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G. A. COHEN

The Structureof
ProletarianUnfreedom*

Accordingto KarlMarx,a member of a social class belongs to it by virtue
of his position within social relations of production.In keeping with this
formula, Marxdefined the proletarianas the producerwho has (literally
or in effect) nothing to sell but his own labor power.' He inferred that
the workeris forced to sell his labor power (on pain of starvation).
In this articleI am not concernedwith the adequacyof Marx'sdefinition
of workingclass membership. I proposeinstead to assess the truth of the
consequence he rightly or wronglyinferredfrom that definition.Is it true
that workers are forced to sell their labor power?
This question is debated in the real world, by nonacademic people.
Supportersand opponents of the capitalistsystem tend to disagree about
the answer to it. There is a familiarright-wing answer to it which I think
has a lot of power. In this article I argue against leftists who do not see
the answer's power and against rightists who do not see the answer's
limitations.
II
Some would deny that workers are forced to sell their labor power, on
the ground that they have other choices: the workercan go on the dole,
or beg, or simply make no provisionfor himself and trust to fortune.
* Sections I-IX of this article constitute a much revised version of pp. I8-25 of "Capitalism, Freedom and the Proletariat,"which appearedin The Idea of Freedom:Essays in
Honour of Isaiah Berlin, ed. Alan Ryan (Oxford:OxfordUniversityPress, I979).
i. For elaborationof this definition,and a defense of its attributionto Marx,see my Karl
Marx'sTheoryof History (Oxford:OxfordUniversityPress and Princeton:PrincetonUniversity Press, I978), pp. 63-77, 222-23, 333-36. This book is henceforth referredto as
KMTH.
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It is true that the workeris free to do these other things. The acknowledgment that he is free to starve to death gets its sarcastic power from
the fact that he is free to starve to death: no one threatens to make him
stay alive by, for example, force-feeding him. But to infer that he is
therefore not forced to sell his labor power is to employ a false account
of what it is to be forced to do something. When I am forced to do
something I have no reasonableor acceptablealternativecourse. It need
not be true that I have no alternativewhatsoever.At least usually, when
a person says, "I was forced to do it. I had no other choice," the second
partof the statement is ellipticalfor something like "Ihad no other choice
worth considering."For in the most familiar sense of "Xis forced to do
A,"it is entailed that X is forced to choose to do A, and the claim that the
workeris forced to sell his laborpower is intended in that familiarsense.
Hence the fact that he is free to starve or beg instead is not a refutation
of the mooted claim: the claim entails that there are other (unacceptable)
things he is free to do.
III
Robert Nozick might grant that many workershave no acceptable alternative to selling their labor power, and he recognizes that they need not
have no alternative at all in order to count as forced to do so. But he
denies that having no acceptable alternative but to do A entails being
forced to do A, no matter how bad A is, and no matter how much worse
the alternativesare, since he thinks that to have no acceptablealternative
means to be forced only when unjust actions help to explain the absence
of acceptable alternatives. Propertydistributionsreflecting a history of
acquisition and exchange may leave the workerwith no other acceptable
option, but is he nevertheless not forced to sell his labor power, if the
acquiring and exchanging were free of injustice.
Nozick's objection to the thesis under examinationrests upon a moralized account of what it is to be forced to do something. It is a false
account, because it has the absurd upshot that if a criminal'simprisonment is morallyjustified, he is then not forced to be in prison. We may
therefore set Nozick's objection aside.2
For Nozick'sview, see his Anarchy,State and Utopia (New York:Basic Books, I974),
which I criticize at p. I5I of "RobertNozick and Wilt Chamberlain,"in Justice
and Economic Distribution, ed. John Arthurand William Shaw (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
2.

pp. 262-64,
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IV

There is, however, an objection to the claim that workers are forced to
sell their labor power which does not depend upon a moralizedview of
what being forcedinvolves. But beforewe come to it, in Section V, I must
explain how I intend the predicate"is forced to sell his laborpower."The
claim in which it figures here comes from KarlMarx. Now I noted that
Marxcharacterizedclasses by reference to social relationsof production,
and the claim is intended to satisfy that condition: it purports to say
something about the proletarian'sposition in capitalist relations of production. But relations of production are, for Marxism, objective: what
relations of productiona person is in does not turn on his consciousness.
It follows that if the proletarianis forced to sell his labor power in the
relevant Marxist sense, then this must be because of his objective situation, and not because of his attitude to himself, his level of self-confidence, his cultural attainment, and so on. It is in any case doubtful that
limitations in those subjective endowments can be sources of what interests us: unfreedom, as opposed to something similar to it but also
rather different: incapacity. But even if diffidence and the like could be
said to force a person to sell his laborpower, that would be an irrelevant
case here (except, perhaps, where personal subjective limitations are
caused by capitalist relations of production, a possibility considered in
Section XV below).
To be forced to do A by one's objective situation is to do it because of
factors other than the subjective ones just mentioned. Manywould insist
that the propersource of force, and a a fortiori of objectiveforce, is action
by other people, what they have done, or are doing, or what they would
do were one to try to do A. I agree with HarryFrankfurt3that this inPrentice-Hall,I 978). Formorediscussionof false-because-moralized
definitionsof freedom,
see my "Capitalism,Freedomand Proletariat,"The Idea of Freedom,pp. I2-I4; "Illusions
about PrivatePropertyand Freedom,"in Issues in Marxist Philosophy,ed. John Mepham
and David Ruben (Hassocks, I981), 4:228-29;
"Freedom,Justice and Capitalism,"New
Left Review, no. I26 (March/AprilI98I): io-ii. A partly similar critique of moralized
accounts of force and freedomis given by DavidZimmermanat pp. I 2 I-3 I of his "Coercive
Wage Offers,"Philosophy& PublicAffairs io, no. 2 (Spring I98I).
3. Frankfurtpoints out that natural things and processes operatingindependentlyof
human action also force people to do things. See his "Coercionand MoralResponsibility,"
in Essays of Freedomof Action, ed. Ted Honderich (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,
I973), pp. 83-84.

Note that one can agree with Frankfurtwhile denying that lack of capacity restricts
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sistence is wrong, but I shall accede to it in the present article, for two
reasons. The first is that the mooted restriction makes it harder, and
therefore more interesting, to show that workers are forced to sell their
laborpower. The second is that, as I shall now argue, where relations of
productionforce people to do things, people force people to do things, so
the "no force without a forcing agent" conditionis satisfied here, even if
it does not hold generally.
The relations of production of a society may be identified with the
powers its differentlysituated persons have with respect to the society's
productive forces, that is, the labor capacities of its producers and the
means of production they use.4 We can distinguish between standard
and deviant uses of the stated powers. Let me then proposethat a worker
is forced to sell his labor power in the presently required sense if and
only if the constraint is a result of standard exercises of the powers
constituting relations of production.
If a millionaireis forced by a blackmailerto sell his labor power, he is
not forced to do so in the relevant Marxistsense, since the blackmailer
does not use economic power to get him to do so. The relevant constraint
must reflect use of economic power, and not, moreover,just any use of
it, but a standard exercise of it. I do not yet know how to define "standard,"
but it is not hard to sort out cases in an intuitive way. If, for example, a
capitalistforces people to work for him by hiring gunmen to get them to
do so, the resulting constraint is due to a nonstandardexercise of economic power.And one can envisage similarlyirrelevantcases of relaxation
of constraint: a philanthropiccapitalistmight be willing to transferlarge
shares in the ownership of his enterprise to workers, on a "first come
first served"basis. That would not be a standarduse of capitalistpower.
Suppose, however, that economic structuralconstraintdoes not, as just
proposed,operate through the regular exercise by persons of the powers
constituting the economic structure, but in some more impersonalway,
as Althusserians seem to imagine. It might still be said, for a different
reason, that if the structure of capitalism leaves the worker no choice
but to sell his laborpower, then he is forcedto do so by actions of persons.
For the structure of capitalism is not in all senses self-sustaining. It is
freedom: the question whether internal obstacles restrict it is distinct from the question
which kinds of extemal obstacles do.
4. See KMTH, pp. 3I-35, 63-65, 217-25.
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sustained by a great deal of deliberatehuman action, notablyon the part
of the state. And if, as .1often think, the state functions on behalf of the
capitalist class, then any structural constraint by virtue of which the
worker must sell his labor power has enough human will behind it to
satisfy the stipulationthat where there is force, there are forcing human
beings.
The stipulationmight be satisfied by doctrineweaker than that which
presents the state as an instrument of the capitalist class. Suppose that
the state upholds the capitalist ordernot because it is a capitalist order,
but because it is the prevailing order, and the state is dedicated to upholding whatever order prevails. Then, too, one might be justified in
speaking of human forcing.
V

