑅: TRUE.

By reasoning similar to (e). Note that FDI flows overwhelmingly between
metropolitan areas, and not between rich and poor countries (perhaps with
the exception of China; see Harvey 2005). So even though (e) and (k) are
conceptually possible, they are not widely observed.

(l) 𝐶𝑃 exploits 𝐿𝑃: TRUE.

By reasoning similar to (d).

(m) 𝑆𝑃 exploits 𝐿𝑅: TRUE.

By reasoning similar to (i).

(n) 𝑆𝑃 exploits 𝐿𝑃: TRUE.

By reasoning similar to (h).

(o) 𝐿𝑅 exploits 𝐿𝑃: TRUE.

This is the labour aristocracy argument. 𝐿𝑅 benefits from unilateral labour
flow from 𝐿𝑃, by enlisting the superior power of 𝐶𝑅 to benefit at 𝐿𝑃’s expense.
It is an open question whether 𝐿𝑅 exploits jointly with 𝐶𝑅, is complicit with
𝐶𝑅 without exploiting, or merely benefits from 𝐿𝑃’s exploitation without
exploiting.
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7
The Emancipated Economy

This book has argued that exploitation is a dividend of servitude, the servitude
of having one’s purposiveness subjected to the ends and dispositions of the
powerful. Applied to work, this servitude consists in unilateral control over the
labour capacity of others. Furthermore, capital is an instance of such control:
it is monetized control over alien labour capacity. So capitalism, the mode of
production in which capital predominates, is a form of structural servitude.
This servitude, in turn, structurally facilitates exploitation, which buttresses
and reproduces the subjection of purposiveness. In a word, capitalism is a cage.
The cage’s bars extend vertically, in exploitative authority relations between
capitalists and workers, and horizontally, in exploitative market relations
between (possibly democratic) firms. Finally, the capitalist cage has global and
temporal girth, expressed in varieties of colonial and liberal imperialism.

This chapter sketches alternatives to capitalist subjection. It considers three
important theories of emancipated production: unconditional basic income
(UBI), property-owning democracy (POD), and workplace democracy (WD).
It argues that only POD and WD are eligible candidates for the abolition of
exploitation. POD does better attenuating horizontal exploitation, whereas
WD does better in terms of vertical exploitation. It is therefore possible that a
hybrid theory would do better than each by itself. ‘Doing better’, I argue, is a
matter of finding an efficient form of free, undominated, cooperative activity
under universal laws. I then show that this form is democratic socialism:
worker control under strongly predistributive public ownership. I conclude
by outlining a problem faced by democratic socialists which I will call the
socialization dilemma. Opponents of exploitation, I argue, must constantly
wage a war on two fronts, quite independently of capitalism: against statism,
from above, and against a labour epistocracy, from below.

The chapter is structured as follows. Section 7.1 criticizes UBI. Section 7.2
discusses a recent attempt to defend POD, due to John Roemer. I argue that
PODdoes well in terms of attenuating horizontal exploitation, the exploitation
of firms by firms. In section 7.3, I argue that WD does better in terms of
vertical exploitation, the exploitation of workers by bosses. It is therefore
possible that a hybrid theory could do better than each institutional setup
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taken by itself. In section 7.4, I discuss the hybrid model: worker control plus a
strongly predistributive form of public ownership. In section 7.5 I take up the
relationship between the democratic socialization of the means of production
and the state.

7.1 Against Unconditional Basic Income

The exploitation objection to unconditional basic income (UBI) is well-
known.1 According to that objection, it is exploitative for able-bodied people
to serve other able-bodied people without receiving reciprocal effortful
contribution from the latter. To focus intuitions, consider the following:

Crazy and Lazy—Crazy and Lazy live on an abandoned island with two
coconut trees. Each owns one tree and each enjoys consuming coconuts.
Fetching the coconuts requires labour, which Crazy loves to perform, but
Lazy hates. So Lazy provides Crazy with access to her tree, in return for a
share in the coconuts fetched. The final distribution (in the relevant metric)
across Crazy and Lazy—taking into account both the utility of coconut
consumption and the (dis)utility of labour—is equal.

Van Parijs (1995) uses examples like this to attack the idea that unrecipro-
cated labour flow is exploitative. He argues that the final distribution in Crazy
and Lazy is just, precisely because there is unequal exchange of labour or effort.
That is, given the work/leisure preferences of Crazy and Lazy, an egalitarian
planner can legitimately distribute rights to worldly resources such that Crazy
unilaterally serves Lazy, thereby providing Lazy with—what is effectively—an
unconditional basic income. This is, in rough outline, Van Parijs’ argument
for why distributive justice allows that Lazy, as well as the proverbial Malibu
surfer, should be fed from the labour of others. What are we to make of this
argument?

The domination account of exploitation defended in this book does not
deem theCrazy and Lazy case as exploitative.2 Recall that, to count as exploita-
tive, any given transaction must violate the Non-Servitude Proviso.

1 It has been studied at length by Van Parijs (1995), White (2004), and Van Donselaar (2009).
2 The case is analogous to the Rich and Poor case of Chapter 3, section 3.1.3.
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Non-Servitude Proviso—For any agents or groups engaged in mandatory
mutually affecting cooperation under a division of labour, and barring any
special justification that exempts them, none should possess unilateral con-
trol over the labour capacity of any other.

