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Introduction

Most political keywords suffer from vagueness and ambiguity. Many are also
contested — in part because their use is itself political. This is why all of us some
of the time, and some of us all of the time use these words in confused and
misleading ways. The problem is exacerbated by the fact that governments
frequently deploy them deceitfully and hypocritically. It is made even worse when
those who slavishly serve power — in the media, the schools and elsewhere — abet
their government’s deceits and hypocrisies. The predictable result is that polit-
ical life is degraded — with consequences that are, at best, disabling, at worst,
devastating. This is why efforts to explain and clarify the words that shape our
political culture are always timely. However, at no point in recent history has
the need been more acute. In the past quarter century, the political landscape
has changed profoundly in ways that put formerly secure understandings in
jeopardy. I believe that for politics generally, and for reflections on politics
especially, these changes have been largely (but not entirely), for the worse. On
the other hand, work in a number of academic disciplines in recent years has
advanced understanding of politics and related areas of human activity — not
dramatically, but nevertheless significantly. Unfortunately, these developments
are not widely known even in academic circles. Thus to an unprecedented degree,
there is lost knowledge to be recovered and new knowledge to be exposed.

To call this book Political Keywords is to imply that Raymond Williams’ ground-
breaking Keywords was a model for it.! It was, in part. But Williams’ topic was
“culture and society,” not politics. His concerns were different too inasmuch as
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Introduction

his focus was on the history or genealogy of the terms he discussed. The focus
here is more analytical. I broach genealogical issues, but only insofar as doing
so illuminates current usage. Investigating where current understandings came
from can be an indispensable complement to philosophical analysis. But my aim
is not to account for how political keywords came to have the meanings they
do. It is to explain what they now mean.

Why these words rather than others?

Importance is one criterion; keywords are important words. But there is no uncon-
troversial way to measure importance, and therefore no good way to identify
the most important words for inclusion. For the most part, therefore, it is not
so much my sense of the comparative importance of the words I have chosen
that guided my selection, but their pertinence to the project of restoring long-
established and still timely understandings of political life that are at risk of
becoming lost, and of spreading the word about new developments that ought
to be more widely known than they presently are. Let me explain.

Restoring the old: the modern era was, in large part, a product of revolu-
tionary upheavals - first in England, then in the Americas and France, and finally
in Russia, China, Vietnam, Cuba and throughout the Third World. A widespread
view nowadays is that after 1989, when the Berlin Wall fell, or after 1991,
when the Soviet Union ceased to exist, this episode of human history has run
its course. I am skeptical of this conclusion. But whether or not it is sound,
there is no doubt that many of the basic understandings shaped by the revolu-
tionary history of the last four centuries are at risk of becoming lost. For the
Left, the consequences have been especially striking.? Remarkably, most people,
including many who still identify with the Left, seem inclined to take these changes
in their stride. Few lament the transformation of the framework within which
politics has long been conceived; indeed, if they acknowledge this sea change at
all, it is usually to applaud it. I believe instead that the constant and intensifying
threat of devastating war, internal disorder and environmental catastrophe
make the old understandings more, not less, timely. A prime consideration motiv-
ating the inclusion of entries in this volume was therefore my sense of the need
to (re)familiarize readers with this cogent and still vital universe of discourse.

Spreading the word about the new: over the past quarter century, as political
philosophy has become increasingly marginalized in our political culture, it and

2

Introduction

other academic disciplines have produced theoretical insights that people engaged
in politics and in reflections on politics should find useful. Many of the entries
in this volume were chosen with a view to making these developments accessible
to a larger and more diverse audience than is presently the case.

There are also a few entries included mainly for the sake of their salience in
current political affairs. The approach to many of the others is (partly) dictated
by this consideration too. In general, I have tried to frame discussions in ways
that are relevant to real world politics today.

There are many political words whose valence depends on when and where
they are used. For example, it can matter whether someone is described as an
activist or a militant, though these terms denote the same people. Or, among
activists/militants who do more than occasionally protest, it can matter whether
one is called a patriot, an insurgent, a resistor, a rebel, or a revolutionary; or,
in an even more transparently rhetorical vein, whether one is called a freedom
fighter or a terrorist. Charting the trajectories of these terms, and of many other
political words, can be illuminating. But there is usually little of philosophical
interest in what one is likely to find. Positive and pejorative connotations are
therefore addressed here only insofar as they bear on issues of theoretical
significance. Words like activist or militant, whose meanings are clear enough
in context and whose (highly variable) rhetorical implications are philosophic-
ally inconsequential, are not discussed directly at all.

The entries

This volume comprises short essays on each of sixty-six keywords. It can be used
as a dictionary inasmuch as the entries are freestanding and standard usages
are treated as definitive wherever possible. But, unlike normal dictionaries, there
is no pretense of reporting from a “neutral” or “‘objective’” vantage point. In
the political realm, that sort of perspective is generally elusive; where keywords
are concerned, it is impossible. My accounts unashamedly reflect a certain view
of political life. I accord the highest priority to the defining valuational com-
mitments of the historical Left — liberty, equality, and “‘fraternity’”” (community);
I believe that reports of socialism’s demise are, to say the least, exaggerated;
I support secularism and democracy; I am skeptical of nationalism and identity
politics; I regard contemporary manifestations of imperialism as historical
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crimes; and (like many political philosophers several decades ago, but like very
few today) I assume that the Marxist tradition remains overwhelmingly relevant
for understanding political life. I also believe that the main theoretical advances
of recent years have emanated mainly from sources whose political coloration
is more liberal than socialist, and more mainstream than rebellious or “‘trans-
gressive.” The last of these convictions especially is not a majority view among
academics who identify with the Left (or what they take to be its continuations)
today. Some readers will find many of my contentions wrong-headed on this
account. Others, whose views reflect more genuine affinities with the historical
Left, will object to some of what [ say on (still-lingering) sectarian grounds.
They will find my occasional but unavoidable reflections on twentieth-century
Communism too dismissive; or too forgiving. This is to be expected. I welcome
such reactions; they show that our political culture is still alive. Were it pos-
sible consistently to explain and clarify political keywords in a way that pleases
everyone, it would be a sure sign of an even-deeper malaise than the one that
currently afflicts us.

Within the entries themselves, 1 seldom make direct reference to the litera-
ture that surrounds a keyword. I especially avoid contemporary sources.
However, on occasion, I do refer to classics of Western political thought.
Familiarity with this material can help orient readers. But it is not essential for
grasping the main points.

I make extensive use of cross-referencing. My hope is that readers will follow
the indicated leads. If they do, they will encounter a consistent perspective on
political theory — developed through brief expositions of core concepts.

The entries are written, first of all, for general readers with no particular back-
ground in any of the academic disciplines that reflect on political life, and for
students (undergraduate and graduate) making their way through these fields.
They are also intended for political activists who, whether they know it or not,
need to retrieve lost understandings and to assimilate new knowledge. Finally,
because the positions set forth implicitly engage a number of ongoing contro-
versies in political and social theory, this volume may also be of interest to
specialists working in these fields.

Deliberately, in view of the volume’s intended audiences, and inevitably, in
view of the author’s interests and experience, the entries assume a “‘First
World” perspective, with particular emphasis on the United States. There is virtue
in this necessity — if only because all politics is contextual. Nevertheless, First
World and especially American readers should bear in mind the risks implicit
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in assuming this, or any other, vantage point. American imperialism menaces
the entire world, not least the United States itself. But ironically, thanks to
American hegemony, accounts that focus on American concerns can sometimes
transcend the parochial limitations of a distinctively American point of view.
Not always, however; and never entirely. I trust, even so, that readers encoun-
tering these keywords from different perspectives will find the ensuing discus-
sions of them useful.

Each entry is followed by a list of other entries that are relevant to it, and by
suggestions for Further Reading. There is also a Glossary at the end of the volume.

Suggestions for Further Reading: For the sake of accessibility, I have cited
books, not journal articles, wherever possible; and I refer readers to editions
currently in print. In a few cases, the same work is cited after more than one
entry. Needless to say, each keyword is the subject of an enormous literature;
the references indicated are in no way representative of the range or extent of
it. My aim is only to lead readers to works that support claims made in the
entries themselves and, in a few cases, to elaborate upon these contentions. To
this end, I sometimes refer to writings of my own where the claims [ make are
developed at greater depth. I also comment briefly and in passing on some of
the works cited. But the Swuggestions are not rudimentary bibliographical
essays. They are intended only to point readers to work they might instructively
consult next. Often, this includes work with which I disagree.

Glossary. Unavoidably, the entries utilize terms of art in academic disciplines
and other words that an informed general reader may need explained. Brief
accounts of these terms are given in the Glossary. Where appropriate, some espe-
cially unfamiliar Glossary terms are also explained in the entries themselves.
Most readers should be able to read some or all of the main entries without
having to consult the Glossary at all.

Within each entry, the first use of terms referenced in the Glossary is indi-
cated in bold-face. The same device is used in the Glossary itself, when Glossary
entries reference other Glossary entries. When they reference entries on keywords,
the first mention is indicated in smaLL capiTaL letters. The Glossary entries do
not provide exhaustive dictionary definitions — partly because they only address
political uses of the terms in question. Exceptions are made only in rare
instances where a word’s non-political senses illuminate its political uses.
Throughout the Glossary, as in the entries themselves, no attention is paid to
whether a word is used as a noun, verb, adjective or adverb except, again in
rare instances, where parts of speech affect shades of meaning.
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Notes

i

Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1985).

Thus Perry Anderson writes: “‘virtually the entire horizon of reference in which the generations
of the sixties grew up has been wiped away — the landmarks of reformist and revolutionary social-
ism in equal measure. For most students, the roster of Bebel, Bernstein, Luxemburg, Kautsky,
Jaures, Lukacs, Lenin, Trotsky, Gramsci have become names as remote as a list of Arian
bishops.” “Renewals,” New Left Review, vol. 2, no. 1 (2000), p. 17.

Alienation

To alienate is to separate, to make foreign (or “‘other’’). In late feudal and early
modern Europe, law and custom restricted individuals’ abilities to alienate (give
away or sell) land, the principal means of production. Land that could not be
alienated was inalienable. Towards the end of the seventeenth century, as rights
claims were increasingly raised outside legal contexts, this usage carried over;
thus some theorists — for example, John Locke (1632-704) — spoke of inalien-
able rights. Rights that are inalienable cannot be given up in a social contract.
For this reason, alienation proved useful for articulating the defining liberal
doctrine that sovereign power ought to be limited in principle. No one, not even
a sovereign, can legitimately infringe an inalienable right.

The term also proved useful for giving theoretical expression to a certain
sensibility that emerged as traditional social solidarities gave way to the
atomizing social relations that the emerging capitalist organization of Europe
brought into being. Leading philosophes of the French Enlightenment — most
famously, Denis Diderot (1713-1784) — endeavored to articulate this condition.
But the concept of alienation did not fully come into its own until the beginning
of the nineteenth century, when the idea — and also the term — was taken up by
German writers and poets and by post-Kantian German philosophers. By far the
most important figure in shaping its contemporary meaning was G.W.F. Hegel
(1770-1831). For Hegel, alienation was more than just a feeling or sensibility;
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it was a state of being or, what came to the same thing in his philosophical
system, a moment in the career of Spirit (Geist) in its movement towards self-
awareness. Hegel’s deeply metaphysical and highly idiosyncratic account of alien-
ation found its way into political theory largely thanks to his dissident disciples,
the so-called Young (or “Left””) Hegelians of the late 1830s and early 1840s.
Among them was Kar|l Marx (1818-1883). After Marx “'settled accounts with
his erstwhile philosophical conscience,” as he put it in The German Ideology
(1845), the Hegelian side of his thinking faded into the background. The term
alienation never again appeared in his writings, though arguably the concept it
designated remained a concern of his. However, in the mid-twentieth century,
Marx’s Young Hegelian writings assumed a special prominence in the work of
anti-Stalinist Marxist philosophers. It is largely thanks to them that alienation
is a key political concept today. In short order, the term was also taken up by
both non-Marxist philosophers and social scientists. Today, it is a fixture of polit-
ical discourse across the political spectrum. Contemporary understandings of the
term typically have little to do with the metaphysical commitments that Marx
and his fellow Young Hegelians developed in opposition to Hegel and his pre-
decessors. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that current usage derives mainly from
Marx’s account.

That account is elaborated in the concluding section of the Paris Manuscripts
(1844) where, for reasons that have mainly to do with the Young Hegelians’
opposition to Hegel’s idealist ontology, the root of alienation was held to be the
worker’s alienation from the product of his/her labor. The worker externalizes
essential humanity onto an object of labor that then stands apart from him/her,
as an estranged object. This core alienation then account for others — alienation
from the labor process; from a consciousness of essential humanity (“species
being” in Young Hegelian terminology) in oneself and others; and, finally, aliena-
tion from one’s fellow workers. In Marx’s view, as in Hegel’s, alienation in its
several senses is a metaphysical condition, not just a state of mind. But it does
have experiential effects. It accounts for that sense of estrangement or other-
ness that the philosophes identified earlier and for an overall sense of the
meaningless of work and, more generally, of life itself.

In the ‘Hegelian and therefore Young Hegelian scheme, alienation is joined
conceptually with a Kantian view of freedom. To be alienated is to be unfree
or, more precisely, heteronomously determined (where heteronomy contrasts with
autonomy). It is to be subject to the will of another. For reasons that Kant elab-
orated and that Hegel and his followers assumed, this is tantamount to saying
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that human beings, “‘ends in themselves” in Kant’s account, become “*means only”
— in the thrall of the capitalist economic system. The obverse is also the case:
what is ultimately only a socially constructed means, capital, becomes an end
in itself. The economy rules us; not, as should be the case, the other way round.
We are the slaves of our own creation. Today, the term is usually less meta-
physically weighted, and its anti-capitalist implications are muted or excised.
But the experiential aspect of Marx’s account is retained. As was the case before
Hegel, what the term nowadays suggests is a sense of estrangement from one’s
self and from other human beings, and of the meaninglessness of human endea-
vors. Marx sought to account for the psychological consequences of alienation
by reference to the metaphysical condition he identified. This dimension of his
reconstruction of the concept has proven less durable than the psychological side
of his account, especially now that the development of an expressly Marxist
anti-Stalinism is no longer an issue. But however the concept is understood, it
is universally agreed that alienation is a condition and/or sensibility to combat.