Under the stated interpretationof "is forced to sell his labor power," a
serious problem arises for the thesis under examination. For if there are
persons whose objective position is identical with that of proletariansbut
who are not forced to sell their labor power, then proletariansare not
relevantlyso forced, and the thesis is false. And there do seem to be such
persons.
I have in mind those proletarianswho, initiallypossessed of no greater
resources than most, secure positions in the petty bourgeoisie and elsewhere, thereby rising above the proletariat.Striking cases in Britainare
members of certainimmigrantgroups,who arrivepenniless, and without
good connections, but who propelthemselves up the class hierarchywith
effort,skill, and luck. One thinks-it is a contemporaryexample-of those
who are willing to work very long hours in shops bought from native
British bourgeois, shops which used to close early. Their initial capitalis
typicallyan amalgam of savings, which they accumulated,perhaps painfully, while still in the proletariancondition, and some form of external
finance. Objectivelyspeaking, most5Britishproletariansare in a position
to obtain these. Thereforemost British proletariansare not forced to sell
their labor power.
5. At least most: it could be argued that all Britishproletariansare in such a position,
but I stay with "most"lest some ingenious person discoverobjectiveproletariancircumstances worse than the worst once suffered by now prosperingimmigrants.But see also
footnote 6.
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VI
I now refute two predictableobjections to the above argument.
The first says that the recently mentioned persons were, while they
were proletarians, forced to sell their labor power. Their cases do not
show that proletariansare not forced to sell their laborpower.They show
something different: that proletariansare not forced to remain proletarians.

This objection embodies a misunderstandingof what Marxistsintend
when they say that workersare forcedto sell their laborpower. But before
I say what Marxistsintend by that statement, I must defend this general
claim aboutfreedomand constraint:fully explicit attributions offreedom
and constraint contain two temporal indexes. To illustrate: I may now
be in a position truly to say that I am free to attend a concert tomorrow
night, since nothing has occurred, up to now, to prevent my doing so. If
so, I am now free to attend a concert tomorrownight. In similarfashion,
the time when I am constrainedto performan actionneed not be identical
with the time of the action: I might already be forced to attend a concert
tomorrownight (since you might alreadyhave ensured that if I do not,
I shall suffer some great loss).
Now when Marxists say that proletariansare forced to sell their labor
power, they do not mean: "X is a proletarianat time t only if X is at t
forced to sell his labor power at t" for that would be compatiblewith his
not being forced to at time t + n, no matter how small n is. X might be
forced on Tuesday to sell his labor power on Tuesday, but if he is not
forced on Tuesday to sell his laborpower on Wednesday(if, for example,
actions open to him on Tuesday would bring it about that on Wednesday
he need not do so), then, though still a proletarianon Tuesday, he is not
then someone who is forced to sell his laborpowerin the relevantMarxist
sense. The manifest intent of the Marxistclaim is that the proletarianis
forced at t to continue to sell his laborpower, throughouta period from
t to t + n, for some considerable n. It follows that because there is a
route out of the proletariat,which our counterexamplestravelled,reaching their destination in, as I would argue, an amount of time less than
n,6 they were, though proletarians,not forced to sell their laborpower in
the required Marxist sense.
6. This might well be challenged, since the size of n is a matter of judgment. I would
defend mine by reference to the naturalnessof saying to a workerthat he is not forced to
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Proletarianswho have the option of class ascent are not forced to sell
their laborpower,just because they do have that option.Mostproletarians
have it as much as our counterexamplesdid. Thereforemost proletarians
are not forced to sell their labor power.
VII
But now I face a second objection. It is that necessarily not more than
few proletarianscan exercise the option of upwardmovement. For capitalism requires a substantial hired labor force, which would not exist if
more than just a few workersrose.7Put differently,there are necessarily
only enough petty bourgeoisand othernonproletarianpositionsfor a small
number of the proletariatto leave their estate.
I agree with the premise, but does it defeat the argumentagainst which
it is directed? Does it refute the claim that most proletariansare not
forced to sell their labor power? I think not.
An analogy will indicate why. Ten people are placed in a room the only
exit from which is a huge and heavy locked door. At various distances
from each lies a single heavy key. Whoeverpicks up this key-and each
is physically able, with varying degrees of effort, to do so-and takes it
to the door will find, after considerable self-application,a way to open
the door and leave the room. But if he does so he alone will be able to
leave it. Photoelectricdevices installed by a jailer ensure that it will open
only just enough to permit one exit. Then it will close, and no one inside
the room will be able to open it again.
It follows that, whatever happens, at least nine people will remain in
the room.
(continue to) sell his laborpower,since he can take steps to set himself up as a shopkeeper.
Those who judge otherwise might be able, at a pinch, to deny that most proletariansare
not forced to sell their laborpower, but they cannot dispose of the counterexamplesto the
generalizationthat all are forced to. For our prospectivepetty bourgeoisis a proletarianon
the eve of his ascent when, unless, absurdly,we take n as o, he is not forced to sell his
laborpower.
7. "Thetruthis this, that in this bourgeoissociety everyworkman,if he is an exceedingly
cleverand shrewdfellow, and giftedwith bourgeoisinstincts andfavouredby an exceptional
fortune, can possibly convert himself into an exploiteur du travail d'autrui. But if there
were no travail to be exploite, there would be no capitalistnor capitalistproduction"(Karl
Marx,"Resultsof the ImmediateProcess of Production,"Capital, tran. Ben Fowkes [Harmondsworth:Penguin Books, I976], I:I079). For commentaryon similartexts see KMTH,
p. 243.
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Now suppose that not one of the people is inclined to try to obtain the
key and leave the room. Perhaps the room is no bad place, and they do
not want to leave it. Or perhaps it is pretty bad, but they are too lazy to
undertake the effort needed to escape. Or perhaps no one believes he
would be able to secure the key in face of the capacity of the others to
intervene (though no one would in fact intervene, since, being so diffident, each also believes that he would be unable to remove the key from
anyone else). Suppose that, whatever may be their reasons, they are all
so indisposed to leave the room that if, counterfactually,one of them were
to try to leave, the rest would not interfere. The universal inaction is
relevant to my argument, but the explanation of it is not.
Then whomever we select, it is true of the other nine that not one of
them is going to try to get the key. Therefore it is true of the selected
person that he is free to obtain the key, and to use it.8 He is therefore
not forced to remain in the room. But all this is true of whomever we
select. Thereforeit is true of each person that he is not forced to remain
in the room, even though necessarily at least nine will remain in the
room, and in fact all will.
Consider now a slightly different example, a modified version of the
situation just described. In the new case there are two doors and two
keys. Again, there are ten people, but this time one of them does try to
get out, and succeeds, while the rest behave as before. Now necessarily
eight will remain in the room, but it is true of each of the nine who do
stay that he or she is free to leave it. The pertinentgeneralfeature,present
in both cases, is that there is at least one means of egress which none
will attempt to use, and which each is free to use, since, ex hypothesi,
no one would block his way.
By now the applicationof the analogy may be obvious.The number of
exits from the proletariatis, as a matter of objectivecircumstance, small.
But most proletariansare not trying to escape, and, as a result, it is false
that each exit is being actively attempted by some proletarian. Therefore
8. For whatever may be the correct analysis of "Xis free to do A," it is clear that X is
free to do A if X would do A if he tried to do A, and that sufficient conditionof freedomis
all that we need here.
Some have objected that the stated conditionis not sufficient: a person, they say, may
do something he is not free to do, since he may do something he is not legally, or morally,
free to do. Those who agree with that unhelpful remarkcan take it that I am interestedin
the non-normativeuse of "free,"which is distinguished by the sufficient conditionjust
stated.
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II