To show that Lazy exploits Crazy, two further conditions would need to be
safisfied. First, the case would have to involve mandatory cooperation for the
establishment of mutual independence. Second, it would have to be shown
that Lazy possesses and exercises unilateral or arbitrary control over Crazy’s
purposiveness. So if Lazy’s effortful contribution is mandatory and if Lazy
can unilaterally or arbitrarily control Crazy’s labour performance, then Lazy
exploits Crazy. This remains the case even if Lazy appropriates a distributively
just share of the net product.3

But things could be worse for the justification of Lazy’s behaviour. Schwe-
ickart (2017) argues that, in any dynamic scenario involving accumulation,
the introduction of a UBI would lead to higher overall consumption and fewer
people working—some will quit their jobs and live on the UBI. This means
that fewer people will be doing more work, possibly for higher wages. And
this, in turn, makes it difficult to sustain UBI as a requirement of justice. To
illustrate, consider a variant of the Ant and Grasshopper example (discussed in
Chapter 3).

Grasshopper’s Blackmail—Grasshopper sings and dances all summer, failing
to accumulate provisions. She does this in the expectation that, come winter,
she will be in a position to emotionally blackmail Ant into offering costless
shelter. Grasshopper’s ploy succeeds.

In Grasshopper’s Blackmail Grasshopper’s behaviourmay not result in an act
of exploitation, if, say, Grasshopper’s attempt to blackmail is unsuccessful. But
Grasshopper’s behaviour is still exploitative: it is a ploy to extract unilateral
labour flow from Ant by subjecting Ant to Grasshopper’s ends. And if UBI
evinces a similar disposition—a disposition, on the part of the Lazies, to emo-
tionally blackmail the Crazies into bailing them out—then, by the definition
of exploitation offered in this book, the behaviour of the Lazies is exploitative.

This complaint is amplified once coercive institutions come into play. By the
Proviso, Lazy cannot rely on the background structure of power relations to
effect a unilateral transfer of labour from Crazy. For this would be tantamount

3 I defend this conclusion in Chapter 3.
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not only to exploitative behaviour but to an act of exploitation proper.⁴ It
would be equivalent to Grasshopper singing and dancing all summer in
the expectation that her Leviathan buddy would bail her out in winter, by
compelling Ant to provide a basic income.

Now, I do not know of evidence that a UBI would encourage exploitative
behaviour on the part of the Lazies. There is, moreover, scant evidence that
the Lazies can mobilize Leviathan to facilitate their ends—unless the Lazies
include high-ranking politicians, CEOs, and corporate officials who live off
the labour of others. But thatmay be less important than the categorically anti-
solidaristicnature ofUBI. In an economywith aUBI,much like in any capitalist
economy, everyone lacks the (publicly promulgated) assurance that others lack
aGrasshopper-like exploitative disposition, that is, a disposition to free ride on
the effortful contribution of others by dint of power over them. This is the core
disposition of patrimonial capitalists and corporate welfare bums. So, even if
one grants that it ameliorates capitalist exploitation, UBI capitalism preserves
a regrettable, indeed contemptible, feature of capitalist civilization.

The rest of this chapter applies the domination account of exploitation to
theories of the institutions of socialism, excluding UBI. I begin by showing
how marketable resources other than alienable capital can function as vehicles
of labour subordination. I then use this conclusion to argue for workplace
democracy plus a predistributive form of public ownership.

7.2 Ambiguities of Property-Owning Democracy

John Rawls famously argued that only two institutional proposals exem-
plify his theory of justice as fairness: ‘liberal socialism’ and ‘property-owning
democracy’ (POD) (Rawls 2001, pp. 136–8). I will discuss POD in this section
and liberal socialism in section 7.3.

Defenders of POD believe that the power of capital should be attenuated
through egalitarian predistribution, that is, through publicly funded health and
education, progressive taxation of real-estate and capital-gains, demogrants,
and possibly coupon-ownership of the major means of production.⁵ This
section criticizes the most egalitarian version of POD in the recent literature,
Roemer’s model of coupons socialism.

⁴ I discuss this distinction and its relevance in Chapter 1.
⁵ See O’Neill and Williamson (2012) for different variants of POD.
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7.2.1 Roemer’s POD

According to Roemer (1982, 1996), capitalism evinces three sources of
exploitation:

(a) inequalities in marketable worldly resources,
(b) inequalities in marketable knowledge resources and control over organi-

zational processes, and
(c) inequalities in marketable talents and ‘personal’ resources.

Roemer (1996) dubs exploitation that issues from (a) capitalist exploitation
and exploitation that issues from (b) and (c) socialist exploitation. (b) includes
the knowledge workers attain through education and vocational training,
in addition to tacit knowledge obtained exclusively in the workplace. (c)
includes abilities and transferable talents due to genetic factors.⁶ The last two
dimensions are plainly relevant to the domination account of exploitation.
For, on that account, all of (a) to (c) are possible sources of unilateral surplus
extraction, insofar as they involve marketable resources conferring, on some,
unilateral control over the labour capacity of others.