Further Reading

French Enlightenment thinkers’ treatments of the concept were mainly literary; the best known and
most influential was Denis Diderot, Rameau’s Nephew (London: Penguin, 1976; first published 1762).
The entry on “alienation and estrangement” in Michael Inwood, A Hegel Dictionary (Oxford and
Cambridge, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1992) is a good place to turn for further elaboration of Hegel’s
use of the concept. Hegel’s writings are notoriously difficult. For relatively accessible accounts of
the larger context into which Hegel’s concept fits, see Robert B. Pippin, Hegel’s Idealism: The
Satisfactions of Self-Consciousness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) and Charles Taylor,
Hegel and Modern Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). There are many col-
lections of Marx’s early writings that include the crucial Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts,
the so-called Paris Manuscripts of 1844. See, for example, Eugene Kamenka (ed.), The Portable
Karl Marx (London: Penguin, 1983) or Joseph O’Malley (ed.), Marx: Early Political Writings
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). In the final decades of the twentieth century, aca-
demic interest in alienation waned along with a declining interest in Marx. In addition, setbacks to
the broader labor movement jeopardized efforts to make work more meaningful and therefore less
alienating. However, some of the studies produced decades ago remain timely. See, for example,
Fritz Pappenheim, The Alienation of Modern Man: An Interpretation Based on Marx and Ténnies
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1964); Lewis Feuer, “What is Alienation? The Career of a Concept,”
New Politics, vol. 1, no. 3 (1962), pp. 116-34; and Istvan Meszaros, Marx’s Theory of Alienation
(London: Merlin Press, 1986). For more analytically focused studies, see, among others, Jon Elster,
An Introduction to Karl Marx (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), chapter 3; and
Allen Wood, Karl Marx (London and Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), chapter 4. On the
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connection between alienation and autonomy, see my Engaging Political Philosophy: From Hobbes
to Rawls (Oxford and Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), chapter 6.

See also: CAPITALISM, FREEDOM/LIBERTY, LABOR, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LEGITIMACY, LIBERALISM,

MARXISM, RIGHTS, STALINISM

Anarchism

In ordinary speech, anarchy implies disorder or chaos, and anarchists are hooli-
gans with a political veneer. Anarchism, then, is the ideology of anarchist prac-
tice. As with other stereotypes, there is a grain of truth in these descriptions,
but only a grain. Some anarchists do advocate direct action that is provocative
and violent. But there are also anarchists who are-proponents of non-violence
and who militate in thoroughly decorous ways. For more than a century, anarch-
ists have thought of themselves as the most radical segment of the Left. Because
this self-representation is generally correct, and because some anarchists very
conspicuously do resort to violence, the word used to play the role that “‘ter-
rorist” now does; it was used by ruling elites to scare the public. This usage has
subsided in recent years, but it has not entirely disappeared. This is why anarch-
ism remains a pole of attraction for persons with progressive and secular
dispositions who are inclined towards symbolic forms of rebellion. However, most
anarchists today are dedicated and peaceful militants, just as the vast majority
of anarchists have always been.

Historically, anarchism was a philosophical concoction. Philosophers used the
term long before the Left appropriated it, and therefore long before it entered
into ordinary speech. For philosophers, anarchism is a (possible) position in a
long-standing and ongoing debate about the legitimacy of political authority.
Philosophical anarchism can take many forms. At its core, it is a negative
doctrine; a claim about what cannot be done. In its most extreme version,
philosophical anarchists maintain that political authority, the right to compel
compliance through the use or threat of force, cannot be justified. Less extreme
versions are directed only against the state form of political authority, not against
political authority generally. Nowadays, this debate is largely confined to aca-
demic circles — because most anarchist militants are not interested in it and because
most political philosophers are effectively apolitical. Nevertheless, there is some
interaction between philosophical and political anarchism. It could hardly be
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otherwise inasmuch as political anarchists are generally reflective people and
inasmuch as philosophical anarchists, being political philosophers, cannot
entirely avoid reflecting on political arrangements. For the most part, though,
the positive elaboration of institutional forms consistent with anarchist doctrine
has fallen to the militants. For nearly two hundred years, they have conducted
small-scale anarchist experiments in Europe, North America and elsewhere —
with varying degrees of success. Perhaps the most important of these, in scope
and longevity, are the Mondragon cooperatives in Spain.

One way to be a philosophical anarchist is to defend conditions that must be
satisfied for political authority to be justified, and then to argue that no actual
political institutions satisfy these conditions. A more radical way is to argue that
no system of political authority can possibly satisfy defensible conditions.
Defenders of these views should plainly be able to find common ground with polit-
ical anarchists. If existing authorities are not or cannot be legitimate, then no
one would be under any obligation to obey them. To be sure, individuals might
sometimes or always find it in their interest to do what illegitimate authorities
command. But their obedience would never be necessitated for reasons that
transcend simple prudence. Therefore, anything goes — in the sense that no
specifically political obligations constrain political behavior. The inference is sound,
and it plainly has practical implications. That political and philosophical anarch-
ism have gone separate ways to the extent that they have is therefore not
theoretically necessitated. To explain it, one would have to turn instead to the

\‘sociological factors that shape anarchist politics and academic practice, respec-

tively. A clear understanding might help to overcome the fissure that now exists.
Then perhaps the ingenuity that philosophical anarchists expend on rebutting
statist arguments and, more generally, claims for the defensibility of political
authority could also be applied to the practical goal of elaborating institutional
alternatives to existing ways of coordinating individuals’ behaviors.

The separation of philosophical and political anarchism was not always
as pronounced as it is today. Some of the major anarchist figures of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century — Mikhail Bakunin (1814-1876) and Prince
Pétr Kropotkin (1842-1921), among others — were, at once, palitical militants
of the first order and penetrating thinkers. The strain of theory they produced
engages the argument for states that Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) pioneered.
The connection is only implicit; neither Bakunin nor Kropotkin or any of the
anarchist thinkers allied with them produced sustained discussions of Hobbes’s
work. But they did confront the kind of argument Hobbes produced, an argument
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that has become the basis for all subsequent justifications of coercive political
institutions.

According to that argument, self-interested individuals find themselves unable
to coordinate their activities in ways that accord with their interests, unless they
are forced to do so by a power they all fear. Hobbes focused on security, but
the problem he identified is more general. Many of the things people want, not
just security, are obtainable in principle but inaccessible without coercion
because individuals have insufficient incentives for producing these goods vol-
untarily. They want them, but not as much as they want others to contribute
towards their production while they themselves free ride. Left to their own devices,
then, rational individuals would withhold their contributions, and the good
would not be produced. The only solution is to change the incentive structure
by making the costs of free riding prohibitively high. Hobbesian statists
maintain that there is only one way to do this: establish a-common power that
everyone fears enough to overcome free-riding preferences. They then identify
that power with the state. The great anarchists avoided this conclusion by
arguing that human beings are innately disposed to cooperate — that is, to defer
from doing what is individually best in order to obtain a collective good. This
is just what Hobbes and his followers deny. Anarchists would, of course, be obliged
to concede that, in their depiction of real world men and women, Hobbesian
statists are more right than they are. But they would maintain that cooperation
is rare because it is quashed by the state itself, or by the state and the capital-
ist economic system it superintends. Remove these obstacles in the way of human
freedom, the argument goes, and the natural disposition to cooperate will be
expressed. In their view, the state is like an unnecessary but addictive drug. It
does for people what they could have done as well or better for themselves before
the addiction took hold, and without any loss of self-control. Like an addictive
drug, the state enslaves us, even as it seduces us. Because this is an unhealthy
situation, the need for a remedy is clear. Fortunately, one is at hand. Eliminate
the source of the addiction and, after a period of (possibly turbulent) adjust-
ment, people will be able to cooperate their way to realizing their ends.

This argument does not so much rebut the Hobbesian case for states as deny
one of its premises, the claim that there is no natural disposition to cooperate.
In this sense, anarchists and statists talk past one another. However, recent work
at the intersection of evolutionary theory and the theory of games makes a case
against Hobbesian statism directly — by accounting for the emergence of co-
operative norms. It can be shown that, in certain contexts, cooperative strategies
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work better than non-cooperative strategies for winning games that are struc-
turally similar to the situations individuals confront in their efforts to obtain
the goods statists think can only be provided by states — provided that these
games are played indefinitely many times. It therefore follows that if coopera-
tive strategies emerge and become established within some subset of the general
population, and if “‘players” interact repeatedly, those who cooperate will
“‘win,”” thereby establishing cooperation as the norm — in much the way that
randomly produced biological traits that enhance fitness will win out over those
that do not, and therefore come to predominate in the biological populations in
which they arise. Few proponents of this new departure in anarchist thinking
believe that the state can be eliminated entirely. Their idea instead is just that
much more of our behavior can be coordinated cooperatively than is generally
supposed, and therefore that we can severely retract the realm of coerced
coordination. If they are right, they will have defended something less than the
full-scale anarchism of a Bakunin or a Kropotkin. But they do at least meet
the statist argument head-on. In consequence of their work, it is now clear that
even if we accept Hobbes’s assumptions, cooperation is possible in many
more aspects of our communal life than most people nowadays suppose. This is
a foundation upon which to build. To date, however, this strain of anarchist thought
is little known outside academic circles. Like more familiar forms of philo-
sophical anarchism, it is almost entirely without real world political effects.
The Hobbesian argument is intended to justify the state form of political organ-

‘ization, the idea that all political power should be concentrated into a single

institutional nexus. Strictly speaking, though, what it defends is political
authority generally. Imaginable versions of philosophical anarchism could target
the state only, leaving space for more diffused but still coercive institutional
arrangements. Or the target could be political authority as such. In the modern
world, some form of centralized administrative apparatus is indispensable, even
if it operates in non-coercive ways. This is why Marx’s collaborator Friedrich
Engels (1820-1895), following the lead of the utopian socialist Pierre
Proudhon (1809-1865), maintained that, in the end, “‘the governance of men”’
must give way to “‘the administration of things.” Engels, along with other social-
ist and anarchist writers, left that idea unelaborated. There are, however,
insights that can be gleaned from what he and others wrote. It would be well
for defenders of cooperation at the societal level to take the indications they
produced, along with the sparse but still revealing evidence provided by the (small-
scale) anarchist experiments of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as points
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of departure for reflecting on the feasibility of anarchist or quasi-anarchist
institutions.

Marxian communism and classical anarchism envision the same end: a co-
operative society unburdened by public coercive mechanisms. The difference is
in how they envision reaching that goal. For Marx and his followers, a radically
democratized but still coercive state, a proletarian “‘class dictatorship” is indis-
pensable for creating the conditions for the possibility of genuine statelessness.
For anarchists, statelessness can only be achieved directly — by removing the
burden of state power right away in order that a beneficent and self-sufficient
human nature can be expressed. Given the current state of anarchist theory, it
is impossible to determine definitively which side holds the more defensible view.
It may even be, as most non-anarchists and non-Marxists believe, that there is
no feasible way, as it were, to get from here to there. Anyone who finds merit
in the common vision that sustained so many generations of Left militants
cannot ignore these possibilities. At both a theoretical and practical level, there
remains much work to be done.

Further Reading

On anarchism generally, see Daniel Guérin (Mary Klopper, trans.), Anarchism: From Theory to Practice
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1970) and George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of
Libertarian Ideas and Movements (Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press, 2004). For a concise and
accessible account of philosophical anarchism, see Robert Paul Wolff, Jr., In Defense of Anarchism
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998). For a less radical, more libertar-
ian, but more elaborated account of the issues philosophical anarchism engages, see A. John Simmons,
On the Edge of Anarchy: Locke, Consent and the Limits of Society (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1995). The writings of the great political anarchists are available in many editions, though
some of the best collections are out of print. There are, however, new collections of key works by
the two most important and philosophically penetrating of them: Peter Kropotkin, Anarchism: A
Collection of Revolutionary Writings (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2002) and Sam Dolgoff (ed.), Bakunin
on Anarchism (Montreal: Black Rose Press, 1980). Of particular interest to American readers will
be Alexander Berkman, What is Anarchism? (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2003) and Emma Goldman,
Anarchism and Other Essays (Mineola, NY: Dover, 1969). As anarchism has become an increas-
ingly marginal tendency on the Left, and as the Left itself has become increasingly marginalized,
anarchist politics has all but dropped out of the purview of academic political philosophy. An import-
ant exception is David Schweickart, After Capitalism (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2002).
Schweickart provides insightful philosophical commentary on anarchist and quasi-anarchist real worid
experiments, with particular attention to Mondragon. Ironically, as interest in historical anarchism
has declined, quasi-anarchist challenges to the Hobbesian case for states have flourished. A useful
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point of reference is Michael Taylor, The Possibility of Cooperation (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1987). The findings that underlie this line of thought are set forth accessibly in
Robert Axelrod, The Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books, 1984). The most sustained
classical account of the Marxist case against anarchism (as a political program, not as an ultimate
goal) is in Friedrich Engels, Anti-Diihring: Herr Eugen Diihring’s Revolution in Science (New York:
International Publishers, 1966), part 3, chapter 2.

See also: CAPITALISM, CLASS, COMMUNISM, COMMUNITY, IDEOLOGY, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LEGITIM-

ACY, MARXISM, PROGRESS, STATE, TERROR/TERRORISM, VIOLENCE/NON-VIOLENCE
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The word capitalism is now used so widely that it is easy to forget that it is an
invention of nineteenth-century social and economic theory, and easy to overlook
how much of a breakthrough it was to identify an essential commonality in the
array of heterogeneous economic practices and institutions we use the term to
designate. It is also easy to ignore the Marxist pedigree of the concept behind
the word, and Marxism’s role in its adoption into contemporary political discourse.

By the end of the eighteenth century, a few prescient thinkers recognized that
Western European societies were undergoing profound social and economic
changes. But there was no agreement about how to conceptualize the relevant
transformations. The efforts that led to the formation of the concept of capitalism
can be seen, in retrospect, as interventions into this multifaceted discussion. The
reality the term describes had already emerged by the fifteenth century in Italian
city-states. Over the next few hundred years, capitalist institutions and practices
grew, as Marx put it, “'in the womb” of European feudalism, especially after
the so-called Industrial Revolution began. But it was not until the middle of
the nineteenth century that the term itself appeared in European languages. It
first use is attributed to the English novelist William Makepeace Thackeray
(1811-1863). In short order, it was taken up by the French socialist thinker
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809-1865), and then by Karl Marx (1818-1883)
and his collaborator, Friedrich Engels (1820-1895). In the second half of the
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nineteenth century, its currency grew. As the twentieth century dawned, the term
was very nearly as widely used as it is today.

For Marx, the term denotes, in the first instance, an economic system, and
only secondarily forms of civilization based on this type of economy. This under-
standing has been assumed from the outset by everyone who uses the word. Marx’s
principal concern, from the 1850s on, was to discover what he called “the laws
of motion” of capitalist societies. These laws have mainly to do with the appro-
priation of surplus value — that is, with capitalists’ exploitation of workers. But,
despite what is often maintained, the processes Marx identified are not what
defines capitalism for him. It is to his theory of history, historical materialism,
that we must turn for a definition, rather than to Marx’s economic analyses.