for most9 proletariansthere exists a means of escape. So even though
necessarily most proletarianswill remain proletarians,and will sell their
labor power, perhaps none, and at most a minority,are forced to do so.
In reaching this conclusion, which is about the proletariat'sobjective
position, I used some facts of consciousness, regardingworkers'aspirations and intentions. That is legitimate. For if the workersare objectively
forced to sell their labor power, then they are forced to do so whatever
their subjective situation may be. But their actual subjective situation
brings it about that they are not forced to sell their laborpower. Hence
they are not objectively forced to sell their labor power.
VIII
One could say, speaking ratherbroadly,that we have found morefreedom
in the proletariat'ssituation than classical Marxism asserts. But if we
return to the basis on which we affirmedthat most proletariansare not
forced to sell their laborpower, we shall arriveat a more refined description of the objective position with respect to force and freedom. What
was said will not be withdrawn, but we shall add significantly to it.
That basis was the reasoning originallyappliedto the case of the people
in the locked room. Each is free to seize the key and leave. But note the
conditional nature of his freedom. He is free not only because none of
the others tries to get the key, but on condition that they do not (a
condition which, in the story, is fulfilled). Then each is free only on
condition that the others do not exercise their similarly conditionalfreedom. Not more that one can exercise the libertythey all have. If, moreover,
any one were to exercise it, then, because of the structureof the situation,
all the others would lose it.
Since the freedom of each is contigent on the others not exercising
their similarlycontingent freedom, we can say that there is a great deal
of unfreedomin their situation.Though each is individuallyfree to leave,
he suffers with the rest from what I shall call collective unfreedom.
In defense of this description,let us reconsider the question why the
people do not try to leave. None of the reasons suggested earlier-lack
of desire, laziness, diffidence-go beyond what a person wants and fears
for himself alone. But the annals of human motivationshow that some9. See footnotes 5 and 6.
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times people care about the fate of others, and they sometimes have that
concern when they share a commmon oppression.Suppose, then, not so
wildly,that there is a sentiment of solidarityin that room.A fourthpossible
explanation of the absence of attempt to leave now suggests itself. It is
that no one will be satisfied with a personal escape which is not part of
a general liberation.lo
The new suppositiondoes not upset the claim that each is free to leave,
for we may assume that it remains true of each person that he would
suffer no interference if, counterfactually,he sought to use the key (assume the others would have contempt for him, but not try to stop him).
Each remains free to leave. Yet we can envisage members of the group
communicating to their jailer a demand for freedom, to which he could
hardly reply that they are free already (even though, individually,they
are). The hypothesis of solidaritymakes the collectiveunfreedomevident.
But unless we say, absurdly,that the solidaritycreates the unfreedom to
which it is a response, we must say that there is collective unfreedom
whether or not solidarityobtains.
Returning to the proletariat,we can conclude, by parityof reasoning,
that although most proletariansare free to escape the proletariat,and,
indeed, even if every one is, the proletariatis collectively unfree, an
imprisoned class.
Marxoften maintained that the workeris forced to sell his laborpower
not to any particularcapitalist, but just to some capitalist or other, and
he emphasized the ideological value of this distinction." The present
point is that, although, in a collective sense, workers are forced to sell
their labor power, scarcely any particular proletarianis forced to sell
himself even to some capitalistor other.And this too has ideologicalvalue.
It is part of the genius of capitalist exploitation that, by contrast with
exploitationwhich proceeds by "extra-economiccoercion,"12it does not
io. In a stimulating commentaryon the argumentof Sections VII and VIII,Jon Elster
notes that it involves avoidanceof two fallacies, that of composition("Whatis true of each
must be true of all") and that of division ("Whatis true of all must be true of each"): "It
is true of any individualworker that he is free to leave the class, but not of all workers
simultaneously.And the reason why the individualworkeris free to leave the class is that
the others do not want to leave it; and the reason why the others do not want to leave it is
that whatever is desirableif it happens to all members simultaneouslyis not necessarily
desirableif it happens to one member separatelyand exclusively"(first draft of paper on
"Freedomand Power,"p. 63). Elster shows that such structurespervadesocial life.
i i. See KMTH,p. 223, for exposition and references.
I:899. See KMTH,pp. 82I2. The phrase comes from Marx, Capital (London, I962),
84, for a discussion of differentmodes of exploitation.
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require the unfreedom of specified individuals.There is an ideologically
valuable anonymity on both sides of the relationshipof exploitation.

Ix
It was part of the argument for affirming the freedom to escape of proletarians, taken individually, that not every exit from the proletariatis
crowdedwith would-be escapees. Why should this be so? Here are some
of the reasons:
i. It is possible to escape, but it is not easy, and often people do not
attempt what is possible but hard.
2. There is also what Marx called the "dull compulsion of economic
relations."13Long occupancy, for example from birth, of a subordinate
class position nurtures the illusion, as importantfor the stability of the
system as the myth of easy escape, that one's class position is natural
and inescapable.
3. Finally, there is the fact that not all workerswould like to be petty
or transpettybourgeois. Eugene Debs said, "I do not want to rise above
the working class, I want to rise with them,"therebyevincing an attitude
like the one lately attributedto the people in the locked room. It is sometimes true of the worker that, in Brecht's words,
He wants no servants under him
And no boss over his head.14
Those lines envisage a better liberation:not just from the working class,
but from class society.
x

In the rest of this articleI considerobjectionsto the argumentsof Sections
VII and VIII, which I shall henceforth call argument 7 and argument 8,
after the numbers of the Sections in which they were presented. Shorn
of explanatorydetail, the arguments are as follows:
7: There are more exits from the British proletariatthen there are
workerstryingto leave it. Therefore,Britishworkersare individually
free to leave the proletariat.
I3.
I4.