To deal with capitalist exploitation, Roemer (1994) develops and defends
a market socialist model based on pure public ownership. Roemer’s model
would give every citizen an equal and tradeable share in the beneficial own-
ership of the means of production. There is a coupon stockmarket, a socialist
imitation of the capital market, in which coupons are freely tradeable but not
monetizeable or bequeathable. Every year, each worker receives a dividend
from her share of the stocks, worth several thousands of dollars, as a matter
of right. This is a model of pure public ownership, in that it does not include
worker participation or worker control.⁷

Roemer thinks that his model preserves the allocative efficiency of the
capitalist capital market, while the non-bequeathable and non-monetizable
nature of his coupon stockmarket immunizes labour from capitalist exploita-
tion. The model raises a host of questions about industrial organization, the
role of socialized banks and finance, and the role of the state. But it suffers

⁶ Unlike Roemer (1982), Roemer (1996) is largely uninterested in exploitation, because the
domination-based, non-distributive considerations mooted in section 7.1, are no longer on his radar.
This is why his main objections to (a)–(c) are couched in terms of ‘equal opportunity for political
influence’ and ‘equality of social status’ (see the first two chapters of Dworkin 2000, for the main
inspiration behind Roemer’s change of mind). See Chapter 3 for discussion.

⁷ See Roemer (1996, pp. 50–1). For similar models, see Bardhan and Roemer (1992) and Weisskopf
(1992).
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from a glaring blind spot, namely inequalities across firms in terms of their
members’ marketable knowledge, know-how, and talent, that is, (b) and (c).
There is considerable evidence (see e.g. Piketty 2014, Roemer 2000) that
these inequalities contribute to unilateral surplus extraction just as much as
inequalities in alienable scarce productive assets. I now make this objection
more precise.

7.2.2 Why POD is not enough

Roemerian managers organize production from above; they are engaged in
‘managerial socialism’. Managerial socialism allows market norms of talent,
knowledge and skill scarcity to determine the remuneration of the beneficia-
ries of the genetic lottery, along with those who possess scarce knowledge and
technical skills. In that sense, Roemer fails to address the problem of socialist
exploitation or, as I will call it, of the labour epistocracy: the existence of a
class of workers who, by dint of higher epistemic credentials and talents, can
subjugate the labour of those with lower epistemic credentials.⁸ The labour
epistocracy includes Piketty’s (2014) ‘supermanagers’, but also the talented
self-employed, whose extraction of scarcity rents in the market—think Justin
Bieber and J.K. Rowling—enables them to unilaterally control the labour
capacities of subordinate market agents.

Now, the Roemerian stockmarket gives everyone an equal share in the value
of, say, Apple stocks. These stocks presumably include the value of Apple’s
human capital capitalized. But this says nothing about the determination of the
(pre-profit) rents extracted by the labour epistocracy in the form of positions,
perks, and wages inside socialized firms. These rents will partly determine the
size of the coupon dividend, which, according to Roemer, is to be shared
equally across all members of society.⁹More worryingly, insofar as epistocratic
inequalities ramify beyond inequalities of income and wealth—for example,
are expressed in hierarchies in the organization andmeaningfulness of work—
a highly progressive tax system will not suffice to attenuate them. Even a 100

⁸ The labour epistocracy is distinct from Kautsky’s (1901) and Lenin’s (1951) labour aristocracy,
in that the former is a coalition of direct producers who exploit other producers by leveraging their
scarce knowledge and talents in the market. For an account of the epistocracy in a different context,
see Estlund (2009).

⁹ It is precisely for this reason that G.A. Cohen’s famous critique of unequalizing incentives in Rawls’
political philosophy focuses on ‘certain forms ofmarket socialism’ (Cohen 2008, p. 34); Cohen does not
only have Rawls in his sights. I discuss Cohen’s position in Vrousalis (2015).
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percent marginal tax rate on income and wealth is compatible with a labour
epistocracy.

So pure public ownership models of market socialism, like Roemer’s, are
blind to epistocratic, (b)- and (c)-, forms of exploitation. They are also, for that
reason, likely to be unstable:

The changes proposed in this tradition are merely distributional, and, apart
from the disappearance of powerful tycoons, the bulk of the social differences
between CEOs and ordinary employees is left untouched . . . One can even
question the stability of the property arrangements of market-socialist mod-
els, because the ruling class of managers would have very strong incentives
to push toward the restoration of capitalism, with little popular resistance.

(Fleurbaey 1993, p. 274)

One possible rejoinder to these epistocratic objections, recently broached
by Thomas (2017), consists in supplementing Roemer’s model with the full
panoply of re- and pre-distributive liberal institutions, such as free access
to health care, education, training, and so on. This supplementation, call it
Roemer+, promises to attenuate (b)-type inequalities in knowledge and skills
and therefore remove an important source of epistocratic exploitation.