Historical materialism divides human history into discrete economic structures,
distinguished by the forms of property they support. Capitalism is the penulti-
mate structure. As such, its mission, as it were, is to create the material con-
ditions that make communism, the final structure, and, more immediately,
socialism, communism’s first stage, possible. This capitalism does, once a cer-
tain level of economic surplus is attained, by facilitating a massive development
of what Marx called forces of material production. To this end, the private own-
ership of other persons, a feature of all pre-capitalist economic structures, ends
under capitalism; though, arguably, persons do own themselves in the sense
that they have control and revenue rights over their own bodies and powers.
Ownership of external things or, more exactly, of those things that count as

l“productive resources, is in private hands. It is not until capitalism is superseded

by socialism that this form of ownership is deprivatized.

Once the term and the idea behind it became established, there were influen-
tial writers, Max Weber (1864-1920) among them, who conceived capitalism’s
essential properties differently. For Weber, what distinguishes capitalism is less
the forms of property it supports than the preeminence it accords to rational
economic calculation. Capitalism, in Weber’s view, renders methodical accumula-
tion the supreme good of human life. Weber’s characterization is not so much
at odds with Marx’s as orthogonal to it. Indeed, his account resonates with aspects
of Marx’s theory of alienation. But Weber’s concern, and the concern of most
of his successors in the sociological tradition, was not, like Marx’s, to ascer-
tain capitalism’s place in the trajectory of human history, or to reflect on its
role in making a qualitatively different and unequivocally better form of human
life, communism, possible. Weber’s aim instead was to understand capitalism’s
“'spirit” and its implications for individuals’ mentalities and societal practices.
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In Marxist circles, it is customary to speak of “late” (as distinct from “clas-
sical’”) capitalism. Late capitalism is capitalism that has survived beyond the
point where productive forces are sufficiently developed to permit its transcen-
dence. The logic of late capitalism differs from that of the capitalism Marx invest-
igated. When the conditions that make socialism possible already exist, but
capitalism is still firmly entrenched, it is possible to prevent systemic crises by
promoting effective demand — typically through wasteful military spending, and
by fostering consumption through the inculcation of false needs. Thus, late
capitalism suffers from irrationalities that its ancestor form did not. For all the
evils classical capitalism engendered, immiseration and alienation among them,
it was, for its time, a rational economic system in the sense that it was indis-
pensable for developing productive forces in accord with compelling human needs.
Marx insisted too that it was a stage humanity had to pass through on the way
to communism. Late capitalism lacks these redeeming features. Paradoxically,
though, its tenancy seems more secure than was that of its predecessor. Classical
capitalism was often contested; late capitalism seldom is. )

For most of the twentieth century, capitalism had few enthusiastic defenders.
Its proponents defended it because they believed that the only feasible alterna-
tive to it was socialism, and because they thought that socialism would be even
worse. It was not uncommon too for capitalism’s defenders also grudgingly to
accept the socialist argument that capitalism was ultimately doomed. However,
with corporate globalization on the rise, along with neo-liberalism, its justifying
theory, the situation has changed. Nowadays, capitalism has many enthusiasts,
just as it did in the early nineteenth century. The first pro-capitalists never quite
named the system they defended. Today’s pro-capitalists do. But it is far from
clear that they have anything to add to arguments that were long ago discred-
ited, in both theory and practice. What sustains their prestige is just the appar-
ent success of the system they defend, and the comparative weakness of the forces
opposed to it. Should circumstances change as globalization’s economic and social
consequences become increasingly burdensome, one can be sure that the intel-
lectual bankruptcy of capitalism’s defenders will again be widely understood.

Further Reading

The main source for Marx’s account of capitatism is, of course, his masterwork, Capital (Moscow:
Progress Publishers, 1965). It consists of three massive volumes — the first published in 1867; the
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last two edited by Engels and published posthumously in 1893 and 1894, respectively. Weber’s some-
what different view is developed in Max Weber (Guenther Ross and Clauss Wittich, eds.) Economy
and Society, 2 vols. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1978). There are
many general accounts of Marxian and Weberian social and economic theory, and libraries full of
more focused studies on aspects of their thought. However, there is nothing that focuses directly on
similarities and differences between Marx’s and Weber’s conceptions of capitalism. Readers inter-
ested in exploring this topic on their own would do well to turn to G.A. Cohen’s seminal reconstruction
of historical materialism, Karl Marx’s Theory of History: A Defence (Oxford and Princeton: Oxford
University Press and Princeton University Press, 1978), and to Jon Elster’s overview of Weber’s
social theory in “Rationality, Economy and Society” in Stephen Turner (ed.), The Cambridge Companion
to Weber (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Just as the literature on Marx and Weber
is enormous, in recent years there have been many celebrations of modern capitalism. Still, the
most cogent defenses of capitalism remain those written in the middle decades of the twentieth
century, before the present period of capitalist triumphalism began. Two “classics” are Milton Friedman,
Capitalism and Freedom (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), and Friedrich A. Hayek,
The Constitution of Liberty (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978).

See also: ALIENATION, COMMUNISM, HISTORICAL MATERIALISM, LABOR, MARXISM, REVOLUTION, RIGHTS,
SOCIALISM

Civil religion

A civil religion is a common faith that binds the members of a society together.
The word entered mainstream political discourse during the French Revolution,

\and its contemporary uses derive mainly from early twentieth-century social

theory. However, the idea is of ancient lineage. Within the philosophical tradi-
tion that runs from Plato (427?7-3477?8c) through Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778) and beyond, it is acknowledged that common myths and rituals
are indispensable for communal well-being. There is also widespread recogni-
tion of the fact that actual religions ill serve this purpose — especially when they
compete with one another or when their representatives seek political influence.
Thus, the idea emerged that there is a need for distinctively civil rituals and
myths. Rousseau expressly formulated this thought in The Social Contract
(1762). During the most radical phase of the French Revolution, Maximilien
Robespierre (1758-1794) derived inspiration from this source in establishing
a Cult of Reason. Emile Durkheim (1857-1917), whose Elementary Forms
of Religious Life (1912) developed the modern sociological understanding of
religion as the institutional nexus that holds societies together, also acknow-
ledged a debt to Rousseau.
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For Durkheim, a religion is a system of practices and beliefs, institutionally
sustained, that recognizes a categorical distinction between the sacred and the
profane. Within the sociological tradition Durkheim inaugurated, it is therefore
not the content of beliefs or practices that constitute religions, but the fact
that there are beliefs and practices that fit into these categorical divisions. The
profane is the workaday world of ordinary life and the forms of being and act-
ing associated with it. The sacred is a realm apart — not, of course, in a physical
sense, but in the “collective consciousness’” of the population. Durkheim
claimed that the function of religion, so conceived, is to cement societies
together, and that there is no other effective means for doing so. Thus, he inferred
that societies must have religions, on pain of dissolution. He argued, inconclu-
sively, that ethnographic and historical evidence supports this inference.

On Durkheim’s account, religions need not be theistic. The aboriginal
Australian religions that Durkheim studied in The Elementary Forms were
pre-theistic in the sense that they had no notion of a God or gods, but only antici-
pations of these concepts. Without quite saying so expressly, Durkheim supposed
that, in the secular societies of the modern era, theistic religions had already
become largely disassociated from prevailing civil religions. They survive even
so, but for extra-social (psychological) reasons.

For the just state of The Social Contract, Rousseau proposed a civil religion
that was theistic, but neither Catholic nor Protestant nor anything else contentious
(and therefore potentially disruptive). Modern social theorists, in line with
Durkheim’s positivist bent, are loathe to advocate anything directly, but they
are prepared to countenance categorical distinctions between the sacred and
profane, and myths and rituals built upon them, that are secular in content. Implicit
in their view, and therefore in contemporary uses of the term, is the conviction
that, in principle, a civil religion can dispense with the key elements of theistic
religious forms.

No human society has reached this point yet, though the Communist
countries tried. Even so, it is well to consider the civil religions of contempor-
ary Western European countries and of Japan with this thought in mind. These
countries still acknowledge the myths and practices of the religions that helped
to shape their collective identities. Some of them even have established
churches. But the social (as distinct from the psychological) meaning of these
theistic expressions of religiosity is no longer what it was formerly. Their civil
religions have little, if anything, to do with belief in God. Thanks to its religious
diversity and its liberal origins, this is also true of the United States. But, despite
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the official separation of church and state that the founders of the American
republic made constitutional, the American civil religion, to the extent it exists,
does seem to have a more entrenched theistic component than is evident in other
liberal democracies.

The Rousseauean—Durkheimean notion of civil religion has become part of the
common sense of our time. Nevertheless, it is worth questioning both its
descriptive and normative aspects. Like Rousseau, Durkheim assumed that well-
integrated and largely homogeneous societies are the norm. The diverse, hetero-
geneous societies of the United States, Canada, Australia and, increasingly, much
of Western Europe belie this supposition. The United States, in particular, has
long been less socially integrated than Durkheim’s model, early-twentieth-
century France, a fact that is often invoked to explain the comparative feeble-
ness of American welfare state institutions. By the end of the twentieth century,
however, most developed countries, including those with more developed
welfare states, were, as noted, becoming increasingly like the United States.
Whether or not this trend should be applauded is debatable. But even if
Durkheim and his followers are right in thinking that a weak civil religion augers
societal dissolution, it is far from clear that it is wise to try to invent shared
understandings at the level of existing states. It is worth recalling that
Robespierre’s attempt turned out poorly, and that he didn‘t have to contend with
the complications ethnic and racial heterogeneity introduce. Even if we accept
that religion in Durkheim’s sense is an inexorable fact of human collective exist-

“*ence, it would be foolish to make a virtue of this necessity, especially in polit-

ical communities comprised of many distinct and overlapping sub-communities.
Relations of solidarity across ethnic and national lines offer more hope for
establishing worthwhile communal values than any putative religion based on
common citizenship. Many people nowadays assume reflexively that this
prospect is dangerously utopian. But it is not far-fetched to expect that, in forg-
ing new communal forms on solidaristic bases, what is estimable in the idea of
a civil religion will reassert itself in a new, more decentralized way — as a
by-product of collective existence in a freer and more egalitarian social order.

Further Reading

Rousseau’s views on civil religion are concisely delivered in Book IV, chapter 8 of The Social Contract.
See Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Victor Gourevitch, ed.), “The Social Contract” and Other Later
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Political Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). A good recent account of
Robespierre’s relation to Rousseau and his appropriation of the concept of civil religion can be found
in David P. Jordan, The Revolutionary Career of Maximilien Robespierre (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1989). On the social function of religion, see Emile Durkheim (Karen E. Fields, trans.),
Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Free Press, 1995). Durkheim reflects on his intel-
lectual debt to Rousseau in Emile Durkheim, Montesquieu and Rousseau: Forerunners of Sociology
(Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1960). For a more contemporary perspective, see
Robert N. Bellah and Phillip E. Hammond, Varieties of Civil Religion (New York: Harper, 1982).
There is an enormous literature on Durkheimian and alternative understandings of social order and
therefore, implicitly, civil religion. For an insightful and concise overview of the main positions, see
Jon Elster, The Cement of Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). For a perspective
friendlier to the Durkheimian view, see the essays in Jeffrey Alexander (ed.), Durkheimian
Sociology: Cultural Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). On the notion of a
“common faith” and its political consequences, John Dewey’s A Common Faith (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1960) is an indispensable point of reference.

See also: COMMUNISM, DEMOCRACY, EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM, FREEDOM/LIBERTY, IDENTITY
POLITICS, INTERNATIONALISM, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LIBERALISM, NATION/NATIONALISM, RACE/

RACISM, REVOLUTION, STATE, WELFARE/WELFARE STATE

Civil rights/civil liberties

In some contexts, civil rights designates roughly what human rights does. The
difference is that, conceptually, civil rights are grounded in the positive laws of
political communities, while human rights conceptually precede positive laws and
therefore exist even when they are not legally implemented. Human rights are
ascribed to persons just in consequence of membership in the human race; civil
rights exist in consequence of membership in particular political communities.
Similarly, civil liberties are basic freedoms authorized and protected by laws.
In the United States, these terms are often used in a narrower way. From the
end of the Reconstruction period until the 1960s and beyond, the civil rights
of former slaves and their descendants were denied by law in the South and in
practice everywhere else in the United States. Thus, the struggles of African-
American people and, by extension, of other persons of color, became a civil
rights struggle — in both name and fact. Accordingly, African-American and other
political movements for social and political inclusion came to be called “civil
rights movements.” This usage persists. In its narrowest sense, ‘‘civil rights move-
ment’’ designates the constellation of political forces that struggled to end the legal
and de facto segregation that blighted American politics after Reconstruction.
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The term is also used to denote contemporary continuations of those struggles
and, more generally, any organized political effort undertaken by systematically
oppressed persons for full incorporation into the mainstream society.

Because the elimination of legal or customary impediments to full citizenship
is necessary but not sufficient for genuine political equality to obtain, the term
can also designate political struggles that look beyond the horizons of positive
law — to fundamental institutional structures, including those that generate
economic inequalities, and to norms and attitudes. In partial disregard of the
original and strict meaning(s) of the term, the struggle for civil rights today
can therefore be a way of designating struggles of oppressed groups, racial or
otherwise, for full equality. It is sometimes said that, with the legal gains of the
past several decades, the need for civil rights movements of this sort has passed.
However, the continuing existence of oppression based on race and other ascrip-
tive properties belies this conclusion.

In the United States, defenders of liberties specifically identified in the US
constitution or in its canonical interpretations are commonly designated civil

" libertarians, particularly when their support for these liberties is undertaken mainly

in judicial arenas. The liberties in question are, for the most part, those that
many believe should be enjoyed by all human beings. American civil libertar-
jans are also concerned to protect rights that are peculiar to the American
constitutional regime — particular due process rights, for example, and the

‘separation of church and state. Elsewhere in the world, persons concerned to

defend these and similar rights also sometimes call themselves civil libertarians.

The liberties civil libertarians in the United States defend are, for the most
part, similar to those that exist elsewhere. But their way of defending these rights
is idiosyncratic. It is a curious feature of American political life, a consequence
of America’s historical origins and its Protestant culture, that the Constitution
is regarded across the political spectrum as Holy Writ, awaiting literal imple-
mentation (for the Right) or liberal interpretation (for the Left). Instead of debat-
ing, say, the question of free speech directly, discussions of free speech in the
United States typically take the form of commentaries on the First Amendment
to the US Constitution. This attitude carries over to general defenses of liberty.
This is why civil libertarianism in the United States, and in other countries
influenced by the American model, is articulated in a constitutionalist idiom.
In practice, this constraint is usually innocuous. But it would nevertheless
seem wise, so far as possible, not to contribute to the prevailing fetishization
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of constitutionalist thinking, and instead to encourage public policy debates that
proceed in a more direct fashion.