Marx, Capital, I:899.
From his "Song of the United Front."
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8: There are very few exits from the British proletariatand there are
very many workersin it. Therefore,Britishworkersare collectively
unfree to leave the proletariat.
In the useful language of the medieval schoolmen, the workers are not
forced to sell their labor power in sensu diviso, but they are forced to in
sensu composito.
The arguments are consistent with one another. Hillel Steiner has
pointed to a potential conflict between them, but it is unlikely to materialize. The potential conflict relates to my attributionto Marxism (see
Section VI) of the claim that the workeris forced to remain a workerfor
some considerable amount of time n, a claim which the conclusion of
argument 7 is intended to deny. Now, the larger n is, the easier it is to
refute the Marxist claim and affinn argument 7's conclusion. But as n
grows larger, the number of exits from the proletariatincreases, and the
conclusion of argument 8 becomes correspondinglyless secure. To sustain both arguments without equivocationone must choose an intuitively
plausible n under these oppositepressures. But it is not hard to meet that
requirement: five years, for example, will do.
Right-wing readers will applaud argument 7, but they will want to
resist argument 8. Left-wing readerswill have, in each case, the opposite
reaction. In the remaining seven Sections I deal first with four rightwing objections to argument 8, and then with three left-wing objections
to argument 7.
A one-premise argument may be challenged in respect of its premise,
its inference, and, independently of the way it is drawn, its conclusion.
Section XI considers the inference of argument 8; Sections XII and XIII
examine whether its conclusion is true, or,if true,interesting;and Section
XIV investigates its premise. In Sections XV and XVI the inference of
argument 7 is challenged, and in Section XVIIits premise is subjected
to scrutiny.
XI
Someone who, unlike Frankfurt, believes that only human action can
force people to do things, might object as follows to the derivationof the
conclusion of argument 8, that British workers are collectively unfree:
"The prisoners in the room are collectively unfree, since the avail-
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abilityof only one exit is a result of a jailer'saction.If they had wandered
into a cave from which, for peculiarreasons, only one could leave, then,
though unable, collectively, to leave, they would not have been unfree
to, since there would have been no one forcing them to stay. It is true
that, in sensu composito, most proletariansmust remain proletarians,
but this is due to a numericalrelationshipwhich does not reflect human
design. It is therefore not correct to speak of the proletariatas collectively unfree to leave, as opposed to collectively unable. In short, the
admitted restrictions on proletarianascent are not caused by factors
which would justify applicationof the concepts of force and unfreedom."
I have four replies to this objection.
First,what was said aboutthe cave, if it illustratesthe thesis that people
are forced only when people force them, also shows how unlikely a thesis
that is. For it seems false that the hapless wanderersare forced to remain
in the cave only if someone put them there, or keeps them there.
It is, moreover, arguable that the (anyhow questionable)requirement
of a forcing human agency is met in the cave case. I say that there is
collective unfreedom to leave in that as soon as one person left, the rest
would be prevented from doing so. And just as there is individual unfreedom when a person's attempt to do A would be blocked by someone
else doing it, so there is collective unfreedom when an attempt by more
than n to do A would be blocked by that subset of n which succeeded in
doing it. This applies to the proletariat,when the number of exits is
limited. They are collectively unfree since, were more to try to escape
than there are exits, the successful would ensure the imprisonment of
those who failed.
But apart from the mutual constraint arising out of the surplus of
persons overexits, there is the fact that the adversenumericalrelationship
reflects the structure of capitalism which, we saw in Section IV, is sufficiently connected, in various ways, with human actions to satisfy the
un-Frankfurtianscruples motivating the present objection. Proletarians
suffer restrictedaccess to means of liberationbecause the rights of private
propertyare enforced by exercise of capitalistpower.
Finally, even if we should have to abandonthe claim that workersare
collectively unfree to escape and embrace instead the idea that they are
collectively unable to, the withdrawalwould be only a tactical one. For
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anyone concerned about human freedom and the prospect of expanding
it must also care about structurallyinduced disability (or whatever he
chooses to call it), which he refuses to regard as absence of freedom.
Even if he is right that the wanderersare not forced to stay in the cave,
he surely cannot deny that whoever released them would be liberating
them.
XII
The objector of Section XI doubted that the situation of the proletariat
could be described as one of collective freedom, but he did not challenge
the very concept of a collective unfreedom distinct from individual unfreedom. I now deal with a differentlyinspired skepticism. Set aside the
question of what causes the restrictionon the number of nonproletarian
positions. Does the resulting lack of access justify my descriptionof the
workers as lacking collective freedom? I argued that there is some
sense in which they are not all free to escape, and, since they are free
in sensu diviso, I called their unfreedom collective unfreedom.
Collective unfreedom can be defined as follows: a group suffers collective unfreedom with respect to a type of action A if and only if performance of A by all members of the group is impossible.15Collective
unfreedom comes in varying amounts, and it is greater the smaller the
ratio of the maximum that could performA to the total number in the
group. Collective unfreedom is particularlyinteresting when, as in our
example, there is more freedomfor a set of individualstaken individually
than for the same individualswhen they are taken as membersof a group:
collective unfreedom, we might say, is irreduciblycollective when more
can performA in sensu diviso than can performit in sensu composito.
And collective unfreedom matters more the smaller the ratio mentioned
above is, and the more importantor desirable action A is.
A person shares in a collective unfreedom when, to put it roughly, he
is among those who are so situated that if enough others exercise the
correspondingindividual freedom, then they lose their individual freedoms. More precisely: X shares in a collective unfreedom with respect
to a type of action A if and only if X belongs to a set of n persons which
is such that:
I5. That is, if and only if it is not possible that, for aUlX, X performsA (even if for all X,
it is possible that X performsA).
One might also have to specify the kind of cause that makes it impossible,a complication
discussed in Section XI and here set aside.
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i. no more than m of them (where m < n) are free (sensu composito)
2.

to performA, and
no matter which m members performedA, the remaining n - m
would then be unfree (sensu diviso) to performA:I6