Unfortunately, this rejoinder will not take us very far, since substantial
epistocratic exploitation will persist, even after re- and pre-distribution have
worked theirmagic. For one, tacit knowledge and sector-specific skills can only
be obtained in the workplace; substantial (b)-type inter-firm inequalities are
therefore likely to persist under Roemer+.1⁰

More importantly, Salieri cannot be Mozart; I cannot be Lebron James.
On the domination account of exploitation, natural inequalities as such are
unproblematic,11 as long as they do not translate into unilateral control over
alien purposiveness. But if (c)-type inequalities are pervasive, and if there is
a labour market, as in Roemer+, then they will almost certainly translate into
epistocratic exploitation inside firms. That is, for as long as there are humans
like Beauvoir and Dostoyevsky and Mozart and Lebron, a subset of whom are
able and willing to leverage their scarce talents in the market, they will be
able to extract monopoly rents or get high-ranking jobs managing the labour

1⁰ For a more extensive argument that the Thomist extension of the Roemer model does not suffice
to attenuate exploitation, see Vrousalis (2018b).

11 Indeed, they are a brute fact about this world that make it an unambiguously better place.
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of others.12 As Howard and King (1975, p. 131) point out, epistocratic rents
must be understood along the lines of the monopolistic models that Ricardo
and Marx reserved for agriculture. It follows that even the predistributive
version of pure public ownership, Roemer+, is unlikely to sufficiently attenuate
exploitation, as understood in this book. Stronger vertical egalitarianism is
needed to deal with that.

To sum up the argument so far: capital is a monetary claim to unilateral
control over alien labour capacity. That control, moreover, is conferred on
the basis of ownership not just of alienable but also of inalienable assets,
such as one’s talents. In other words, inequality in marketable talents is a
source of unilateral control over alien labour within the firm and therefore
of vertical exploitation. Managerial socialism, the most egalitarian version of
POD, does little to attenuate vertical exploitation and may even exacerbate it.
So those concerned with exploitation need to supplement POD with vertically
nonexploitative institutions.

7.3 Trepidations of Workplace Democracy

I now explain how the domination account of exploitation subsumes garden-
variety objections against vertical exploitation under a more general critique
of capitalism. These objections hold that capitalism is objectionable insofar
as it vitiates worker autonomy13 or degrades worker creativity and skills.1⁴
According to the domination account, the source of such oppression is not the
capitalist workplace as such, but the nature of the capital relation itself. It is, in
other words, the market-conferred power of the capitalist that enables her to
oppress and exploit the worker, not her control over the actual labour process.
The kindly capitalist who never exploits her workers (e.g. by distributing
profits to the workers at the end of each year) still dominates them, insofar
as the form of the labour process is up to her. So, although she does not strictly
exploit, she does structurally relate to her workers as exploitable and therefore
as subordinates.

12 In the latter case, they are likely to be exploiting the labour of those others.Note that the distinction
between ‘can’t’ and ‘won’t’ is relevant here. That Lebron won’t perform socially beneficial work without
extracting a scarcity rent does not exempt him from the ambit of the Non-Servitude Proviso, which
censures such extraction as exploitative. But if he can’t perform that work without a scarcity rent (e.g.
to compensate him for increased labour burden or difficulty), then that might exempt him from the
Proviso’s requirements.

13 See, for example, Anderson (2015), Breen (2015), and Gonzalez-Ricoy (2014).
1⁴ The classic here is Braverman (1974). See Chapter 2, section 2.6.
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Starting from this normative premiss, a preliminary case for workplace
democracy (WD) has been made on the following grounds:

We speak of the co-operative movement, especially of the co-operative
factories raised by the unassisted efforts of a few bold ‘hands’ . . . [T]hey have
shown that production on a large scale, and in accord with the behest of
modern science, may be carried on without the existence of a class of masters
employing a class of hands; that to bear fruit, the means of labour need not
be monopolised as a means of dominion over, and of extortion against, the
labouring man himself; and that, like slave labour, like serf labour, hired
labour is but a transitory and inferior form, destined to disappear before
associated labour plying its toil with a willing hand, a ready mind, and a
joyous heart. (MECW 20, p. 11)

Marx extolled the cooperative movement by appeal to something like the
Non-Servitude Proviso. Cooperatives, he argued, are necessary to ensure ‘the
means of labour’ are not ‘means of dominion over, and of extortion against’ the
worker herself. Dominion over labour disappears when and because she can
bind any other worker, from shop floor to top floor, to performing asmuch and
as good labour as he can bind her. So, barring some independent justification
for unequal control, she must have an equal say, one person, one vote, on all
matters that subject her labour to the decisions of others. I now describe this
argument for WD, as a remedy to vertical exploitation, in some depth.

7.3.1 The general case for WD

Some philosophers have argued that hierarchical workplace relations can
only be legitimated by WD. Gonzalez-Ricoy (2014), for example, emphasizes
the arbitrary power of bosses, noting that bossing power may not bother
opponents of domination, ‘as long as it is adequately checked’ (Gonzalez-Ricoy
2014, p. 238; see also Breen 2015).