Just as the persistence of racism and the enduring legacy of slavery makes
a civil rights movement, in the American sense, indispensable in the United
States, even now that legal impediments to civil incorporation have been
removed, the constant temptation of political elites to restrict liberties — made
palpably evident in the United States during the so-called War on Terror — makes
political mobilization around civil liberties as necessary as it ever has been. As
the great abolitionist and civil libertarian Wendell Phillips (1811-1884)
famously said “‘eternal vigilance is the price of liberty.”

Further Reading

The literature on the civil rights movement in the United States is enormous, but accessible schol-
arly studies that provide a general overview are rare. An exception is Mark Newman, The Civil Rights
Movement (Westport, CO: Praeger, 2004); another is Aldon D. Morris, Origins of the Civil Rights
Movement (New York: Free Press, 1986). For judicial rulings concerning American constitutional
protections for civil liberties, see Lucius J. Barker, Twiley Barker, Michael W, Combs, Kevin L.
Lyles, H.W. Perry, Civil Liberties and the Constitution: Cases and Commentaries, 8th edition (Upper
Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999).

See also: EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM, FREEDOM/LIBERTY, FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER,

RACE/RACISM, RIGHTS, STATE, TERROR/TERRORISM

Class

Throughout history, class divisions have existed in societies where productive
capacities are sufficiently developed for people to live beyond subsistence levels.
Individuals and (usually) households have occupied distinct spaces in hierarch-
ically structured social orders. Class membership has profound and salient cul-
tural effects. At the psychological level, it helps to shape persons’ conceptions
of themselves. Class also figures in the explanations of many social phenomena.

Theories of class fall into two broad categories: Marxist and Weberian. For
Karl Marx (1818-1883) and those influenced by him, class membership is a
consequence of individuals’ relations to means of production. The idea, central
to historical materialism, is that wherever an economic surplus exists, there is
a struggle for its appropriation. The property relations peculiar to the modes
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of production in place determine the parties to that struggle. Property relations
are decomposable into rights to benefit from and to control productive assets.
If societies are viewed statically (at discrete moments), these rights determine
class structures. Viewed dynamically (over time), the explanatory import of class
is even greater. Wherever there are classes, there is class struggle. The course
of history is in part shaped by these struggles; indeed, in The Communist Manifesto
(1848), Marx and Friedrich Engels (1820—1895) famously proclaimed that human
history just is the history of class struggles. Alternatively, class divisions can
be conceived independently of claims about history’s structure and direction.
Following the lead of Max Weber (1864-1920), classes can be thought of as
status divisions only. On some accounts, income and wealth are proxies for
status; for others, gradations of income and wealth constitute relevant status
divisions in their own right. For Marx and his followers, in capitalist societies,
the relevant classes are capitalists and workers (and various intermediate
positions), along with vestiges of the classes distinctive of superseded modes of
production. On Weberian conceptions, the relevant differences are those of
rich and poor. Thus we have upper, lower and middle classes — along with per-
tinent sub-divisions, especially of the so-called middle class. In both ordinary
and academic discussions, c/ass is often used loosely — in ways that straddle these
distinct conceptions.

From the Marxist perspective, capitalist societies sustain class divisions
specific to capitalist property relations. In Europe, these divisions were super-
fmposed on class structures derived from earlier social formations. Thus, in addi-
tionto capitalists and workers, there were also aristocrats and, of course, peasants.
Where European colonists established capitalist societies in the Americas and
in Australasia, these older social divisions were generally not reproduced
(though, of course, vestiges of them lingered in peoples’ minds and, to some
degree, in their social interactions). Inasmuch as native populations, when not
literally decimated, were unfailingly subordinated, social divisions character-
istic of their societies never took their place. This is why, in the United States,
class divisions proper to capitalism prevail almost exclusively.

Class distinctions everywhere interact with systematic differences based on gen-
der. In most New World postcolonial societies, they also interact with divisions
arising out of the social, political, and psychological legacies of slavery, and the
racially weighted politics that followed slavery’s abolition. The American case
is illustrative. Slavery was pervasive in the American South during the early decades
of the republic. Being property, slaves had no rights to own external things or
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to control or benefit from their own powers. They nevertheless comprised a class
(of servants and direct producers), dominated by masters. The class system slav-
ery sustained was ultimately inimical to capitalism. Therefore the two could not
long survive together; a condition that ultimately led to Civil War in the United
States and everywhere to slavery’s demise. Once slavery ended, former slaves
and their descendants were incorporated into the expanding capitalist order. But
slavery’s cultural and economic effects continued to resonate. In the post-Civil
War period, these effects were sometimes deliberately, sometimes implicitly,
reinforced by social and political elites. Class relations in the United States have
been profoundly affected — to the point that awareness of racial differences has
often superseded consciousness of class.

It is sometimes said that, in contrast to most of the rest of the world, class
divisions do not matter in the United States. From a cultural point of view, this
is a plausible contention. Arguably, there is comparatively. little class consciousness,
at least at the lower rungs of American society. From an analytical point of
view, however, American society is as class divided as any other. The percep-
tion that class is of only minimal importance in the United States is epitomized
in the notion of the “American dream,” according to which anyone, native
born or foreign, can rise to the top of the class structure regardless of social
background. For descendants of slaves, native or immigrant Spanish-speaking
populations, and other oppressed groups (including native Americans) that
dream is notoriously elusive. But it is true that American society has been unusu-
ally welcoming of European immigrants. Within a generation or two, many
immigrant communities have become fully assimilated. Nevertheless, the idea
that there is more class mobility in the United States than in other developed
capitalist countries is largely a myth. Because there are no vestiges of feudal
social structures in the United States, social origin probably does count for less
in the overall status hierarchy than it does in many European or Asian societies.
But the class into which one is born is as important a determinant of where in
the class structure one is likely to end up in the United States as anywhere else.

Where distinctively Marxist understandings of class give way to status-based
conceptions, and where class consciousness is muted, it is natural to depict class
oppression as only one form of subordination among many. Thus, in the United
States, race, gender and class are often grouped together as co-equal sites of
oppression — as evils to be removed, rather than defining features of economic
or social structures. Classical Marxists were inclined to focus exclusively on
class divisions. Toda)ﬁ however, it is universally acknowledged that racial and
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gender oppression, like oppressions based on sexual preference or physical dis-
abilities, are irreducible to oppression based on class — though, of course, they
intersect. But class is not on a par with the rest. In contrast to the others, class
divisions play a pivotal structuring role in accounting for the nature of social
orders, and class struggle governs the prospects for their transformation.

Further Reading

The literature on class and, more generally, on social stratification is enormous. However, because
most of this work is empirically focused, it is often difficult to tease out conceptions of class. For
an account of the general contours of the concept, Ralph Dahrendorf’s Class and Class Conflict in
Industrial Society (Stanford, CA.: Stanford University Press, 1959) remains unsurpassed. Another
venerable point of reference is Anthony Giddens, The Class Structure of Advanced Societies (New
York: Harper and Row, 1979). Giddens’ conceptual orientation is largely Weberian. A Marxist posi-
tion is elaborated in Erik Olin Wright, Classes (London: Verso, 1985). Wright’s reconstruction of
the Marxist position is debated in Erik Olin Wright et al., The Debate on Classes (London: Verso,
1989). On questions pertaining, among other things, to class mobility and class/gender interactions,
as conceived within this conceptual framework, see Erik Olin Wright, Class Counts: Comparative
Studies in Class Analysis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). On the subtle connec-
tions between racial and class oppressions in the United States, see Ira Katznelson, When Affirma-
tive Action Was White: An Untold History of Racial Inequality in Twentieth Century America (New
York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2005). As remarked, it has become unfortunately commonplace
in-academic circles to deny the central role that classical social theory, Marxist or Weberian, accords

‘to class divisions — even by those who continue to acknowledge the explanatory importance of class

oppression. A representative collection of writings in this vein is Margaret L. Andersen, Patricia
Hill Collins, Race, Class and Gender: An Anthology (Santa Rosa, CA: Wordsworth, 2003).

See also: CAPITALISM, CULTURE, HISTORICAL MATERIALISM, MARXISM, RACE/RACISM, RIGHTS

Communism

The word communism has been in use since the 1840s, when it was taken up
by radical socialists intent on emphasizing a commitment to equality and social
solidarity. It entered into the general political lexicon with the publication by
Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) of The Communist
Manifesto (1848). In the decades that followed, the term became increasingly
associated with Marx and his followers, though non-Marxist socialists used it too.
After the publication of The Communist Manifesto, communism, not socialism,

27



Communism

was the name Marxists commonly used to designate what they aimed ultimately
to establish. By the end of the 1850s, this usage was underwritten by Marx’s
theory of history, historical materialism, where communism designates the final
economic structure, the one that will usher in a realm of freedom.

Marx and his followers had little to say about what they thought communism
would be like. Marx insisted that its institutional forms could not be specified
in advance, but instead had to emerge in the course of their (democratic)
construction. Once the reign of capital ends, communism, Marx maintained, will
be a work in progress. But even if he was opposed in principle to specifying
communism’s institutional forms, he did set out a few general indications. In
his view, under communism, there is no private ownership of productive assets;
instead, all resources employed in generating wealth are socially owned. Marx
also maintained that because communism presupposes material abundance,
questions of distributive justice would lose their urgency. It would no more
matter who owns what or how much they own than it matters to us now how
much air people breathe. For this reason too, there would be no struggle for
the control of productive resources or for the surplus wealth they generate.
Communist societies would therefore be free of class divisions. More generally,
they would be without systematic social divisions of any kind. Because they are
classless, and because the state, in Marx’s view, is ultimately the means through
which ruling classes coercively sustain their domination of subordinate classes,
communist societies would also be stateless. Under communism, “‘the adminis-
tration of things” would replace “‘the governance of men.” Communism also makes
human emancipation real; it is a world in which, as The Communist Manifesto
proclaimed, “the condition for the free development of each . . . Lis] the free devel-
opment of all.” Finally, as Marx wrote in The Critique of the Gotha Program
(1875), under full-fledged communism, there would no longer be differential remu-
nerative rewards for productive contributions, as there would still be under
socialism, communism’s initial (and therefore transitional) stage. The reigning
distributional principle would be “from each according to ability, to each
according to need.”

In Marx’s early writings, especially The German Ideology (1845), commun-
ism is described in utopian ways. For reasons that derive from his philosoph-
ical anthropology, Marx maintained that, under communism, individuals would
be free to develop all of their potentialities; that they would, as he famously
said, “hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, and criticize at night,”
without becoming hunters, fishermen or “critical critics.” For bucolic and
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contemplative pursuits, this might be a feasible picture. But, in general, given
limited time and the fact that most potentialities require long and painstaking
effort to actualize, Marx’s vision of polymorphous human self-actualization
cannot be maintained. No matter how free people might become from the
domination of capital, it is unlikely that very many individuals would be able,
say, to play the piano (at a professional level) in the morning, perform surgery
in the afternoon, and solve complicated mathematical problems at night.

In the aftermath of the Paris Commune (1871), communist came to desig-
nate the revolutionary side of the socialist movement. As Social Democrats became
increasingly integrated into the political systems of their various countries, they
therefore refrained from adopting the designation. Still, it was only after the
majority of Social Democratic parties voted to support their respective govern-
ments in World War I that a hard distinction between socialism and commun-
ism came into general use. In 1918, the “Russian Social Democratic Labor
Party,” dominated by Bolsheviks, changed its name to the “All-Russian
Communist Party (Bolshevik).” Then, with the founding in 1919 of the Third
International, under de facto Russian leadership, formerly Social Democrat
parties that placed themselves under the leadership of the Russian party
assumed the name Communist. Modern usage follows from this name change.

From 1919 on, (capital-C) Communist in its narrowest sense referred to polit-
ical parties or movements aligned with the Soviet Union. In a slightly broader

sense, the term referred to all political groupings that identified with
" Bolshevism, in contrast to other socialist currents, especially Social Democracy.

In this broader sense, Trotskyists and Maoists are Communists. In the latter
half of the twentieth century, in order to distinguish themselves from official
Communists, Trotskyists typically modified Communism with the adjective
“revolutionary.” For a similar reason, Maoists identified themselves as “*Marxist
Leninists.” In each case, the contention was that their Communism was the authen-
tic version. But Trotskyists, Maoists, and others who identified with Bolshevism
were of one mind with official Communists in distinguishing their own political
orientation from that of post-World War I Social Democracy.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the transformation of
the Chinese Communist Party into an agent of capitalist restoration, the
Communist movement that began with the formation of the Bolshevik party and
that played such an important historical role throughout the twentieth century
is effectively defunct, though traces of it survive in Cuba and elsewhere in the
Third World. It is far too soon for anyone now to offer a definitive assessment
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of the Communist episode in world history. Nevertheless, the prevailing view in
most, though of course not all, quarters is negative. This perception is likely to
last for some time. Thus it is unlikely that the (big-C) Communist movement
will ever revive. But (small-c) communism remains a potentially viable ideal.
Future Left political currents may well come to believe that official and dissid-
ent twentieth-century Communism were deviations from a tradition of thought
and action that they would again make their own.

Further Reading

For Marx’s own view of communism, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto
(1848; available in many editions) is the best source. It is also worthwhile to consult the five
volumes of Hal Draper’s Karl Marx’s Theory of Revolution; vol. 4, subtitled Critique of Other Socialisms
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1989) is especially pertinent. For a more skeptical view,”see
Jon Elster, Making Sense of Marx (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), chapter 9.
A comprehensive account of the political economy of official Communism in its declining years is
Janos Kornai, The Socialist System: The Political Economy of Capitalism (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1992). I elaborate on the claims made here for the timeliness of (small-c)
communism in The General Will: Rousseau, Marx, Communism (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1993), chapters 8-9; and in Rethinking Liberal Equality: From a “Utopian” Point of View
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), chapter 5.

See also: CAPITALISM, CLASS, DEMOCRACY, EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM, FREEDOM/LIBERTY, HISTOR-
ICAL MATERIALISM, JUSTICE, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, MAOISM, MARXISM, REVOLUTION, SOCIAL DEMO-

CRACY, SOCIALISM, STATE, TROTSKYISM

Community/communitarianism

Familial ties aside, modern political philosophy depicts social, political, and
economic institutions as contrivances of individuals who are, metaphorically, like
atoms: fundamental constituents (of social facts), radically independent of one
another, and joined together only by external relations. This individualistic way
of thinking is epitomized in contractarian political phitosophy. It reflects the actual
situation wherever markets organize social life. In contrast, traditional societies
are constituted by bonds that embed individuals into integral social wholes, com-
munities. Communal norms and practices then structure individuals’ lives. In
modern times, the individual and his or her interests are the point of departure
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for thinking philosophically about social, political, and economic life. In more
traditional societies, communities are. Perhaps in the future, under very differ-
ent conditions, this will again become the case.