Using both expressions as terms of art, one might distinguish between
collectiveunfreedomand group unfreedom,and I am not here concerned
with the latter. In the proferreddefinition of collective unfreedom the
relevantagents areindividuals,not a groupas such. We arenot discussing
freedom and the lack of it which groups have qua groups, but which
individuals have as members of groups. Thus, for example, the freedom
or lack of it which the proletariathas to overthrowcapitalismfalls outside
our scope,'7 since no individualproletariancould ever be free to overthrow
capitalism, even when the proletariatis free to do so.
Another form of essentially interpersonalfreedom is that canonically
reportedin sentences of the form "Xis free to do A with Y,"where Y is
another agent, and where if X does A with Y, then Y does A with X (the
last condition is needed to exclude such actions as wiping the floorwith
Y: "with"means "togetherwith"in sentences of the indicatedform).This
can be called freedom-to-act-with,or relational freedom.i8 Note that the
relevant relation is neither symmetricalnor transitive.If I am free to do
A with you, it does not follow that you are free to do A with me, since,
for example, doing A might be seeing a film which you would love to see
with me but which I do not want to see. And if I am free to make love
with you and you are free to make love with him, it does not follow that
I am free to make love with him. Freedom-to-act-withfigured implicitly
in the argument of Section VIII, when I hypothesized a sentiment of
solidaritywhich moved each person in the room to regret that (though
free to leave) he was not free to leave with the others. But freedom-toact-with is different from what is here meant by collective freedom: in
the case of the latter there need be no reference to anotherperson in the
description of the action people are free or unfree to perform.
Now someone might say: since interesting collective unfreedom obi6. The concept of sharing in a collective unfreedommight be used in an attempt to
define the proletariat,for example, as the largest groupin a society all members of which
share a collective unfreedomwith respect to the sale of laborpower. Unlike the definition
I described and rejected at p. 25 of "Capitalism,Freedom and the Proletariat,"this one
would have the virtue of keeping Sir KeithJoseph out of the workingclass.
I7. See KMTH,pp. 243-45 for remarkson that issue.
i8. RobertWare brought the importantconcept of relationalfreedom to my attention.
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tains only when individualsarefree, why shouldit be a source of concern?
Why should we care about anything other than the freedom of individuals?19The question forgets that it is a fact touching each individualin
the group, namely, the mutually conditional nature of their freedom,
which licenses the idea of collectiveunfreedom.As soon as enough people
exercise the coexisting individual freedoms, collective unfreedom generates individualunfreedoms.If, though free to do A, I sharein a collective
unfreedom with respect to A, I am less free than I otherwise would be.
But it might be claimed that there are structures manifesting what I
defined as collective unfreedom which would not normallybe regarded
as examples of lack of freedom. Suppose, for instance, that a hotel, at
which one hundred tourists are staying, lays on a coach trip for the first
forty who apply, since that is the number of seats in the coach. And
suppose that only thirty want to go. Then, on my account, each of the
hundred is free to go, but their situation displays a collective unfreedom.
Yet it seems wrong, the objector says, to speak of unfreedom here.
I do not agree. For suppose all of the tourists did want to go. Then it
would seem appropriateto say that they are not all free to go. But in the
case of individual freedom, while there is less reason to regret an unfreedom to do what I have no desire to do,2oI am not less unfree for
lacking that desire.21Why should the position be differentin the case of
collective unfreedom?Thwarteddesire throws unfreedominto relief, and
sometimes thwarted desire is needed to make unfreedom deserving of
note, but it is not a necessary condition of unfreedom.
The coach case is a rather special one. For we tend to suppose that
the management lay on only one coach because they correctlyanticipate
ig. One might reply:because there are some things which we may hope groupsare free
to do which we would not expect, or would not want, individualsto be free to do. But that
answer is out of place here, because of the distinction just drawn between group and
collective freedom.
20. Less reason, but not no reason, since the desire for freedomis not reducible to the
desire to do what one would be free to do if one had it. I may resent my lack of freedom
to do what I have no wish to do: Soviet citizens who dislike restrictionson foreign travel
need not want to go abroad.And subtler reasons for valuing the freedom to do what I do
not want to do are presentedby Jon Elsterin "SourGrapes,"in Utilitarianismand Beyond,
ed. A. Sen and B. Williams(Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress, I982).
2i. See Isaiah Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty(Oxford:OxfordUniversityPress, I969),
pp. xxxviiiff., I39-40 and also Hillel Steiner, "IndividualLiberty,"Proceedingsof the Aristotelian Society, I974-75,
p. 34. The point was originallymade by RichardWollheimin
a reviewof Berlin's"TwoConceptsof Liberty."But see Elster,"SourGrapes,"Utilitarianism
and Beyond, for a good challenge to the claim defended by these authors.
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that one will be enough to meet the demand.Accordingly,we also suppose
that if more had wanted to go, there would have been an appropriately
larger number of seats available. If all that is true, then the available
amount of collective freedom nonaccidentallyaccords with the tourists'
desires, and though there still is a collective unfreedom,it is, as it were,
a purely technical one. But if we assume that there is only one coach in
town, and some such assumptionis requiredfor paritywith the situation
of proletarians,then the tourists'collectiveunfreedomis more than merely
technical.
There are two significantly different variants of the merely technical
version of the coach case. In the first the management decide how many
coaches to order after first asking each tourist whether or not he wants
to go. In that case there is a time at which all are free to go, even in
sensu composito, though they cease to be after they have declaredthemselves.22But the management might orderone coach without consulting
the tourists, out of knowledge of the normaldistributionof touristdesire.
In that case there is no time at which all are free to go, in sensu composito,
but the collective unfreedom is still purely technical and singularly unregrettable.
Now someone who accepts my concept of collective unfreedommight
argue that it is not in general a lamentable thing, and that it need not
be lamentable even when the amount of collective unfreedom is not, as
above, directly or indirectly causally connected, in a benign way, with
people's desires. There is at present (or was when I first wrote this) a
shortage of bus conductors in London, so that there is a good deal of
individual freedom to become one, but also a large amount of collective
unfreedom, since not more than very few of us can be bus conductors.
But so what?
The rhetorical question is apposite in this case, but it is out of place
when there is unfreedom to abstain from selling one's labor power to
another. As I remarkedearlier,the extent to which collective unfreedom
with respect to an action matters depends upon the nature of the action.
I grant that collective unfreedom with respect to the sale of laborpower
is not lamentable merely because it is collective unfreedom, since some
collective unfreedom, like some individualunfreedom,is not lamentable.
22. That is, there is a time t at which they are all free to go at t + n, and a time t + (n
- m) at which they are not all free to go at t + n, where n > m > o. See Section VI on
the need to refer twice to time in fully explicit specificationsof freedom.
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It is what this particularcollective unfreedomforces workersto do which
makes it a proper object of regret and protest. They are forced to subordinate themselves to others who thereby gain control over their, the
workers', productive existence. The contrast between them and those
others is the subject of the next section.
XIII
In an argument which does not challenge the concept of collective unfreedom, Hillel Steiner and Jan Narveson23say that if there is a sense in
which capitalism renders workers unfree, then it does the same to capitalists. For if having no choice but to sell his labor power makes the
worker unfree, then the capitalist is similarly unfree, since he has no
choice but to invest his capital. Sometimes authors sympatheticto Marx
say similar things. Thus GaryYoung argues that the "same line of reasoning"which shows that "theworkeris compelledto sell his laborpower
to some capitalist ... shows equally that the capitalist is compelled to
obtain labor power from the worker."24
I shall presently question the claim that capitalists are forced to invest
their capital.But even if we suppose that they are, the disanalogybetween
them and the workers remains so great that the Steiner/Narvesonchallenge must be judged rather insensitive.
For the worker is more closely connected with his labor power than
the capitalistis with his capital.When I sell my laborpower, I put myself
at the disposal of another, and that is not true when I invest my capital.
I come with my labor power, I am part of the deal.25That is why some
people call wage labor wage slavery, and that is why John Stuart Mill
said that "to work at the bidding and for the profit of another. . . is not
... a satisfactory state to human beings of educated intelligence, who
have ceased to think themselves naturallyinferior to those whom they
serve."26I am sure that many will think it is an irresponsibleexaggeration
23. In separatepersonal correspondence.
Canadian
24. From p. 448 of his valuablearticleon "Justiceand CapitalistProduction,"
Journal of Philosophy 8, no. 3 (1978).

25. "The fact that labour and the labourerare inseparablecreates certain difficulties,"
David O'Mahoneydeclares, but he reassures us that "analyticallylabour is no different
from any other resource the owners of which contractwith the entrepreneurto use it for
his purposes." See "LabourManagement and the Market Economy,"Irish Journal of
Business and AdministrativeResearch,AprilI979, p. 30.
26. Principles of Political Economy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, i965),