This argument against the power of bosses does not, however, seem to
uniquely favour WD. Workplace constitutionalists, for example, maintain
that an adequate remedy to workplace domination implements and enforces
stringent pro-labour labour legislation (Hsieh 2005, Dagger 2006). In response
to domination-type complaints, the workplace constitutionalist insists on
comprehensive enforcement of such laws. Workplace democracy, she infers,
is not the sole remedy for vertical exploitation. The rest of this section rebuts
this position.
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The advocate of WD has two rebuttals to the workplace constitutionalist.
The first goes as follows: exclusively legal remedies to workplace domination,
however well designed, are both infeasible and undesirable.They are infeasible
because not every possible contingency of the employer–employee relation
can be written into a contract. And even if it could, such minute specification
would deprive both parties of dealing effectively with contingencies.

This argument can be generalized. Bowles and Gintis (1990, 1992) suggest
that labour markets are characterized by what they call ‘contested exchange’,
that is, exchange in which one agent possesses power over another in virtue of
incompletemarkets or contracts. According to Bowles andGintis, all contested
exchange is subject to ‘endogenous enforcement’; that is, contested exchange
engenders a principal–agent relationship such that parties external to the
contract—courts, for example—cannot fully enforce its terms. Bowles and
Gintis maintain, further, that contested exchange pervades labour markets.
This is the main contrast between their account and Walrasian economic
models, in which all enforcement is exogenous, that is, implemented by parties
external to the contract:

While the employer’s promise to pay the wage is legally enforceable, the
worker’s promise to bestow an adequate level of effort and care upon the tasks
assigned, even if offered, is not. At the level of effort expected bymanagement,
work is subjectively costly for theworker to provide, valuable to the employer,
and costly to measure. The manager-worker relationship thus is contested
exchange. (Bowles and Gintis 1992, p. 333)

It follows that the anti-domination ameliorative ambitions of work-
place constitutionalism are severely circumscribed. To sum up the anti-
constitutionalist argument: contested exchange engenders power relations.
These relations, in turn, arise ‘from wealth-holders’ structural location in
nonclearing markets, which allows them to use sanctions to elicit managerial
compliance with the objectives of profit maximization, or through their
analogous use of sanctions to control workers directly’ (Bowles and Gintis
1992, p. 330). If 𝐴 is the employer, and 𝐵 the employee, then:

[I]n equilibrium there will exist unemployed workers identical to B who
would prefer to be employed. Thus A’s threat to dismiss B is credible and
dismissal is costly to B.HenceA can apply sanctions to B . . .ThusAhas power
over B. (Bowles and Gintis 1992, p. 338)
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Bowles and Gintis thus conclude that unemployment is both necessary and
sufficient for workplace domination; it is, as they put it, a ‘worker disciplining
device’. In these circumstances, the workplace constitutionalist’s responses are
severely limited.

The second argument for WD—and against workplace constitutionalism—
does not turn on Bowles/Gintis-type assumptions. According to that argu-
ment, the costs of leaving a job, or abandoning work altogether, are nearly
always considerable, even under full employment. Worker control over the
workplace attenuates this domination by giving workers control rights over
their conditions of production. So, if markets fail to clear, or if the costs of exit
are considerable, then WD offers a better remedy to vertical exploitation than
workplace constitutionalism.

Now suppose that these arguments are sound, such that worker control
prevails over worker constitutionalism. A lingering concern for WD’s anti-
exploitation credentials is the labour epistocracy. Sections 7.3.2 and 7.3.3
explain how WD deals with epistocratic exploitation.

7.3.2 The labour epistocracy

How does WD deal with the labour epistocracy? And does it do a better job
than POD? This section discusses the first question; section 7.3.3 addresses
the second.

The labour epistocracy, I have argued, exacerbates market frictions. By
adding heterogeneity to the employers’ monitoring practices it adds to their
costs; it also tends to raise efficiency wages as a disciplinary response to
shirking (Bowles and Gintis 1992). Furthermore, insofar as epistocratic rents
raise the exit costs from specialized firms, they strengthen the hold of bosses
over workers. In all of these cases, the labour epistocracy exacerbates vertical
exploitation, the exploitation of workers by capitalist bosses and owners.

WD seems capable of attenuating these concerns: instead of turning the
workplace into a dictatorship of experts, one might ensure that knowledge,
especially skills and tacit knowledge, is shared as equally as possible through
democratically elected managers, optional job rotation and training, and
the full panoply of constitutional protections afforded by a pro-labour
labour law.1⁵ These policies are likely to compress epistocratic inequalities

1⁵ Terminological sidenote: although worker control over the firm may have positive or negative
predistributive effects, it is not a form of predistribution, any more than capitalist control is a form of
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within firms and inject an ethos of solidarity into the economy. The most
sophisticated model in this literature is due to David Schweickart.

In the Schweickart (2002, 2011) model, workers operate and manage profit-
maximizing state-owned firms. The Schweickartian firm is not a marketable
commodity, but a community of producers, membership of which entitles each
to equal voting rights—one person, one vote. Every firm keeps a depreciation
fund, which ensures it can procure repairs and capital replacement. Aggre-
gate investment in the economy, as a whole, is funded by a capital tax on
worker-controlled firms and is socially administered by regional and national
legislatures, through the banking system. So Schweickart’s is a hybrid model
of market socialism, in that it combines public ownership of the firm with
universal worker control.1⁶ How does this model fare compared to POD?