Traditional communities accord individuals a place where they are, so to speak,
at home. They therefore protect against alienation (estrangement), the distinc-
tively modern form of human bondage. However, because they also severely
constrain individuals’ life prospects and opportunities, they are, if anything,
even more inimical to freedom than are market societies. It was capitalism that
vanquished traditionalism, installing in its stead an atomized social order. So
far-reaching was this transformation that it has become part of the common
sense of our time to think of atomization as our “natural” condition, and to
regard social groups as artificial constructs. In traditional societies, this com-
monsense view would be as counter-intuitive as it has become intuitive for us.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the atomization of traditional
(specifically, feudal) solidarities was well underway in Western Europe. This
process was widely recognized and generally endorsed. But it was also criticized
— both by traditionalist opponents of modernity on the Right, and by their
archenemies on the revolutionary Left. Thus, the French revolutionaries battled
not only for liberty and equality, but also for fraternity — for communities com-
posed of free (autonomous) persons linked together by affective ties like those
that join brothers. The Right yearned for a restoration of a pre-capitalist

" Golden Age. On the Left, the idea instead was to install new forms of human
"~ solidarity based on an awareness of common humanity. The socialist movement

took up this understanding. Along with liberty and equality, socialists have always
stood for new and free communal connections — at least in theory.
Unfortunately, socialists’ dedication to this goal, much as to the others, has
often been more rhetorical than real. As Social Democracy became increasingly
domesticated in the decades preceding World War I, and then as the establish-
ment of the Soviet Union transformed the entire socialist movement, making
Leninism and then Stalinism a point of reference (pro or con) for all socialists,
community, even more than liberty or equality, became an orphan ideal.
Experiments in forging new communal forms did not die out entirely. But they
were increasingly marginalized. Thus, some nineteenth-century utopian social-
ist projects survived into the twentieth century, and some new ones were begun.
In addition, in the Soviet Union and China, and in their respective spheres of
influence, agricultural production was collectivized, partly following utopian social-
ist models. For the most part, however, collectivization in the Communist world
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was accomplished coercively and at great human cost. Thus, Soviet and Chinese
collectivization did little to renew interest in efforts to transform atomized
market societies into communities of free and equal persons. On the other hand,
in the kibbutz movement in Palestine and later Israel, collective agricultural and
industrial enterprises were established and maintained voluntarily. This is why,
despite their role in what has always been an essentially colonial enterprise, they
helped, in the years that they flourished, to revive the communal side of social-
ist thought. Also in Spain, before the fascist victory in the Civil War, anarchists
struggled to create new kinds of productive communities. These examples
notwithstanding, efforts to form post-capitalist communities have not been high
priorities on the Left. Community has become a vague, mainly rhetorical aspi-
ration; not, as the early socialists anticipated, a well-defined policy objective.

In academic circles associated with the political Center, there has been.a
renewed interest in community — giving rise to two fairly distinct intellectual
tendencies, both of which take the name communitarianism. Philosophical com-
munitarianism arose in reaction to the work of John Rawls (1921-2002). In
the 1980s, communitarians faulted Rawls’s theory of justice, and, by extension,
his version of liberalism for the way it appeared to abstract individuals away
from the communal affiliations that constitute their identities, and not unre-
latedly for its apparent disregard of socially constructed meanings. Implicitly,
responses to some of these criticisms found their way into subsequent reformu-
lations of Rawls’s theory of justice. Nowadays, however, it is generally conceded
that the communitarian critique of Rawls, when it was not simply mistaken,
pertained more to some of the ways Rawls argued for his theory than to
the theory itself. It is worth noting that this line of criticism has subsided in
recent years.

Communitarianism also designates contemporary continuations of early and
mid-twentieth-century sociological critiques of mass society and totalitarianism.
So conceived, it celebrates the civilizing mission of the non-political institutions
and practices that constitute civil society. It encourages their reinforcement as
an antidote to the ills of modern life. Hardly anyone faults this conviction; and
the vast majority of those who are in a position to promote public policy today
would probably also agree, if pressed, with communitarian policy prescriptions.
But, for as long as communitarianism has existed as a discernible intellectual
tendency, communitarians have had to compete with free-marketeers. As the polit-
ical culture of the past several decades has drifted ever more towards the Right,
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and as the Right has increasingly embraced free market doctrine, communitar-
ians have found themselves marginalized too, despite their centrist orientation
and the nearly universal acceptance of the principles underlying their policy
prescriptions. To the degree that communitarian thinking has had an impact on
real world politics, it has been mainly in the formerly Communist world. There,
the need for communitarian remedies was more palpable than in the West, inas-
much as independent (non-state) societal institutions generally fared poorly under
Communist regimes.

Despite obvious affinities, neither philosophical nor sociological communitar-
ians have made common cause with proponents of identity politics. They too
seek to install a sense of rootedness based on membership in communities. But
the identity politics movement would do so by encouraging group differences,
especially those based on the ascriptive (that is, non-voluntary) properties
that they consider constitutive of individuals’ identities. Communitarians are
more disposed to support the (uncoerced) obliteration of differences than their
indefinite continuation. In their view, for community to be achieved in plural-
istic societies, the “melting pot” must first do its work.

Even those who would forge new kinds of communities based on ties of
universal human solidarity must concede that there is more than a grain of truth
in communitarian doctrine. But insofar as it tends to cast a nostalgic eye on
“the good old days” (that never were), communitarianism can also distract from

" this effort.

Further Reading

A seminal study of the rise of atomistic ways of thinking is C.B. Macpherson, The Political Theory
of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962). A rather
different account of the origins of modern individualism is provided in J.G.A. Pocock, The
Macchiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003). I elaborate on individualism and the metaphor
of atomization in connection with Hobbes’s theory of sovereignty in Engaging Political Philosophy:
From Hobbes to Rawls (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), chapter 1. Rawls’ account of
justice is set out in John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press
(Belknap Press), 1971) and Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press (Belknap Press), 2001). The most influential communitarian critique of Rawlsian
justice is Michael J. Sandel’s Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, 2nd edition (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998). Focusing on the importance of socially constructed meanings
in theories of justice, a related charge is leveled against Rawls in Michael Walzer’s Spheres of Justice:
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A Defense of Pluralism and Equality (New York: Basic Books, 1984). An insightful guide through
this literature can be found in Will Kymlicka, Liberalism, Community, and Culture (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1989). On sociological communitarianism, see Amitai Etzioni, The Essential
Communitarian Reader (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1998). For an empirically focused
communitarian critique of contemporary American society, see Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone:
The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001).

See also: ALIENATION, ANARCHISM, CAPITALISM, COMMUNISM, EQUALITY, FASCISM, FREEDOM/
LIBERTY, IDENTITY POLITICS, JUSTICE, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LENINISM, LIBERALISM, MARKETS,

REVOLUTION, SOCIAL DEMOCRACY, SOCIALISM, STALINISM, TOTALITARIANISM, ZIONISM

Conservatism

Conservative is often used as a synonym for “‘right-wing.” This usage can be
misleading, inasmuch as there are right-wing ideologies, like fascism, that are
anything but conservative. Nevertheless, there is seldom risk of confusion.
Conservatives are generally ill-disposed to changing the status quo while, in exist-
ing circumstances, the Left, including the liberal left, is intent on changing it.
Thus, conservatives oppose the Left. When they are the main opponents of left-
wing politics, as is almost always the case, they comprise the political Right.

Conservatives are not against change altogether. They are for it when it is
necessary to accommodate new circumstances or conditions. What they abhor
are abrupt or radical transformations. In a word, conservatives are gradualists.
Philosophically, what conservative positions have in common is a sense of the
inability of human beings, through the exercise of rational capacities alone, to
govern wisely or, at the extreme, to maintain governing structures at all. This
is why, when changes are necessary, conservatives favor gradual modifications
of traditional ways. Conservatives typically extend this way of thinking to extra-
political forms of social control like the family and the Church, and to extra-
institutional mores and customs.

In the modern West, conservatism developed into a full-fledged political ideology
at odds with socialism and liberalism. This ideology is sustained by two distinct,
but generally compatible, rationales — one of Christian origin, the other arising
out of reactions to the French Revolution. In consequence of Western imperial
domination of the rest of the world, conservatism in the Western sense has taken
root nearly everywhere, often abetted by indigenous political traditions that, for
other (usually religious) reasons, also favor traditional structures of social control.
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The Christian strain of conservative ideology, evident today particularly in
traditionally Catholic countries in southern Europe and Latin America, derives
from the distinctively Christian doctrine of Original Sin. The idea is that, in con-
sequence of our Fallen nature, we human beings are incapable of doing well for
ourselves in matters of fundamental concern. What matters to us fundamentally
is our own salvation. But, in consequence of Original Sin, no one deserves to be
saved, and no one can do anything to become worthy. A few, however, are elected
for salvation through unmerited grace. In the view of Augustinians, Calvinists,
and other orthodox Christian thinkers (though perhaps not of most Christian
believers or promulgators of Christian doctrine), the vast majority are not; their
destiny is the one all sinful beings deserve. With so many locked into a Fallen
condition, wisdom requires that we regard human beings generally as so de-
praved that they cannot insure civil order — what St. Augustine (354—430)
called “the peace of Babylon” — through their own efforts. Were we left free to
do what our nature inclines, we would therefore find ourselves locked into a dev-
astating war of all against all. This is why we need powerful political and extra-
political institutions to save us from ourselves and from each other. In modern,
secular versions of this doctrine — the argument Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679)
set out in Leviathan (1651) is an example — individuals contrive a sovereign
who, by coercive means, keeps their natures in check, as their interests require.
In earlier Christian versions, they are incapable even of this. The institutions
that repress the free expression of Fallen human nature are divinely imposed.

On this view, in both its theological and secular versions, order is the pre-
eminent political value. But order is always problematic because human beings
are incapable of realizing it, at least directly. Whenever it is attained, it is there-
fore a fragile achievement. It is perilous to put it at risk by doing anything poten-
tially destabilizing. The more far-reaching changes are, the more destabilizing
they can be. Hence, gradualism is advised.

The strain of conservatism that developed in the early nineteenth century in
reaction to the specter of revolution, was, at first, mainly an English concoc-
tion. It is indifferent to Original Sin or functionally equivalent theories of human
nature. This strain of conservative theory is based instead on a view of the nature
of governance. The guiding idea is that governing people is an activity that,
by its very nature, is not susceptible to radical reconstitution; in other words,
that it resembles cooking or carpentry more than mathematics. It is an activ-
ity in which a reservoir of accumulated wisdom and good sense, built up over
generations and materialized in techniques and traditions, matters more than

35



Conservatism

rational insight or deductive acuity. From this vantage point, the French
revolutionaries were, as later conservative thinkers would put it, rationalists in
politics — intent on building a new world on the ashes of the old, just as Euclid
built a new geometry on the basis of rationally accessible first principles,
regardless of traditional ways of thinking about spatial entities. This, conser-
vatives maintain, is deeply mistaken. Wise governance requires adherence to
traditional ways, modified gradually and artfully — when, but only insofar as,
changes are required. This rationale is derived, in part, from English common
law, according to which, wherever possible, legal disputes are to be settled by
finding precedents under which new cases can be subsumed. The thought is that,
by doing so, we are less likely to go dangerously wrong than we would were we
to deploy principles in a rationalist spirit. To the extent that we are able to deal
with the future in ways that we have already developed to deal with the past,
we will end up no worse off than we already are. Were we instead to rethink
everything through from the beginning, we risk going disastrously astray.
Conservatives of this stamp are therefore generally also intent on sustaining
traditional, extra-political forms of social control. But they are motivated to do
so not because they fear the consequences of untrammeled human nature, but
because they believe that public affairs go better when, instead of attempting
to contrive alternatives, we nurture institutions that have already done well enough
for us to get us to where we now are.

The tradition established at the founding of the United States was com-
mercial and liberal. This sets American conservatism somewhat apart from
European (and even British) conservatisms. It is why American conservatism is
unusually business-friendly. Private enterprise, however, is an unlikely target for
conservative concern because it disrupts traditional ways of life. As Karl Marx
(1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-1895) observed in The Communist
Manifesto (1848), and as the majority of conservatives outside the United States
realize, capitalism causes “all things solid to melt into air.” But where
capitalism is the tradition, it is what conservatives would conserve. American
conservatives therefore find themselves in a paradoxical situation. On the one
hand, they value a capitalist ethos at odds with traditional forms of social
solidarity and social control; on the other hand, they are drawn, temperament-
ally and by conviction, to support what capitalism effectively subverts. It is worth
noting that it was precisely to sustain these structures that conservatives in Germany
and elsewhere introduced forms of positive state assistance that, in the second
half of the twentieth century, in conjunction with the efforts of differently
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motivated political actors, developed into the institutional arrangements that
constitute the welfare state. This is why many conservatives outside the United
States normally favor measures that most American conservatives abhor, and
vice versa. What contemporary conservatives throughout the world have in
common, then, is not exactly a commitment to particular policies or institutions,
though there are notable convergences — on traditional “family values,” for exam-
ple. Instead, the common core of modern conservatism is a commitment to
gradualism and, more importantly, a general opposition to the Left — motivated,
in part, by philosophical orientations that Left thinkers reject. However, con-
servatism’s skepticism about human perfectibility and its related abhorrence of
rationalism in politics evince a certain humility and wisdom that partisans of
liberty, equality, and fraternity ignore at their peril.

Further Reading

On Augustinian (Christian) conservatism, Herbert Deane’s The Political and Social Ideas of Saint
Augustine (New York: Columbia University Press, 1966) remains unsurpassed. For Hobbes’s secu-
lar restatement of the Augustinian view, see Thomas Hobbes (C.B. Macpherson, ed.), Leviathan
(Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1980; originally published 1651), chapters 13-16. I discuss the
Hobbesian argument and its relation to Christian political thought in Engaging Political Philosophy:
From Hobbes to Rawls (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), chapter 1. The anti-rationalist
case for conservatism is made most trenchantly in Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics and
Other Essays (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Press, 1991). Oakeshott’s position develops themes implicit
in, for example, Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1999) and Alexis de Tocqueville (Stuart Gilbert, trans.), The Old Regime and the French
Revolution (Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1955). I elaborate on the idea of a rapprochement between
conservative and traditional Left ideas in The End of the State (London: Verso, 1987), chapter 4.