p. 766.
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to call wage labor wage slavery. But note that no one would say, even by
way of exaggeration,that having to invest one's capitalis a formof slavery.
But Steiner and Narveson are not, in any case, entitled to say that
capitalists are forced to invest their capital. To begin with, some are so
rich that they could devote the rest of their days to spending it on consumer goods. But let us focus on the more modestly situated remainder.
When Marxists claim that workers are forced to sell their labor power,
they mean that they have no acceptable alternative,if they want to stay
alive. But capitalists, some might say, do have an acceptable alternative
to investing their capital: they are free to sell their laborpower instead.27
Of course, Steiner and Narveson, in order to defend their thesis, might
deny that that is an acceptablealternative,and I, for otherreasons, might
agree. But if they take that line, then they should not have proposedtheir
analogy in the first place. So either the capitalistis not forced to invest
his capital, since he could, after all, sell his laborpower;or, if he is, then
that is because of how bad selling one's labor power is, in comparison
with investing one's capital.28
It might be said that the capitalist is, qua capitalist, forced to invest
his capital: insofar as he acts in that capacity, he has no other choice.
But even if that is so-and I am not sure that it is-it is irrelevant. For
while it is sometimes appropriateto deal with individuals "onlyin so far
as they are the personificationsof economic categories,"29that form of
abstractionis out of place here. We are not here interestedin the freedom
and bondage of abstractcharacters, such as the capitalistqua capitalist.
We are interested in human freedom, and hence in the human being
who is a capitalist; and if the capitalist qua capitalistis forced to invest
his capital, it does not follow that the human being who is a capitalistis
forced to. It is also irrelevant,if true, that the capitalistis forced to invest
his capital as long as he wants to be a capitalist. Note that, in order to
confer plausibilityon the claim that the workeris forced to sell his labor
power, it is not necessary to stick in such phrases as "quaworker"or ''as
long as he wants to be a worker."
Those capitalists who are not dizzily rich are forced to invest their
27. We can set aside the special case of a wholly infirm capitalist.If capitalistswere in
general unable to live except by investing their capital, their bargainingposition vis-a-vis
workerswould be ratherdifferent.
28. And not only in comparisonwith investing capital,but also absolutely,if the account
of acceptabilityin altematives on p. 3o below is right.
29. Marx,Capital, I:92.
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capital or sell their labor power. So they have an altemative to selling
their labor power which the worker lacks. But they are not gods. Like
the worker, they "enter into relations that are indispensable and independent of their Will."30 Everyone has to take capitalism as it is. But
people have different amounts of choice about where to enter the set of
relationsit imposes, and capitaliststypicallyhave vastlymore such choice
than workers do.
In the foregoing discussion I did not observe the distinction between
the freedom of capitalists in sensu diviso and their freedom in sensu
composito, since the Steiner/Narveson objection is presented without
reference to that distinction. We can, however, imagine an objection of
the same general style which does make use of it:
"Theindividualcapitalistmay have more freedomof choice than the
individual worker, but your own emphasis is not on the unfreedom of
the worker taken as an individual, but on the unfreedom he shares
with other members of his class. And if we look at capitalistsas a class,
we find a similar collective unfreedom. They could not all become
sellers of labor power, since for there to be sellers of it there have to
be buyers of it. Capitalists consequently suffer from a collective unfreedom parallel to that of workers."
I have three replies to this objection.
Recall, first, that collective unfreedom comes in varying amounts (see
p. i6). Then note that even if the objection is otherwise sound, it demonstrates much less collective unfreedom for capitalists than can be attributedto workers, since the members of any group of all but any (say)
two or three of the capitalists are not structurallyprevented from giving
their wealth to those two or three. Mass escape from the proletariat,
leaving only two or three workers behind, is, by contrast, structurally
impossible.
But one can go further.It is unlikelythat capitalistssufferany collective
unfreedom with respect to becoming wage workers, since if literallyall
capitalists wanted to do so, so that none of their number was willing to
play the role of hirer, it would probablybe easy to find workers willing
and able to fill it.
Finally, the objection ignores a way in which capitalists could stop
being capitalistswithout becomingwage workers:by yieldingtheir wealth
30. Marx,Preface to A Contributionto the Critiqueof Political Economy.
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not, as above, to particularothers, but to society at large. I do not propose
this as a new road to socialism, since it is a practicalcertainty that capitalists will not travel it.3IMy point is that there is no structuralbarrier
against complete self-extinction of the capitalist class, whereas there is
a structuralbarrierto mass exit from the proletariat:the capitalists own
the means of production.
XIV
The final challenge from the Right to be considered here concerns the
premise of the argument of Section VIII: that there are not very many
exits from the proletariat.The objectorI have in mind grants that there
cannot be general escape in the direction of the petty (and more than
petty) bourgeoisie: workers could not become, en masse, shopkeepers
and employers of other workers,if only because there would then be too
few left to produce what shopkeepers sell. But the objectordraws attention to a way out which has not yet been mentioned in this article:
proletarianscan form workers'cooperatives.There is enormous scope for
the creation of such entities, and thereforevirtuallyunlimited exit prospects. If, then, exiting is not widespread, the reason must be the fecklessness of workers, their unwillingness to undertakerisks, and so on.32
Note that this objection is not intended to support the conclusion of
argument 7, that workersare individuallyfree to escape, which is a thesis
I not only grant but defend. Fresh supportfor it comes from the plausible
claim that there exist unexploitedopportunitiesto form cooperatives.But
the opportunities have to be very extensive indeed for the premise of
argument 8 to be affected, and hence for collectiveproletarianunfreedom
to be substantially smaller than I have maintained. So when, in due
course, I reply to the objection, by describing obstacles to the formation
of cooperatives(such as the hostility to them of the capitalistclass, which
has a lot of power), my aim is not to deny that there are a goodlynumber
of unexploited exits of this kind, but to assert that there are not, and
could not be, enough to permit mass escape from the proletariatthrough
them.
3I. "A propositionis a practical certainty if its probabilityis so high as to allow us to
reason, in any decision problem, as if its probabilitywere i" (R. C. Jeffrey, "Statistical
Explanationvs. StatisticalInference,"in N. Rescher et alia, Essays in Honor of Carl G.
Hempel [Dordrecht: Reidel, I9701, p. 105).
32. See Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia, pp. 255-56.
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The objectormight develophis case as follows: "Therules of capitalism
do not prohibit the formation of cooperatives.They confer on everyone
the right to contract with whomsoeverhe pleases howsoever he pleases;
they thereforegive workersthe right to contractwith one anotherinstead
of with bosses, and the greatrecommendationof capitalismis that it (and
not a society of workers' cooperatives) is what results when free contracting is allowed to proceed. Workersin a capitalist society are free to
transformit into a society without capitalists, within the rules of capitalism itself (as opposed to through politicalrevolution),but they choose
not to do so."
The first thing to say in reply is that procedurespernitted by the rules
might be extremely difficult to carryout, for objective reasons. There is,
for example, a serious problem of coordinationaffecting the initial formation of cooperatives. There might be many workers each of whom
would be willing and able to prospercooperativelywith the rest, did he
but know who they were and how to unite with them. The high costs of
search and trial attending the formationof new enterprisescreate a need
for initial capital which workerscannot easily supply.That is one reason
why there is more tendency to convert existing firms into cooperatives
than to found them from scratch. But the conversionsare often ill-fated,
since they are least resisted when commercial failure is actual or imminent.
Widespreadexiting through cooperativeswould requiresubstantialextemal finance, but financiers are reluctant to back even commercially
viable cooperativeventures, since dispensing with the capitalist owner
sets a bad example: "the capitalist economy reacts like an organism on
which one grafts a foreign organ: it spontaneouslyrejects the graft."33
in the
Towards commerciallyviable ventures that reaction is irratiornal,
terms of bourgeois economics, but capitalists are less blinkered than
economists about what is rational, all things considered. And there are
also purely economic reasons for withholdingfinance, since special risks
attach to investment in self-managed firms, such as the danger that the
workerswill "plunder"it, that is, pay themselves such handsome wages
that the cooperativewill be unable to meet its obligations to investors.
To forestalltheir anxieties investorsmight be offereda measure of control
33. BrankoHorvat,"Plande socialisationprogressivedu capital,"in SolutionsSocialistes,
ed. S-C. Kolm (Paris: Editions Ramsay, I978), p. I83.
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over the firm, but that would tend to turn the cooperatorsinto sellers of
labor power, in effect if not in form.34
There is a general reply to the position of the bourgeois ideologist
expounded on p. 24. It is that a capitalist society is not a set of rules, but
a set of relations conforning to them, an economic structure.And transformations permitted by the rules might be blocked by the structure.
Creationof workers'cooperativeson the extensive scale requiredto secure
the right-wing objection would, after all, mean the demise of great capitalist fortunes and institutions, whose agents are in an excellent position
to frustrate transitionto a cooperativemarket society. When the Labour
governmentof I 974-79 denied supportto workers'cooperativesof a kind
routinely given to privateindustry,35the City of London did not rush in
to fill the breach.
Recall that I do not deny that (despite the obstacles) there exist unexploited opportunitiesfor exit through cooperation.My different point is
that those opportunitiesare not, and could not be, extensive enough to
constitute a means of extinguishing capitalism within the rules of the
capitalist system. That is why the most enthusiastic proponents of the
cooperativemarket economy rely on the state to promote a transitionto
that form of society.36
xv

One left-wing objection to the argument of Section VII does not question
its premise, that there are more exits from the proletariatthan there are
34. See JaroslavVanek, The GeneralTheoryof Labor-Managed
MarketEconomies (Ithaca: Cornell UniversityPress, 1970), pp. 29Iff., and pp. 3I7-i8 (on "the dilemma of the
collateral");and also O'Mahoney,"LabourManagement,"pp. 33ff.
35. The first Ministerof Industryin that government,Tony Benn, favoredcooperatives,
which is one reason why he was replaced in the summer of I 975 by Eric Varley,who
interpretedLabour'ssemisocialist election manifesto commitmentsin an unsocialist way.
See TheNew WorkerCo-operatives,ed. KenCoates(Nottingham:SpokesmanBooks,I976),
pp. 6, 95, 2i8; and Ken Coates, Work-ins,Sit-ins and Industrial Democracy(Nottingham:
Spokesman Books, i98i), pp. I40ff.