7.3.3 Why WD is not enough

Compared to Roemer’s, Schweickart’s model does well attenuating vertical
inequalities, especially vertical (b)-type inequalities in skills and tacit knowl-
edge.Themodel’s Achilles heel is its treatment ofmarket-generated, horizontal
inequalities. For differences in profitability across cooperatives are likely to
generate inequalities in alienable assets.1⁷ Insofar as these inequalities reflect
differences in labour input, effort, or adaptability to new technology, they are
not necessarily sources of exploitation. But if they reflect power-conferring
differences in the capital/labour ratio, or in talent and innate skill, then they
are possible sources of exploitation.1⁸

Things get worse for the Schweickart model. Suppose that higher (a)-type
inequalities in alienable assets across democratic firms will, other things
equal, exacerbate (c)-type inequalities in marketable talents. Burdin (2015)
argues that there is such a tendency, which is largely due to the substantial
expected relative gains, for the talented, of exit over voice. Then, given that the

predistribution. Issues of control over the workplace pertain to the mode and relations of production,
not to forms of distribution of their product.

1⁶ For similar accounts, see Ellerman (2007) and Vanek (1970). Rawls (2001) broaches a version of
the hybrid model but does not defend it.

1⁷ On the assumption that exploitation can obtain through mere trade across firms with different
capital-to-labour ratios (whether of physical or human capital), cooperatives can exploit cooperatives.
For a defence of this claim, see Roemer (1982) and Chapter 5, section 5.6.2.

1⁸ Schweickart (2012) admits that his account does worse than the Roemer model on that count.
Now, Schweikart’s flat-rate tax on the firm’s capital assets might go some way towards attenuating
(a)-type inequalities. But thewhole point of that tax is to generate state revenuewithminimal distortion
to accumulation incentives. Significantly raising the tax rate or making it highly progressive would
defeat that purpose.
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Schweickartmodel does worse than Roemer+ in terms of (a)-type inequalities,
it is likely to do worse, other things equal, in terms of (c)-type inequalities.

One might object, in Schweickart’s defence, that a democratic firm would
endogenously compress the extent of vertical inequalities, subject to efficiency
constraints. But even if the objection is granted, it does not follow that horizon-
tal inequalities, which originate from the labourmarket itself, will fail to create
conditions of exploitation, especially epistocratic exploitation. A democratic
workplace, in other words, does not guarantee a democratic economy.1⁹ I now
show that the Scweickart and Roemer+ models are complementary.

7.4 ‘Liberal Socialism:’ The Hybrid Model

To sum up the argument so far: by dint of their emphasis on the egalitarian
(p)redistribution of capital, POD models, such as Roemer+, tend to do better
in terms of horizontal, (a)-type and possibly of (c)-type, inequalities.2⁰ By dint
of their emphasis on workplace democracy, on a solidaristic ethos, and on
shared informal and tacit knowledge, WD models tend to do better in terms
of vertical, (b)-type, inequalities. Table 7.1 summarizes the pros and cons of
the two theories, in terms of different sources of exploitation.

Given the pros and cons of each model, it would seem that a worker
control model with a stronger predistributive component (POD plus WD)
than Schweickart’s could do better, in terms of exploitation, than each model

Table 7.1 Exploitation under POD and WD

Source of exploitation Roemer+ Schweickart

Alienable assets: intra-firm n/a n/a
Alienable assets: inter-firm + −
Knowledge: intra-firm − +
Knowledge: inter-firm ? ?
Talents: intra-firm − +
Talents: inter-firm + −

1⁹ See J. Cohen (1989) and Vrousalis (2019a). Of course, a competitive market composed of
democratic firms contrasts with a market composed of capitalist firms in that the former do not face a
‘grow or die’ imperative. Market competition is therefore likely to be less intense under worker control.
But epistocratic inequalities are labour-market-conferred powers over the labour capacities of others, that
is, sources of rents originating from the segmented structure of the labour market, not the product
market.

2⁰ ‘Possibly’, that is, on the assumption that the lucrativeness of exit for the talented dominates the
integrity of voice. But if exit does not dominate voice or if the talented donot change employmentmuch,
and if the distribution of talents across firms is uniform and relatively wide, then the Schweickartmodel
might do better in terms of (c), by compressing intra-firm inequality.The question of the workers’ ethos
(Cohen 2008, Casal 2013) is paramount here.
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by itself. Roughly speaking, POD deals with horizontal exploitation and WD
with vertical exploitation. One obvious way to do this would be to convert the
capital value of Schweickartian worker-controlled firms, or, more narrowly,
of their depreciation funds, into Roemerian coupons. This would produce a
more strongly predistributive version of public ownership than Schweickart
allows, keepingworker control in place. It would therebymake room for a non-
capitalist capital market, Roemer-style, which might also generate important
efficiency gains (Fleurbaey 1993, Dow 2003).21

Would this form of liberal socialism—coupons + worker control—suffice
to abolish the exploitation and monetized servitude of human beings? A lin-
gering and important concern pertains to the role of investment finance in the
hybridmodel. Financial institutions, whether state-ownedmutual funds hold-
ing Roemerian coupons or Schweickartian loan-making investment banks,
have power over firms.They therefore have power over the labour performance
of their workers. The question is whether that power is independently justi-
fied or whether it runs afoul of the Non-Servitude Proviso, and is therefore
exploitative. In the rest of this section, I broach three possible descriptions of
a democratic socialist banking system. I then raise some questions about their
exploitation properties.