See also: CAPITALISM, COMMUNITY, EQUALITY, EGALITARIANISM, FASCISM, FREEDOM/LIBERTY,
IDEOLOGY, IMPERIALISM, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LIBERALISM, REVOLUTION, SOCIALISM, STATE, WEL-
FARE/WELFARE STATE

Cosmopolitanism

In ordinary speech, cosmopolitanism suggests worldly sophistication. In the Stalin
era, the term was used by Communists in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union
in a derogatory way to suggest “‘rootlessness.” In their (barely veiled) anti-Semitic
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campaigns, cosmopolitan was a euphemism for “Jew.” The literal meaning of the
term is “citizen of the world.” That idea arose in classical antiquity, and was
revived in Western Europe during the Enlightenment. It was subsequently taken
over by socialists. Thus, by the middle of the nineteenth century, it entered into
the thinking of the nascent labor movement, where it he|ped‘to shape workers’
and intellectuals’ notions of nationalism and internationalism.

A citizen of the world is ipso facto not a citizen of any particular state. However,
it is impossible literally to be a citizen of the world, because the world, not being
a political entity, has no citizens. In the world today, it is seldom possible not to
be a citizen of any state. Even where it is possible, few become stateless volunt-
arily. Perhaps more would, if it were easier to renounce one’s actual citizenship
without taking up citizenship elsewhere. But the main reason why so few try is that
cosmopolitan more nearly designates a sensibility or attitude than a legal status.

Cosmopolitanism gives expression to a sense of universal human solidarity.
This is not to say that, in the cosmopolitan view, differences between human
beings are of no ethical significance. Cosmopolitans can and typically do coun-
tenance special obligations and duties — for family and friends. But they would
have persons accord no special ethical status to those with whom kthey only share
citizenship, except perhaps for strategic or pragmatic reasons.

The cosmopolitan idea bears a deep affinity to the moral point of view, accord-
ing to which in deciding what we ought to do, we deliberate from an agent-
neutral standpoint, rather than from the standpoint of any particular agent. No
doubt, it was this fact that made cosmopolitanism appealing to Enlightenment
thinkers. This is why too, in a world of growing inequality and in an age of per-
manent war, a cosmopolitan sensibility is something to foster and protect. Because
it grows from the same soil as the modern (egalitarian) sense of justice, and
because it expresses solidaristic aspirations, Left thinkers have generally been
especially receptive to cosmopolitan ways of thinking. Hardly anyone, Left or Right,
has seriously promoted the establishment of a world state. But the majority of
Left thinkers, both liberal and socialist, have supposed that in a more just world,
cosmopolitan sensibilities would be sustained spontaneously everywhere.

Further Reading

For aclassical statement of the nature of cosmopolitanism andits connections to morality, see Immanuel
Kant, “Idea for a Universal History With a Cosmopolitan Purpose” and “On the Common Saying:
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‘This May Be True in Theory, But It Does Not Apply in Practice’,” in H.S. Reiss (ed.), Kant: Political
Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). For more recent accounts of these issues,
see Kwame Anthony Appiah, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers (New York:
W.W. Norton and Company, 2006) and Steven Vertovec and Robin Cohen (eds.), Conceiving
Cosmopolitanism: Theory, Context and Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). The
political implications of cosmopolitan sensibilities are debated in Daniele Archibugi, Debating
Cosmopolitics (London: Verso, 2003). A collection of timely, philosophically oriented essays is Gillian
Brock and Harry Brighouse (eds.), The Political Philosophy of Cosmopolitanism (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2005).

See also: COMMUNISM, EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM, INTERNATIONALISM, JUSTICE, LABOR MOVEMENT,
LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LIBERALISM, MORALITY, NATION/NATIONALISM, SOCIALISM, STALINISM, STATE

Culture

The word culture has a long and complex genealogy. It therefore has had and con-
tinues to have many meanings. Centuries ago, the majority of these meanings
clustered around notions of cultivation. Some of these uses survive. Thus to cul-
ture, say, bacteria is to grow bacteria under controlled conditions. We also still
speak of agriculture. In recent centuries, culture has also been used to refer to
a society’s music, literature, painting, and sculpture, and to its scientific, philo-
sophical, historical, and scholarly achievements. Until the middle of the twen-

" tieth century, culture in this sense designated what some critics then began to

call “highbrow culture.” It was contrasted with “lowbrow culture’” and some-
times with “'middle-level culture” too. Thus, the designation of the term expanded.
There were also contemporaneous analyses of ‘*mass culture” by critics of fascism
and totalitarianism. Following the lead of these investigators, the term has come
to be used to refer to aspects of life that have nothing directly to do with the
arts and sciences. Thus, we have the new academic field of “‘cultural studies.”

In politics, the term is used to designate a variety of phenomena, but it usu-
ally has only one, rather abstract meaning. A culture is a set of norms that affect
the functionings of social groups. These groups may be organizations of any size
(except nuclear families or other intimate associations) — firms, institutions,
political parties, social movements, and the like. Or they may be entire polit-
ical communities or sub-sections of political communities. Or the group in ques-
tion may be a collection of political communities. Sometimes too, culture is used
more or less interchangeably with civilization. Thus, “Western culture” and
“Western civilization” are often synonymous. Recent invocations of “a clash of
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civilizations” between the Christian and post-Christian (secular) West and the
Muslim world could as well be described as a conflict of cultures.

Group cultures are seldom monolithic or uncontested. Within groups joined
together by a common culture, so-called conflicts over cultural matters will
periodically erupt. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, and continuing on into
the present, universities and other “cultural institutions’ were riven by so-called
“culture wars.” In this instance, political correctness was the ostensible point
of contention. Within academic disciplines, there are divisions too that could be
described as cultural struggles. For example, for much of the twentieth century,
academic philosophy had analytical and ‘“‘continental’” wings. Inasmuch as
the difference has more to do with how philosophy is done than with doctrines
or beliefs, it reflects the existence of different (intellectual) cultures within the
(academic) sub-community of professional philosophers.

How constraining the norms that constitute cultures are in particular
circumstances is always an open question. All that can be said in general is that
the answers, as best they can be ascertained, will vary from case to case. There
is also no general rule that describes the malleability of cultural constraints.
Presumably, the more constraining cultures are, the more difficult they are to
transform. This presumption often carries the day. But not always. Even deeply
entrenched cultures sometimes undergo abrupt transformations — either in
consequence of radically changed circumstances or thanks to deliberate efforts
to institute changes.

Culture and politics are interconnected. To be sure, many factors, not just polit-
ical practices and institutions, shape cultures. Custom and tradition loom large
in their formation and sustenance. But, intentionally or not, politics affects social
norms as much as social norms affect politics. Thus, the transformation of cul-
ture can become an express objective of political actors. This was the official
rationale behind, for example, the Chinese Cultural Revolution of the 1960s and
1970s. Many of the great political philosophers of the modern era — including
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Karl Marx (1818-1883), and John
Dewey (1859-1952) — acknowledged the political importance of cultural strug-
gles; that is, of struggles in and over societal norms. It is also very nearly the
consensus view among legal scholars and political theorists that, in constitution
writing, it is not just a society’s basic laws that are at stake, but also the foun-
dation for the political culture that will eventually develop.

Since the nineteenth century, nationalists have used the term to refer to what
is distinctive within national communities. A national culture typically involves
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a common language, a set of (generally practiced) customs, shared traditions,
and a general sense of intergenerational continuity. Like nations, national cultures
are, at least partly, imagined. Therefore, they are always, to some degree, delib-
erately contrived. But once they exist in the popular imagination, they become
factors in real world politics. The construction of a national culture is especially
important in state building, particularly when the state is a nation state or a
multi-ethnic state on the way to becoming a nation-state. Contemporary
theories of multiculturalism effectively assume the nationalist’s understanding
of culture. For multiculturalists, policies should be pursued within political
communities comprised of distinct national or ethnic groups that have the effect
of sustaining national or ethnic differences, causing them to flourish (within the
framework of a single state).

The idea that Western culture (or civilization) is at odds with Muslim culture
(and perhaps with other cultures too) is, in its present incarnation, a contrivance
of neo-conservative ideologues. But the idea that Western civilization is under
threat was a feature of a good deal of twentieth-century thought. At first, the
idea was taken up as much by liberals and socialists as by conservatives. For
them, the threat to civilization came not from non-European civilizations — Japan
apart, they were too weak to threaten the imperial centers of Europe and North
America — but from social movements of European origin. Thus, fascism and
especially Nazism were widely portrayed as threats to Western civilization. In
time, some came to view Communism in a similar way. In retrospect, these con-
tentions seem grotesquely exaggerated. Unless civilization becomes significantly
derailed through their machinations, the latest neo-conservative variation on this
well-worn theme will no doubt some day seem similarly outlandish.

It is important not to ignore connections between politics and culture, as aca-
demic political philosophers are wont to do. Institutional arrangements, public
policies and political strategies, on the one hand, and norms governing social
organizations, on the other, are intimately related; and all genuinely transfor-
mative political ventures have an irreducibly cultural dimension.

Further Reading

All the classics of political thought engage the question of culture in one way or another; and
culture is Topic A for social and anthropological theory. Raymond Williams endeavored to draw
pertinent aspects of these diverse literatures together. His work became seminal for the subsequent
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development of cultural studies. The most systematic account of it is Raymond Williams, The Sociology
of Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995). Recent claims for a culture clash between
the West and the Muslim world are epitomized in Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations
and the Remaking of the Modern World Order (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1998).
Huntington’s book has often been rebutted, though it continues to have its (mainly neo-conservative)
defenders. A collection of essays that effectively sets contemporary discussions of culture on a more
productive trajectory is Richard A. Falk (ed.), ReFraming International: L aw, Culture, Politics (New
York: Routledge, 2002). Some of the essays in it address Huntington’s thesis in passing.

See also: CONSERVATISM, COMMUNISM, COMMUNITY, FASCISM, IDEOLOGY, IDENTITY POLITICS,
IMPERIALISM, LIBERALISM, MAOISM, MARXISM, MULTICULTURALISM, NATION/NATIONALISM, NEO-

CONSERVATISM, SOCIALISM, STATE, TOTALITARIANISM
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Etymologically, democracy means “‘rule of the demos,” the people, where
“people” designates the popular masses (in contrast to social or economic elites).
Until the eighteenth century, democracy, much like anarchy today, was widely
regarded as a theoretical possibility that no right-thinking person would favor.
However, since the beginning of the nineteenth century, the term has taken on
increasingly positive connotations. After World War 11, following the historic
defeat of fascism, the last officially anti-democratic ideology, all significant
political tendencies have sought to enlist the word on their own behalf. But they
have not all had the same notion in mind. Thus, the peoples’ democracies of
the Soviet era and many of the putatively democratic regimes established in the
Third World differed substantially from American democracy and, more gener-
ally, from the varieties of democracy developed in the West. In none of these
self-identified democracies, though, does the demos rule, except in the most atten-
uated of senses. This fact on the ground nowadays resonates at the theoretical
level. The term has become so shorn of class content that we commonly call sys-
tems of elite rule democratic, so long as they institutionalize competitive elec-
tions or other iconic practices associated with more philosophically grounded
notions of democracy.

Perhaps, in time, islamist and other theocratic movements will come
again to eschew the label democratic. This has not happened yet — but it is not
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inconceivable, if, as alternative models disappear, democracy comes to mean only
Western democracy. Then it would be understandable if proponents of intrinsi-
cally undemocratic ideologies who are also the victims of Western democracies
decide that they want nothing to do with the political system glorified in the
West. But this has not yet happened. It is worth noting that theocratic regimes
can and sometimes do claim to be democratic (according to what used to be
one of the term’s familiar senses), inasmuch as they depend for their legitimacy
on popular support. For the same reason, a similar prerogative was open to
fascist governments. Indeed, it is fair to say that the entry of the demos into
the political arena worldwide is a singular, and probably irreversible, triumph
of modernity. So too, however, is the development of institutional means for
neutralizing demotic aspirations. This is very evident in Western democracies,
where ostensibly democratic institutions, like periodic elections, operate more
to legitimate elite ruling structures than to implement what Abraham Lincoln
(1809-1865) aptly called “government of, by and for the people.”

Contemporary philosophical accounts of Western democracy fall broadly into
two categories: one identifies democracy with democratic procedures, emphas-
izing affinities between markets and democratic collective choice; the other, by
emphasizing deliberation, rather than collective choice, revives the ideal of the
Athenian forum and, along with it, the notion of a political community joined
together in search of collective ends. In both cases, the class perspective the
term once implied is effectively missing.

Accounts of democracy that invoke considerations used in defenses of
market arrangements come in individualistic and non-individualistic versions. In
the former, it is assumed that individuals chose among alternative outcomes in
contention. The objective is to combine their choices democratically — that is,
in such a way that the collective choice is solely a function of individuals’ choices.
Normally, this is done through voting. If all votes are counted equally, if every-
one votes, and if a decision procedure such as the method of majority rule is
employed, then, intuitively, the collective choice will correctly reflect the choices
of the electorate. Of course, none of these conditions hold strictly in most real
world situations. Even allowing that elections are free and fair (in the sense
that the right to vote is not unduly restricted and that the rules governing the
electoral process are acknowledged as legitimate and are generally observed),
it is seldom the case that all votes count equally. In American presidential elec-
tions, the situation is particularly egregious. Because that electoral contest is
indirect, with voters selecting electors pledged to candidates on a state-by-state
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basis, the winning candidate in each state getting all that state’s electors, and
because the number of state electors is equal to the number of a state’s repre-
sentatives in Congress plus two (since each state, large or small, has two Senators),
a single vote in a small state, especially where the contest is close, counts for
more than a vote in a large state, especially if the outcome there is predictable.
It is also the case that many individuals do not vote — either because they are
legally ineligible (often for reasons that are arbitrary from a democratic point
of view) or because they freely choose not to participate. In addition, the
theory is silent on how the alternatives voters choose among come into being
and, more generally, on how the agenda is set. For insuring outcomes that accord
with elite interests, controlling the agenda is often more important than win-
ning or losing on particular votes. It is also relevant that, in most circumstances,
voters do not rule on measures directly. Instead, they select representatives
to rule for them. At best, then, they control the outcomes of collective choices
only to the extent that their representatives represent the choices of their
constituents. With winner-take-all, infrequently held, periodic elections — where
all that is at stake is the selection of two very similar candidates — there is very
little that compels them to do so.