Fora lucid presentationof the recordof business and governmenthostilityto cooperatives
in my native Quebec, see Pauline Vaillancourtand Jean-GuyVaillancourt,"Government
Aid to WorkerProductionCooperatives,"Synthesis, Spring I978.
36. Vanek (GeneralTheory,p. 3I7) says that there is not "muchreal possibility... in a
liberal capitalistenvironment"for developing a cooperativemarket economy, and Horvat
(Solutions Socialistes, pp. i65ff.) proposes what amounts to expropriationwithout compensation as a means of instituting it.
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workers trying to leave it. The objection is that it is unrealistic to infer
that the great majorityof workersare individuallyfree to leave. For most
lack the requisite assets of characterand personality:they have no commercial shrewdness, they do not know how to present themselves well,
and so on.37
To assess this objection, we must distinguish between the freedom to
do something and the capacity to do it.
Suppose that the world's best long-distance swimmer has just begun
to serve a long prison sentence. Then he has the capacity to swim the
English Channel, but he is not free to do so. My situationis the opposite
of his. I am free to swim it, but I lack the capacity.
One might suggest, by way of generalization,that a person is unfree
to do A if and only if, were he to try to do A, he would fail to do A as a
result of the action(s) of one or more other persons; and that a person
lacks the capacity to do A if and only if, were he to try to do A, then,
even if circumstances were maximally favorable,he would fail to do A.
If a person does A, then he has both the capacityto do it and the freedom
to do it (at the time when he does it).38
The suggested analysis of "X if unfree to do A" is both controversial
and difficult to interpret. Some would strengthen it by requiringthat the
freedom-removingaction be intended to cause removal of freedom. I do
not accept that. I think that if you get in my way you make me unfree
even if you are there by accident. Others, such as HarryFrankfurt,would
defend a weaker analysans: for Frankfurt,naturalobstacles restrictfreedom. I think he is right, but I resolved (see pp. 5-6) to proceed as if he
were not.
On the given definitions the left-wing objection, as presented above,
fails, since deficiencies of characterand personalitythat make the worker
incapable of leaving his class do not thereforemake him unfree to leave
it. But the definitions, when put together, possess an entailment which
37. See the requirementslisted by Marxin the passage quotedin footnote 7.
38. One might say that one is able to do A if and only if one has both the capacityand
the freedom to do A.
Some would reject the above definition of incapacityon the ground that it entails that
someone does A by fluke has the capacityto do A. I reply that if someone does A by fluke,
then he shows a capacity to do A, to wit by fluke, which other people might not have.
Unlike a six-month-oldchild. I have the capacityto hit the bull's-eyeby fluke. For the view
I am opposinghere, see AnthonyKenny.Will,Freedomand Power(Oxford:BasilBlackwell,
1975), p. I36.
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might enable the left-wing objectionto be presentedin a more persuasive
form. It follows from the definitions that if one lacks the capacity to do
A as a result of the action of others, then one is not only incapable of
doing A but also unfree to do it. To see how this entailment might be
used on behalf of the left-wing objection, let us first return to the case
of the prisoners in the locked room.
Each is (conditionally) free to escape, and I stipulated that each has
the capacity to seize and wield the key, so each, in addition, has the
capacity to escape. The stipulation was not required to prove that they
are free to escape, but it made the exhibition of their freedommore vivid.
Suppose now that some or all lack the capacity to escape, because they
cannot pick up the key; and that they cannot pick it up because they are
too weak, since the jailer gives them low-gradefood, in orderto make it
difficult or impossible for anyone to escape. Then our definitions entail
that those without the capacity to use the key are not free to escape.
Now if workers cannot escape the proletariatbecause of personal deficiency, then this need not, on the given definitions, detract from their
freedom to escape, but it does if the deficiency is appropriatelyattributable to human action (if, for example, it is due to needlessly bad education?). If a worker suffers from an appropriatelygenerated or maintained deficiency of a sufficientlysevere kind, then he is not free to escape
the proletariat,and he is forced to sell his laborpower. Is he, in addition,
forced to sell his laborpowerin the requiredMarxistsense? That depends
on whether the causation of the deficiency is suitably connected with
the prevailing relations of production (see Section V). Positive answers
to these questions would upset the argument of Section VII. If it is
plausible to say that capitalism makes most workers incapable of being
anything else, then it is false that most workersare free, in sensu diviso,
not to be proletarians.
XVI
Argument 7 says that (most) British workers are not forced to sell their
labor power, since they have the reasonable altemative of setting up as
petty bourgeois instead, it being false that all petty bourgeois positions
are alreadyoccupied. The inference turns on the principlethat a person
is notforced to do A if he has a reasonableor acceptablealternativecourse.
The objectionof Section XVcan be treatedas a challenge to that principle.

28

Philosophy& Public Affairs

It says that even if an acceptable alternativelies before an agent, he is
forced to do A if he is (or, in the improvedversion of the objection, if he
has been made) incapable of seizing it.
A different left-wing objection to the inference of argument 7 is substantiallydue to ChaimTannenbaum.Tannenbaumaccepts the italicized
principle. That is, he agrees that a person is not forced to do A if he has
an acceptable alternative course; and he also does not deny that petty
bourgeois existence is relevantly superiorto proletarian.39His objection
is that for most workers the existence of petty bourgeois exits does not,
as I have supposed, generate an acceptablealternativecourse to remaining a worker. For one must consider, as I did not, the risk attached to
the attempt to occupy a petty bourgeoisposition, which, to judge by the
rate at which fledgling enterprises fail, is very high; and also the costs
of failure, since often.a workerwho has triedand failed to become a petty
bourgeois is worse off than if he had not tried at all. The Tannenbaum
objection does not challenge the premise of argument 7. The exits may
exist but, so the objection goes, it is difficult to know where they are,
and the price of fruitless search for them is considerable.Accordingly,
of attempting the petty bourgeois alternative is
the expected uti1ity4O
normallytoo low to justify the statement that most workersare not forced
to sell their labor power.
Attentionto expected utility also illuminates the case of the immigrant
petty bourgeois(Section V), on whom argument7 was founded. For their
lot within the working class is usually worse than that of native proletarians, who are not victims of racism and who are consequently less
prone to superexploitation.Hence a smaller probabilityof success is required to make immigrant attempts at escape rational. The disproportionatelyhigh number of immigrantsin the petty bourgeoisieis therefore
less due to differences in expertise and attitudeand more due to objective
circumstances than seems at first to be the case.
39. Unlike some leftists, who resist the inference of argument 7 by urging that petty
bourgeoislife is no betterthan proletarian,because of its long hours,shortholidays,financial
risk, and so on. I reply (i) that the petty bourgeois,being "hisown boss,"has an autonomy
leftists are ill-placedto disparage,since they so stronglyemphasize the loss of it entailed
and (2) that it is in any case possible to base the conclusion of
by "proletarianization";
argument7 on the availabilityof higher grade,not-so-petty,bourgeoispositions,into which
workersalso from time to time rise.
4o. The expected utility of a course of actionis the sum of the productsof the utilityand
probabilityof each of its possible outcomes.
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To assess the soundness of the Tannenbaum argument, let us state it
as it would apply to one whom we shall think of as a typicalworker,and
whom I shall call W:
The expected utility to W of tryingthe petty bourgeoiscourse is less
than the expected utility of remaining a worker(even if the utility
of becoming and remaining a petty bourgeois is greater than that
of remaining a worker).
2. An alternativeto a given course is acceptable in the relevant sense
if and only if it has at least as much expected utility as the given
course. (The relevant sense of acceptabilityis that in which a person
is forced to do A if he has no acceptable alternative to doing A.)
Therefore,
3. The existence of petty bourgeoisexits does not show that W has an
acceptable alternativecourse. Therefore,
4. The existence of petty bourgeois exits does not show that W is not
forced to sell his labor power. Therefore,
5. The conclusion of argument 7 does not follow from its premise.
i.