In the Roemer model, socialized firms are owned by large consortia akin
to the japanese keiretsu system. Their investment is funded by public banks,
whose performance is dependent on the consortium’s share price. In the
Schweickart model, by contrast, public banks are funded by general taxation,
not individual savings. The income from the flat-rate tax on the cooperatives’
capital assets forms a ‘national investment fund’, controlled by public banks.
These banks are, in turn, controlled by ‘national, regional and local legislatures’
(Schweickart 2011, p. 56), which determine the remuneration of bank man-
agers. Finally, in a cognate model of economic democracy developed by Marc
Fleurbaey, there are private and public investment banks, all of which could be
worker-owned. As in the Roemer model, there is competition between banks,
but not all banks are public. The possibilities are depicted in Table 7.2.

Fleurbaey (1993) argues that the relationship between bank ownership and
control in the Schweickart model gives rise to a principal–agent problem.22
What incentive do national and local legislatures have to fund the best available

21 Note that the existence of worker control does not, as such, remove the stick of financial discipline
furnished by the Roemer model, since the banking sector may be legally responsible for monitoring
the worker-elected management of democratic firms.

22 Principal–agent relationships arise in situations where a principal (e.g. the owner) needs an
agent (e.g. the manager) to maximize some objective function, but lacks complete control over the
agent’s actions.
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Table 7.2 Banking structure under market socialism

Banking structure Roemer model Schweickart model Fleurbaey model

Ownership Public Public Mixed
Control Managers State Workers
Competition Yes No Yes

national and local investments? And how does the appointment and remuner-
ation of state-owned bank managers conduce to the most socially desirable
allocation of investment funds? These are questions I cannot address here.
More relevant to my purposes is the objection that the absence of competi-
tion in the Schweickartian banking sector allows epistocratic exploitation of
workers by banks. The argument for that objection is as follows.

By the Non-Servitude Proviso, the only way the individual worker will fail
to be exploited is if she can bind any other worker in the economy, whether
in her own firm or in any other, to performing as much and as good labour
as he can bind her. This is why, barring some independent justification for
unilateral control over the labour capacity of others, even unilateral labour
transfers across democratic firms may be exploitative.23 On this view, there
will normally be no exploitation within the Schweickartian firm, since each
worker has an equal say on all matters that subject her labour to the decisions
of another. But there may still be exploitation in the Schweickartian economy if
the banks have toomuch power over the cooperative labour of their borrowers,
such that they can extract epistocratic rents.

When that is the case,2⁴ it wouldmake sense to introducemore competition
between banks, binding their behaviourmore closely tomarket signals.That is,
it wouldmake sense to link the allocation of investment or of firm depreciation
funds to a noncapitalist capital market along Roemerian lines.

These are questions with a strong empirical component, which cannot be
addressed without the contribution of economists and economic sociologists.
However, all of these models immediately invite normative questions: what
structure would the state need to have for these models to be workable?
I conclude this book by explaining why the question of the state and its
justification is unavoidable in the context of an emancipated economy.

23 See Chapters 2 and 4 for an argument to that effect.
2⁴ For an argument that banks will, in general, have too much power in the Schweickart model, see

Fleurbaey (1993, p. 275f) and Chapter 2, section 2.4. A bank can extract surplus value through loans to
surplus-value-extracting capitalists, but also through direct loans to the direct producers, for example,
workers’ cooperatives and the self-employed. Schweickartian socialism does away with the former, but
not necessarily with the latter form of extraction.
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7.5 The Black Box of the State

In Chapters 2 and 4, I argued that the problem of exploitation for the economy
as a whole is conceptually entangled with the problem of the legitimacy of
private property and therefore of the state.The hybridmodel I defended earlier
(coupons+worker control) immediately invites questions about the relation-
ship between the socialized sector and the state. To whom are socialized banks
answerable, for example? And who appoints their managers? In the Schwe-
ickart model, social control over the ‘national investment fund’ is assigned
to state-owned banks. These are, in turn, controlled by ‘national and regional
legislatures’. Roemer envisages a similar form of control over his public banks.
But therein lies the rub. These state-administered national investment funds
are liable to replacing capitalist oligarchies by state oligarchies. Both models,
in other words, are liable to conferring too much power on state bureaucrats,
even if these are appointed by and held accountable to ‘national and regional
legislatures’. I now consider the parallel between capitalist and bureaucratic
domination more closely.

The main argument for WD, rehearsed in section 7.3, is opposition
to vertical exploitation: a worker subject to the extractive dispositions of
her capitalist boss is exploited when these dispositions are realized. She is
thereby dominated. But much the same remains true if her boss gets chosen
for her disposition to maximize bureaucratic value—maximally grow the
bureaucracy—or for her disposition to placate parliamentary leaders. State-
appointed officials are oftenno less purveyors of exploitation than shareholder-
appointed officials.2⁵ So, insofar as the argument from vertical exploitation
counts against capitalist bosses, it also counts against state-appointed or
trade-union-appointed bosses.2⁶ I now explore one way that the hybrid model
might deal with these possible sources of domination, whether from above
or from below.