In addition, it can be demonstrated that formal models of majority rule
voting, and of many other ostensibly democratic collective choice rules, exhibit
incoherencies that put into question their ability to generate collective choices
that properly aggregate individuals’ choices. Thus, it has been known for some
time that any method for combining individuals’ choices into a social choice that
satisfies a few apparently innocuous, but uncontroversially democratic conditions
(such as that no single individual is able to dictate an outcome, that an alterna-
tive that is unanimously preferred is socially preferred, and that no individuals’
choices are excluded) is “impossible.” The method of majority rule satisfies
these conditions. The incoherence of majority rule voting is evident in the fact
that it is susceptible to generating cyclical outcomes. Suppose, for example, that
in the three-way 2000 presidential election in the United States, someone (a
mainstream Democrat, say, who was intent on maintaining the existing party
duopoly) would choose Gore over Bush and Bush over Nader (and therefore
Gore over Nader). Suppose too that someone (with more left-wing sensibilities)
preferred Nader to Gore and Gore to Bush (and therefore Nader to Bush). Suppose,
finally, that someone else (a right-winger) preferred Bush to Gore and Gore
to Nader (and therefore Bush to Nader). If these three comprised the voting
population, the method of majority rule would not produce a unique outcome.
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Assuming that these individuals vote in accordance with their preferences, if
we compare Nader to Bush, and then pair the winner against Gore, Gore will
win. If we begin by comparing Gore and Bush, Nader will win. And if we first
compare Nader and Gore, Bush will win. Thus, every alternative is preferred
to every other alternative. Needless to say, in real world cases, this problem
will only arise if each of the candidates has an equal number of supporters or
in other, generally improbable, circumstances. But it is a theoretical possibil-
ity; a fact that arguably damages any democratic justifying theory that relies
on the coherence of majority rule voting. In the case just given, the so-called
voting paradox, this situation manifests itself in the fact that, if the alternatives
are compared pairwise, with the winner of each contest paired against the remain-
ing alternative, the remaining alternative will always win. What this observation
suggests is that majority rule voting is not the neutral aggregating proced-
ure it appears to be.

Political scientists have long recognized that the individualism of the market
model, where individuals stand in a direct and unmediated relation to the state,
is unrealistic. Decades ago, they proposed that interest groups, not individuals,
are the principal political actors, where an interest group is a voluntary asso-
ciation. In recent political science, with the rise of identity politics, group
identifications not based on voluntary associations have been added to the
picture. However, the basic idea remains: political actors make choices that demo-
cratic collective choice rules aggregate. Outcomes are democratic to the extent
that they accurately reflect the distribution of choices among the voters. This
idea, that democracy is essentially a procedure for generating collective choices,
is put forth both as a descriptive account of what is the case and as a norma-
tive vision of what ought to be. Reduced to its core, the normative claim is just
that democratic procedures are justified because, in ideal cases, they represent
all relevant interests fairly.

The rival view, modeled on the public forum, in contrast to the market, aims
not so much at securing a fair outcome as a correct result. In the extreme
case, epitomized in The Social Contract (1762) of Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778), it is maintained that there is a “‘general will” that aims at what
is best for the whole community. Then, according to Rousseau, when individuals
genuinely seek to discover what the general will is — when they deliberate with
this objective in mind — the majority will discover this matter of fact. As Rousseau’s
example attests, the deliberative model presupposes that, in some politically per-
tinent sense, there is a genuine collective interest that is not just a combination
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of the discrete interests of the voting public. On this view, majority rule voting
is not at all like bargaining or negotiating in market transactions; it is a
truth-discovery procedure — as it plainly is, for example, in jury deliberations.
Those who, like Karl Marx (1818-1883), believe that real world societies are
riddled by social divisions deny that genuinely collective interests can exist, so
long as these divisions persist. They therefore hold that there are no facts for
ostensibly disinterested deliberators to discover. For them, the general will is
more nearly an aspiration than a metaphysical fact. In any case, since no one
can seriously maintain that the search for a general will takes place in actual
Western democracies, the deliberative account of democratic governance oper-
ates strictly at a normative level. Its descriptive adequacy is nil. Nevertheless,
deliberative democracy has today become the dominant philosophical stance in
liberal egalitarian circles. Thus, there is, at the heart of this generally progressive
philosophical tendency, a major disconnect between democratic theory and the
real world of ostensibly democratic politics.

The fact that reality falls so far short of the deliberative ideal, and that the
procedural model fares only slightly better, has led many to acquiesce to the
actual situation. Without quite abandoning the normative theories that comprise
the philosophical tradition, they maintain, sometimes expressly, sometimes only
by implication, that we should reserve the term democracy for political systems
relevantly like the one in the United States and other Western democracies. This
is the understanding implicit in the mainstream political culture too. The tra-
ditional understandings remain in the background, legitimating ongoing prac-
tices by confounding the actual with the ideal.

Western democracies are liberal democracies, amalgams of liberal and demo-
cratic components. Without exception, they are more liberal than democratic.
Liberal protections from state interferences have long been a hallmark of polit-
ical life in the West, especially in the United States — notwithstanding periodic
efforts to curtail them severely, as in anti-Communist witch hunts of the 1950s
and in the Bush Administration’s “war on terror.” But with respect to ‘‘gov-
ernment of, by and for the people,” liberal democracies offer, at best, only pale
approximations. In the United States, the democratic aspect of the regime is
unusually slight, even by the standards of other Western democracies — thanks
largely to the weakness of the boundaries separating economic from political
power in American society. In consequence, there are two entrenched parties,
the Democrats and Republicans, which, though differing in the constituencies
from which they draw votes, differ hardly at all on matters of basic policy.
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Those who genuinely do believe in government of, by, and for the people
find themselves obliged not only to defend the gains already made, but also to
go on the offensive against those who would, wittingly or unwittingly, impede
the process of democratization. They must therefore become advocates of insti-
tutional changes designed to make democratic practice conform more to demo-
cratic theory. Ultimately, they may also find that they must militate for the
democratization of the underlying economic system, the root cause of democ-
racy’s ills. Capitalism has been a boon for democracy in many ways. But, in the
final analysis, it is an obstacle to its full realization and a permanent threat to
its proper functioning. The fact that ours is a democratic age — that, officially,
everyone supports government of, by and for the people is a two-edged sword.
It can and does impede democratization, as ways of speaking and acting,
derived from democratic theory, are deployed in anti-democratic ways. But it is
also a foundation on which to build.

Further Reading

A clear and accessible account of contemporary philosophical theories of democracy can be found
in Jon Elster, “The Market and the Forum: Three Varieties of Political Theory,” in J. Elster and
A. Hylland (eds.), Foundations of Social Choice Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1986). For a more extended discussion, see the first two chapters of John S. Dryzek, Deliberative
Democracy and Beyond: Liberais, Critics, Contestations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
The economist Kenneth Arrow discovered the “impossibility” of majority rule voting in the early
1950s. His treatment of the subject, though technical, remains indispensable — see Kenneth Arrow,
Social Choice and Individual Values (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1970). A less techni-
cal account is available in Kenneth Arrow, “Public and Private Values,” in Sidney Hook (ed.), Human
Values and Economic Policy (New York: New York University Press, 1967). An earlier study of
voting that anticipated Arrow’s discovery and some of the theoretical departures it launched is Duncan
Black, The Theory of Committees and Elections (Norwell, MA: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1987).
On Arrow’s and Black’s work and related issues, Amartya K. Sen, Collective Choice and Social Welfare
(San Francisco: Holden Day, 1970), though technical in parts and difficult to find nowadays, is extremely
lucid and comprehensive. A classic statement of interest group theory is David Truman, The
Governmental Process: Public Interests and Public Opinion (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1993). An anthology of recent writings on democracy, focused on deliberative
democratic theory, is David Estlund (ed.), Democracy (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2002).
A venerable and influential proposal for identifying democracy with liberal democracy is Joseph
Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy (New York: Harper, 1962). For further elabora-
tion of the claims made here about connections, or the lack of them, between democracy and the
demos, and about the disconnectedness of contemporary democratic theory see my The General Will:
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Rousseau, Marx, Communism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), chapter 4, and The
American Ideology: A Critique (New York: Routledge, 2004), chapter 7.

See also: ANARCHISM, CAPITALISM, CLASS, COMMUNISM, EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM, FASCISM,
FUNDAMENTALISM, IDENTITY POLITICS, IDEOLOGY, IMPERIALISM, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LEGITIMACY,

LIBERALISM, MARKETS, POLITICAL ISLAM, TERROR/TERRORISM, THEOCRACY, WAR
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For as long as our species has existed, we human beings, like other living things,
have transformed the environment in which we live. Because we act intention-
ally, the changes our activities bring about are sometimes deliberate. More
often, they are by-products of activities undertaken for other purposes. Our
consciousness and volition indirectly account forthe fact that our species’ envir-
onmental impact is especially consequential; it is in virtue of these capacities
that we can and do contrive technologies that literally change the world. It would
be difficult to exaggerate the environmental impact of the tool-aided hunting
and gathering of our distant ancestors or of the settled agriculture that super-
seded it. But what human beings did in the remote past pales before what we
do now. With the emergence of modern industry, the effect of human activity
on the non-human world has increased by orders of magnitude.

Some indigenous peoples in Africa, the Americas, and Australasia appear to
have endeavored to minimize the deleterious effects of their own activities. However,
from time immemorial, the vast majority of the world’s inhabitants either didn’t
notice or didn’t care. If the phenomenon was referenced at all in religious or
philosophical doctrines, it was only to justify it. Thus, in the Book of Genesis
(I: 28), God commanded Man (sic) to take control of the earth and to rule over
the animals. This injunction reflects popular understandings the world over. It
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marks the so-called Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam), but it
is by no means exclusive to them.

Until recently, progressive thinkers had no argument with this nearly univer-
sal assumption. In fact, the idea that there are limits to growth arose in pro-
capitalist conservative circles; it was promoted principally by thinkers hostile
to the aspirations of workers and impoverished people. Thomas Malthus’s
(1766-1834) Essay on Population (1798) is the best-known expression of this
point of view. Malthus maintained that economic growth was rapidly approach-
ing a limit beyond which it would unleash population growth, which would, in
turn, drain natural resources, stifling further growth, leaving workers worse off
than before. Progressive thinkers, both socialist and liberal, were scornful of
such claims. They maintained that technological advances would solve the prob-
lems growth itself might cause. In this respect, their position reflected what was
generally, if unreflectively, assumed throughout the political culture. Because the
world’s resources are finite, thoughtful people, Left or Right, would have had
to concede that there must be some point beyond which growth that depends on
the exploitation of natural resources would be impeded by resource depletion.
But, by nearly universal assent, it was thought that that limit lies beyond the
reach of human endeavor in even the most distant imaginable future.

Nevertheless, by the latter half of the twentieth century, it had become evident
that the consensus view was problematic. Communist societies had devastated

~ the natural environment in their relentless struggle to industrialize. The developed
" capitalist world despoiled the environment even more, if only because its level

of economic activity was greater. As the post-World War II economic expansion
neared its apogee, the fact that environmental problems existed and were in need
of redress dawned on many prescient thinkers. Not long afterwards an environ-
mental movement was born. Almost immediately, it took hold around the world.

Modern environmentalism draws on many sources. Enlightenment thinkers
emphasized the influence of physical surroundings and other environmental factors
on human development. This has been, for the most part, a salutary develop-
ment. But it has also had its downside. It bears notice that, for many years, the
term environmentalism was associated with the biological theories of Jean-Baptiste
Lamarck (1744-1829). Lamarck argued, plausibly but incorrectly, for “'the inher-
itance of acquired characteristics,” an implicitly anti-Darwinian view of biological
evolution that Joseph Stalin’s (1879-1953) official geneticist, Trofim Lysenko
(1898-1976) carried to extreme conclusions, much to the detriment of Soviet
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biology and agronomy. However, the modern environmental movement’s most
important sources are recent. From the beginning of the twentieth century, con-
servationists sought to protect biodiversity for scientific, aesthetic, and spiritual
reasons. Modern environmentalism continues their efforts. From the 1950s on,
awareness of the deleterious effects of environmental degradation on human health
became increasingly widespread. These worries too helped to fuel modern envir-
onmentalism. Also, around that time, a so-called New Age spirituality that claimed
to draw on the traditions of ancient and indigenous peoples took hold of some
sectors of the New Left and the larger “‘counter-culture.” By the late 1960s,
these and other sources crystallized into the environmental movement. From that
time on, a variety of new theories and practices emerged and flourished.

Environmentalists today are less inclined than earlier generations of conser-
vationists were to view the natural world as a treasure to be preserved. They
tend instead to look to entire ecological systems, and to the place of human
beings within them. For most environmentalists, “‘nature” includes human
beings. So far from being masters of all that is non-human, we are, in the
environmentalist’s view, integral parts of a single system that includes the human
and non-human alike. Conservationists wanted to turn what remains unspoiled
into living museums of nature; modern environmentalists aim for a dissolution
of the distinction between the human and natural worlds. Their goal is to recon-
struct the connections between these parts of nature on a sounder basis than
God’s proclamations in Genesis imply. This is one reason why religious funda-
mentalists are usually hostile to environmentalism.

Contemporary environmentalism is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon.
Much like feminism, its core concerns have seeped into the mainstream culture
across the political spectrum. But environmentalist ideals, like feminist ones,
are more honored in name than in practice. Often they are directly subverted,
even as they are nominally upheld. This is why the environmental movement
continues to grow; and why, like the feminist movement, it is urgently needed.
It has an expressly political component. It also has an academic side.
“Environmental Studies” has become an academic subject in its own right,
and environmental concerns have registered in many fields in the arts and the
sciences. In addition, journalists, public intellectuals, and even professional politi-
cians nowadays write on environmental topics and sometimes even militate in
favor of environmental causes.

Whether or not there really are practical limits to growth remains an open
question. But it is beyond dispute that the traditional Left, like every other
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political tendency, was shortsighted with respect to the concerns that contem-
porary environmentalism has brought to the fore. Socialist and liberals, along
with their opponents, thought of politics as an activity of, by, and for human
beings. But even if we only aim to make life better for people, regardless of
the consequences for animals and other living things or for nature generally,
environmental concerns cannot be ignored or set aside in the way that they
traditionally have been. Economic development affects natural environments; until
now, its effects have been devastating. Nostalgia for pre-industrial ways of
living is therefore a temptation. Some environmentalists have succumbed. But
development is essential — if not morally, then politically. It is indispensable for
maintaining the levels of consumption that we in the global North have come
to assume, and it is crucial if the lives of people in the global South are to improve.
But it is still necessary to look beyond consumption levels, and to focus too on
the quality of life. Environmental concerns are of central importance in this regard.
Nevertheless, there is by now a dawning awareness that it is indefensible to
remain as anthropocentric as we have been for millennia. Many environment-
alists would accord rights to animals and other parts of nature. Others seek to
advance the interests of non-human things in other idioms. In recent decades,
political militants of the socialist and liberal Left have begun to take these ways
of thinking increasingly seriously. Despite their historical neglect of them, there
is no theoretical obstacle blocking the way. At the same time, environmentalist
movements have increasingly taken on a Left coloration. As traditional social
democratic and revolutionary socialist parties have taken a rightward turn or
disappeared altogether, political environmentalism has, to some degree, filled
the void. Green parties now exist in many developed countries. A Green Party
is active in the United States; it has already won small, but significant, victor-
ies. In parts of Western Europe, the Greens are a significant political force. In
Germany especially, even as descendant political formations of traditional Left
parties remain powerful, the Greens occupy a position to the left of them.