The first premise is a (more or less) factual claim, and the second is
conceptual. In assessing the truth of the factual premise, we must discount that part of the probabilityof failure in attempts at petty bourgeois
enterprise which is due to purely personal deficiencies: see Section XV.
Even if we could carry out the needed discounting, it would remain
extremely difficult to tell whether the factual premise is true, since the
answer would involve many matters of judgment, and also information
which is not a matter of judgment but which happens to be unavailable:
the frequency with which enterprises founded by exworkers succeed in
the United Kingdomis not given in the bankruptcystatistics, which do
not distinguish those new enterprises from other ones. I shall, however,
assume that the factual premiseis true,in orderto focus on the conceptual
claim embodied in premise 2.
If a person is forced to do A if he has no acceptable alternative,then
what makes for acceptabilityin the requiredsense? Suppose I am doing
A, and doing B is an alternativeto that. In order to see whether it is an
acceptable one, do I consider only the utility of the best possible outcome
of B, or do I take into account all its possible outcomes, summing the
products of the utility and probabilityof each, so that I can compare the
result with the expected utilityof doing A, and therebyobtainan answer?
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It seems clear that the best possible outcome of doing B cannot be aUl
that counts since, if it were, then I would not be forced to hand over my
money at gunpoint where there was a minute probabilitythat the gun
would misfire. People are regularlyforced to do things to which there are
alternativeswith low probabilitiesof very high rewards.
So it appears that expected utility must figure in the calculus of constraint. But I think it figures in a more complex way than premise 2 of
the Tannenbaum objection allows. An alternativeto a given course can
be acceptable even if it has less expected utility than the given course.
Illustration:"You'renot forced to go to Brighton, since you can go to
Margate,though you're less likely to have a good time there."
Premise 2 of the Tannenbaumobjectionis false, but something similar
to it may be true. Reflection on the intuitive data leads me to proposethe
following characterizationof acceptability,at any rate as a first approximation:
B is not an acceptable alternativeto A iff
EITHER A is particularlybad
and B is worse than A
OR A is not particularlybad
but B is,
which simplifies to:
B is not an acceptable alternativeto A if
B is worse than A and B is
particularlybad.
Expected utility is the standardfor judging courses good and bad here,
and in order to apply the analysis one has to make not only relative
judgments of courses of action but also ones which are absolute in some
sense (I shall not try to specify it): that is how I intend "particularlybad."
If we were allowed only relative judgments, we would risk concluding
that whenever someone does what is unambiguously the best thing for
him to do, he is forced to do that thing. Unflaggingly rationalpeople are
not perpetuallyconstrained.
Some consequences of the definition are worth mentioning.
First, even if A is an extremely desirable course, one might be forced
to take it, since all the alternativesto it are so bad. You could be forced
to go to the superb restaurantbecause all the others are awful. It would
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then be unlikely that you are going to it (only) becauseyou are forced to,
but that is another matter. It is not true that you do everything you are
forced to do because you are forced to do it.
Secondly, all the alternativesto A might be absolutelyterrible,and no
better than A, and yet one might still not be forced to do A, since some
of the alternatives might be no worse than A. To be sure, there would
be constraint in such a situation. One would be forced to do A or B or
C.... But one would not be forced to do any given one of them.
Thirdly, the extreme difficulty of assessing probabilitiesand utilities
in real life means that it will often be intractablymoot whether or not
someone is forced to do something. But that is not an objection to this
account, since the matter often is intractablymoot.
We supposed that the expected utility of trying the petty bourgeois
course is less than that of remaining a worker. Then if my account of
acceptabilityin alternativesis correct,the substance of the Tannenbaum
objection is saved if and only if trying the petty bourgeois alternativeis
a particularlybad thing to do.
I cannot say whether or not it is, because the facts are hard to get at
and hard to organize in an informative way, and also because of an
indeterminacy in the ordinaryconcept of constraint, on which I have
relied: when estimating the goodness and badness of courses of action
with a view to judging whether or not an agent is forced to do something,
should we consider his preferences only, or applymore objectivecriteria?
The ordinaryconcept appearsto let us judge either way. It seems to have
the defect that neither party to the following exchange is misusing it:
"I'mforced to go to the Indian restaurant,since I hate Chinese food."
"Since there's nothing wrong with Chinese food, you're not forced to
go to the Indian restaurant."
XVII
Tannenbaum accepted the premise of argument 7-that there are exits
from the proletariatthrough which no worker is trying to move-but
denied that it showed that workers are (individually)free to leave the
proletariat,on the groundthat the escape routes fromit are too dangerous.
I now want to consider an objection to the premise of the argument. I
adduced in supportof it the remarkablegrowthin immigrantpetty bourgeois commerce in recent years. But I might be asked, How do you know
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that immigrants have taken places which would otherwise have been
unfilled? Perhaps they preventedothers from occupying them by getting
there first.
With respect to some instances of ascent this skepticism is justified.
But not in all cases. Often enough the nonproletarianposition occupied
by an immigrant demands, initially, longer hours and stronger commitment than native British tend to find worthwhile, so that it would have
gone unfilled had some nonnative not filled it. And there must still be
unoccupied places of that kind. (Note that an unoccupied place does
not have to be describablein some such terms as "theempty shop around
the corner which someone could make a go of." It suffices for the existence of an unoccupied place that there is a course of conduct such that
if a workerengaged in it, he would become a nonproletarian,even though
no one had ceased to be one.)
But I do concede that there are not as many vacancies as one might
at first think. Much ascent into the petty bourgeoisieinvolves transferof
a secure place in the economic structurefrom one person to another, on
the death, retirement, or collapse into the proletariatof the previous
occupant. A good deal of immigrant ascent takes this form, and here it
is plausible to say that the new occupant beat others to the place, and
did not fill a place others would not have taken.
I argued the thesis of individual freedom to escape for the United
Kingdom only. It could be that there is more crowding at the exits in
other capitalist societies, and therefore less truth in the premise of argument 7 when it is asserted of those societies. There is, after all, no
"BritishDream,"and in more pervasivelycapitalistcultures it might be
only barely true that there is individualfreedom to escape, and it might
be, though false, nearly true that the overwhelmingmajorityof the proletariat are forced to sell their labor power, even in sensu diviso, not for
Tannenbaum-typereasons, but because there are virtuallyno exits available at any given time.
With respect to societies, what is nearly true (though false) may be
more importantthan what is strictly true, since what is strictlytrue may
be only barely true.41When considering such theses as that workersare
illustrationof the sortof truthvalue I have in mind, suppose
4I. To get an uncontroversial
that each year in the past over one hundred people came to my birthdayparty, and you
ask me whether as many as one hundredcame this year, and I say No, since in fact ninety-
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indi,viduallyfree to escape the proletariat,we should bewareof arguments
which would at best show them to be barely true.
nine came, though I do not tell you that. It is more importantthat it is nearlytrue (though
false) that one hundredcame than that it is strictlytrue that fewer than one hundredcame.
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