2⁵ This roughly describes the parliamentary statism of European social democracy during the
Trente Glorieuses. Under the auspicious economic circumstances of post-war reconstruction, high-
ranking trade union officials colludedwith high-ranking politicians and state officials to keep industrial
democracy at bay. In return, workers were provided with better welfare, wages, and work conditions.
The stratagem is potentially exploitative, for it implies that state officials, not capitalists, can dominate
workers. See Miliband (1972) for a seminal treatment.

2⁶ It will not do to object that the optimizing decisions of individual bureaucrats do not constitute
credible threats because they are decentralized and uncoordinated. Suppose there is a democratically
authorized decision to reduce the remuneration of already privileged public officials with scarce talents.
These officials threaten to quit in light of that decision. Their decentralized and uncoordinated threats,
let us suppose, help overturn the decision. These bureaucrats behave no different from capitalists who
engage in lockouts in order to preserve profits.



the black box of the state 183

7.5.1 Worker control, bottom-up

If the hybrid model is liable to collapsing into some form of statism, further
democratic checks and balances may be required to keep its socialized sectors
democratic. One way to do that would be to create an independently elected
labour parliament, that is, a federation of workers’ councils, elected from
below, endowed with control rights over the socialized sector as a whole. How
might that work?

The requisite institutional setup is provided by an old model of worker
control. The idea is simple: workers own and manage their workplace condi-
tions of production through democratically elected workplace councils. Each
council then elects representatives to a regional workers’ council. Regional
councils elect national councils, which are, in turn, entrusted with control over
aggregate investment in the economy. In this model, workplace councils are
the building blocks of economy-wide councils, which exercise direct control
over economy-wide conditions of production. This ‘social’ parliament would,
in turn, be responsible for the election, appointment, and supervision of the
heads of banks and other socialized enterprizes.2⁷

The argument of this book has been that the desirability of such an institu-
tional setup depends on whether it undermines servitude, which is unilateral
control over alien purposiveness. Now suppose there is a system of ‘dual
power’, in which political parliaments and independently constituted labour
parliaments share control over the means of production in the economy as a
whole. Suppose that, as a result, the power of capitalist, manager, or bureaucrat
does not hold sway; their structural dispositions are largely aligned with the
independent exercise of productive purposivenesses under just laws. Then the
envisaged partial transfer of power from state institutions to workers’ councils
is not incongruent with the commitment to nondomination. Indeed, it is
required by the core Enlightenment value of individual independence in free
community with others. But there is a catch.

7.5.2 Dilemmas of socialization

Most past attempts at the democratic socialization of production through
workers’ councils were disastrous failures. They include 1917 Russia, 1918
Germany, 1920 Italy, 1936 Spain, 1956 Hungary, 1973 Argentina, 1974
Portugal, and so on. Some explanations for these failures have less to do
with the workings of the council system itself and more with external

2⁷ I discuss this institutional setup and its history more extensively in Vrousalis (2019b).
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circumstances, including bourgeois hostility, or war. Other explanations
emphasize the system itself. According to one such explanation, exclusive
council control over the workplace tends to lead to a full-fledged dictatorship
of experts, as in the former totalitarian dictatorships of Eastern Europe. The
ground of this concentration of power is control over organizational and
knowledge resources—what I called epistocratic exploitation.

If this is correct, then socialists seem to be faced with a socialization
dilemma. On the one hand, when control over the means of production is
vested exclusively in state officials, or even in democratic parliaments, then
the best we can hope for is a parliamentary system served by an unaccountable
and undemocratic state bureaucracy running the economy.On the other hand,
when control over the means of production is vested exclusively in workers’
councils, then the likely outcome is a dictatorship of managers and experts,
a labour epistocracy (see Korsch 1975, pp. 70–8, Poulantzas 2008, p. 366,
Vrousalis 2019b, Wright 1985). Opponents of exploitation must therefore
constantly wage a war on two fronts, quite independently of capitalism: against
statism, from above, and against a labour epistocracy, from below.

By what institutional means might they wage that war? This is a difficult,
even daunting, question in institutional design, which is beyond the scope of
this book. It is a question that no critic of exploitation can ignore.

Conclusion

This chapter sketched three important theories of the emancipated economy:
unconditional basic income (UBI), property-owning democracy (POD), and
workplace democracy (WD). It argued that only POD and WD are eligible
candidates for the abolition of exploitation. POD does better in terms of
horizontal exploitation; WD does better in terms of vertical exploitation. It is
therefore possible that a hybrid theory could do better than each institutional
setup taken by itself: a system of worker control coupled with a strongly
predistributive form of public ownership. The chapter concluded by outlin-
ing the socialization dilemma, whose two horns are statism—rule by state
bureaucrats—and a labour epistocracy—rule by those who control knowledge
and organizational resources. Opponents of exploitation have yet to describe
an institutional setup that deals appositely with that dilemma.
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