Further Reading

Since the 1960s, academic and popular writing on environmental issues has become a growth indus-
try. Much of this literature is worth reading, but hardly anything stands out as indispensable. Even
the handful of books that inspired the: (re-)emergence of environmentalism several decades ago —
for example, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (Boston: Mariner Books, 2002) or Aldo Leopold’s A
Sand County Almanac (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966) — now seem dated and of mainly
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historical interest. Readers interested in a clear and comprehensive overview of the history of
modern environmentalism and of ways of thinking that anticipated it would do well to consult
Ramachandra Guha, Environmentalism: A Global History (New York: Longman, 1999) or David
Pepper, Modern Environmentalism: An Introduction (New York and London: Routledge, 1996). On
Green politics today, see Jeffrey St. Clair, Been Brown So Long, It Looked Like Green to Me: The
Politics of Nature (Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press, 2003).

See also: CAPITALISM, COMMUNISM, CONSERVATISM, CULTURE, FEMINISM, FUNDAMENTALISM, LEFT/

RIGHT/CENTER, LIBERALISM, PROGRESS, REVOLUTION, RIGHTS, SOCIALISM, STALINISM

Equality/egalitarianism

In mathematics, equality and cognate terms like equivalence are basic in the
sense that they cannot be defined using more fundamental concepts. We can only
say that quantities, shapes, and other mathematical structures are equal or equi-
valent when, for mathematical purposes, they are effectively the same. This idea
has been imported into the physical sciences where, for example, forces can be
equal (say, in magnitude), and into other domains where mathematical repre-
sentation is appropriate. This usage has passed into non-mathematical areas
too. Thus it is sometimes said that synonyms are equivalent in meaning or that
particular moral or aesthetic values are of equal importance. In politics, how-
ever, equality usually carries a normative, rather than a descriptive, connota-
tion, and it almost never implies sameness or identity. When equality is
proclaimed, the idea is that all individuals (or groups) that fall into the same
(politically relevant) category ought to be treated in the same way (in relevant
respects). For example, if equality is claimed for men and women, the idea is
that public institutions (and perhaps also private organizations) ought to treat
men and women in the same manner. When equality is demanded between races,
the contention is that racial differences ought to be similarly irrelevant.
Equality in a normative sense is compatible with empirical differences among
members of groups comprised of equal members, and between groups that are
deemed equal. This is why it does not embarrass the normative claim that “all
men (sic) are created equal” to point out that in many respects, including some
that bear on individual conduct and public policy, people differ from one
another significantly.

What joins the political use of the term to its original mathematical mean-
ing is a core philosophical conviction that has become pervasive wherever
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morality is recognized as an appropriate normative standard. The moral point
of view, impartiality, requires that persons be thought of as morally equal agents.
If they are not so regarded, the perspective that defines the moral-point of view,
agent-neutrality, would make no sense. That perspective is implicit in the
Golden Rule. Why “‘do unto others as others as you would others do unto you,”
if differences from others, rather than commonalities, were what mattered?
The so-called Abrahamic religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, advanced an
ancestor notion when they proclaimed the equal value of “souls” to God. But,
for them, equality “in the mind of God” had few, if any, worldly implications.
This understanding changed radically when, with the onset of modernity and
secularism, moral equality replaced theological equality as the paramount
public concern. Then it came to be assumed that the moral equality of persons
creates a presumption in favor of equal treatment by basic political, social, and
economic institutions. ‘

This presumption can, of course, be overridden — there need only be compelling
reasons that trump the presumption for equality. In capitalist economies, the
presumption of equal treatment, especially in the economic sphere, is typically
and systematically overridden. But, even there, because the burden of proof attaches
to whoever would defend inequalities, reasons for deviating from equal outcomes
— or, more specifically, for endorsing institutional arrangements that inevitably
generate inequalities — must be provided; not the other way round. Wherever it
is believed that there are moral dimensions to the evaluation of basic institu-
tional arrangements, the conclusion is inescapable — there is always a case, though
not necessarily a decisive one, favoring equal treatment.

Egalitarianism can be used to designate any doctrine that endorses equality
in this moralized sense. Thus, there is a sense in which all moral theories are
egalitarian. In order to give substance to their commitment to the moral equal-
ity of persons, they all endorse equality along some dimension. Utilitarianism,
for example, counts persons equally as bearers of utility. Moral philosophies
that regard property rights as inviolable, like John Locke’s (1632-1704) or the
neo-Lockean philosophies that some contemporary libertarians advance, consider
persons equal as rights holders. Kantians, more straightforwardly than pro-
ponents of other moral theories, base accounts of right action on the idea that
persons are equal as (rational) agents.

In ordinary political discourse, egalitarianism has a narrower meaning.
Egalitarians are proponents of income and wealth equality — or, more commonly,
of economic and social policies that diminish inequalities of income and wealth.
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In this narrower sense, neo-Lockean libertarians are not egalitarians; the eco-
nomic system their position implies — a capitalist market economy with a “night
watchman state’”” that never deliberately redistributes market-generated shares
— gives rise to enormous inequalities of income and wealth. Neither, necessarily,
are proponents of other major moral philosophical doctrines, though the posi-
tions held by, for example, utilitarians or Kantians, are susceptible to being enlisted
in the egalitarian cause. However, in consequence of the presumption for equal
treatment, no side is overtly inegalitarian. Because this presumption obtains,
inequalities must be justified. Thus, neo-Lockeans maintain that property rights
outweigh the presumption for equal income and wealth distribution; utilitarians,
if they are not also egalitarians, would have to argue that overall utility is increased
if distributions of income and wealth conform to some non-egalitarian pattern;
and Kantians who are not egalitarians would have to maintain that respect for
“humanity as an end in itself” implies that persons reap the benefits and bear
the costs of what they freely choose to do with the resources they (privately) own.

Egalitarianism in this narrow sense should be distinguished from a super-
ficially similar position according to which everyone should be accorded a
minimal sufficiency of income and wealth beyond which it doesn’t matter what
the distribution of income and wealth is. It might be thought that the demand
for sufficiency is motivated by a concern for the poorly off which is motivated,
in turn, by a sense of the moral equality of persons. Perhaps it is, in some instances.
But it is fair to say that, more usually, what motivates positions of this kind is
the ancient, pre-moral idea that there is a duty to help others in (desperate)
need. That there is such a duty is, of course, compatible with moral theory; indeed,
on nearly all accounts, its recognition is morally required. But it is one thing
to defend a duty to help, and something else to maintain that justice requires
that the presumption for equal income and wealth distribution should prevail.
The latter conviction leads to egalitarianism in the narrower sense; the former
does not.

In the modern world, there is only a presumption for equal income and wealth
distribution, but there is a consensus on other normative equalities. Everyone
favors political equality — equality of citizenship. To be sure, equality in this
domain is often denied systematically and institutionally, as was blatantly the
case for African-Americans in the United States in the days of segregation and
exclusion from the electoral process. Similar, though less blatant, phenomena
are still common. In the United States and elsewhere, full equality of citizen-
ship is more nearly a goal to aspire towards than a description of present-day
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life. But the ideal is universally endorsed. This is why it is comparatively
easy to garner support for efforts to end legal or customary Apartheid, and to
diminish the effects of subtler forms of second-class citizenship, wherever its
existence is exposed.

There is also a consensus around the idea of equal opportunity — at least to
the extent that no one expressly defends inequality of opportunity. But there is
considerable disagreement about what support for equal opportunity implies. At
one extreme are those who think that equal opportunity exists whenever legal
(or perhaps legal and customary) impedances to competitions for scarce powers
or offices or resources are removed. Others maintain that “affirmative’” efforts
must be made to “level the playing field” when, as is often the case, background
inequalities of condition or the legacies of past inequalities put some individu-
als or groups at a disadvantage. Egalitarians of the kind who favor income and
wealth equality typically favor robust, affirmative conceptions of equal opportunity.

As remarked, the demand for material equality typically devolves into a demand
for income and wealth equality. Income and wealth are obvious targets for polit-
ical contestation. But it is hard to imagine a reason why a particular distribu-
tion of income and wealth, equal or not, would matter for its own sake. For one
thing, they comprise only a subset of the resources individuals (or groups) con-
trol. There is no reason to single them out except that they are good proxies
for the others; especially inasmuch as other resources — talents, for example —
are more difficult to redistribute directly or indirectly (by redistributing the income
they generate). One might also wonder why egalitarians should be concerned directly
at all with the distribution of resources, inasmuch as resources are only means
for what matters intrinsically, rather than ends in themselves. The issue is clouded
by the fact that the only way available, technologically and ethically, to distribute
what might be thought to matter intrinsically — welfare or well-being is the most
obvious and certainly the most discussed candidate — is through a particular dis-
tribution of resources.

In recent years, these considerations have led liberal egalitarian philosophers
to investigate precisely what egalitarians want; in other words, what it is that
they think should be equally distributed. The problem, very generally, is that
inasmuch as distributional outcomes can only be achieved, directly or indirectly,
by distributing resources, and inasmuch as individuals “'‘process” resources into
welfare at different rates, equal resource distributions will inevitably lead to unequal
welfare distributions and vice versa. People with expensive tastes require a larger
resource share than people with inexpensive tastes to be brought to an equal
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level of well-being. But it is hard to see why an egalitarian in the narrow sense
of the term should favor distributions that give more than an equal share to
those who need more than an equal share to be as well-off as, say, the average
person. There are related problems pertaining to people with handicaps or other
special needs resulting from unusually low levels of well-being. Considerations
such as these make some form of resource egalitarianism attractive, even if
resources only matter instrumentally. On the other hand, resource equality can
leave persons (and perhaps also groups) very unequally well off with respect to
what matters. This consideration militates against resource egalitarianism.
Liberals are inclined to be resource, not welfare, egalitarians. The reason
has to do with their commitment to a broadly Kantian notion of freedom. The

guiding thought is that individuals ought to be held accountable for the:

distributional consequences of what they freely choose to do. Therefore, liberal
theories of justice ought to aim only for a fair distribution of the resources with
which persons can then set out to realize their particular aims. Their subsequent
successes or failures in achieving these goals are not in themselves matters for
public concern. Exactly how to specify what form of resource equality liberal
egalitarians advance is problematic; and it is not beyond dispute in liberal
circles that egalitarians should worry directly about resources at all or that they
should do so to the exclusion of all else. The idea that egalitarians should con-
cern themselves directly with what matters intrinsically is too compelling. For
these reasons, philosophers have contrived other candidates for distribution that
aim to incorporate what seems right about welfare and resource egalitarianism,
while eschewing what is apparently indefensible. Some of their suggestions take
an Aristotelian turn. Thus, it has been argued that what matters is doings (func-
tionings, capabilities) more than being in certain conditions (for example, being
well-off). This has been, on the whole, a fruitful area for philosophical invest-
igation. But at a policy level, the differences in the positions that have been
put forward fade away, at least insofar as the discussion assumes a capitalist
economic structure and a Kantian liberal view of individual responsibility. Then
income and wealth distribution remain the best, indeed the only feasible, proxies
for whatever ultimately egalitarians want. In this sense, income and wealth egal-
itarianism wins the intra-liberal debate by default, though only on a policy level.

There are, however, strains of socialist theory, Marxist and otherwise, that
advance a more radically egalitarian vision — upholding the desirability of equal
distributions of what matters intrinsically, while denying that peoples’ distribu-
tional shares should depend on what they freely do with what they privately own.
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Distributional arrangements within families or among close friends anticipate
the kinds of principles that might shape egalitarian theory once the conceptual
horizons of liberal egalitarianism are surpassed. The Aristotelian turn in recent
liberal egalitarianism flows naturally into this more radical construal of what
egalitarians want. But philosophers still have much work to do in elaborating
precisely what equality entails.

By all appearances, egalitarianism would seem to have won the day.
Disagreements remain about what equality means, but hardly anyone stands
opposed to the ideal. Moreover, at a policy level, many of the theoretical dif-
ferences that divide egalitarians effectively converge. Nevertheless, inequality rages.
In recent years, a constellation of related phenomena — globalization, the resur-
gence of neo-liberal economic doctrines, the decline of welfare state institutions,
the weakness of the labor movement — have combined to exacerbate material
inequalities in almost all countries, and at a global level. Remarkably too, the
struggle for racial and gender equality, and for equal treatment of persons
generally, is far from won — even where there is nearly universal support for
equal citizenship and for one or another form of equal opportunity. There is
plainly an enormous divide between theory and practice. Notwithstanding recent
advances in understanding equality philosophically, this phenomenon is not well
understood. Egalitarians ignore it at their peril.

Further Reading

Recent philosophical discussions of equality that focus on what egalitarians want equally distributed
— the so-called “equality of what?”” debate — address concerns raised perspicaciously in Amartya K.
Sen, Inequality Reexamined (New York: Russell Sage Foundation and Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1992). Ronald Dworkin contributed substantially to this debate in a series of
articles available in the first part of Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2002). See also Richard Arneson, “Equality and Equal Opportunity for Welfare,”
Philosophical Studies, vol. 56 (1989), pp. 77-93. This essay is reprinted, along with a variety of
other important writings on equality, in Louis Pojman and Robert Westmoreland (eds.), Equality:
Selected Readings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). That collection includes the most influen-
tial case for sufficiency (in contrast to equality), Harry Frankfurt’s essay “Equality as a Moral Ideal.”
Of prime importance too in the “equality of what?” debate is G.A. Cohen, “On the Currency of
Egalitarian Justice,” Ethics, vol. 99 (1989), pp. 906—44. The Aristotelian turn in recent philo-
sophical accounts of equality is particularly evident in some of the contributions to Martha C. Nussbaum
and Amartya K. Sen, The Quality of Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993). See also my
Rethinking Liberal Equality: From a “Utopian” Point of View (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
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1998), where the main themes set forth here are elaborated at greater length. The main influ-
ence motivating recent philosophical discussions of equality is John Rawls, A Theory of Justice
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (Belknap), 1971). Somewhat different aspects of the
idea are investigated in Larry S. Temkin, Inequality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). A
witty and engaging discussion of the topic, orthogonal to contemporary philosophical treatments but
germane to them, is George Bernard Shaw, The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism and Capitalism
(New York: Brentano, 1928).

See also: CAPITALISM, COMMUNITY/COMMUNITARIANISM, FREEDOM/LIBERTY, JUSTICE, LABOR
MOVEMENT, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LIBERALISM, MARKETS, MARXISM, MORALITY, RACE/RACISM,

RIGHTS, SOCIALISM, UTILITARIANISM, WELFARE/WELFARE STATE
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For liberals and socialists and, since World War 11, for conservatives too, fascist
is a term of reproach. The word conjures up images of paramilitary organiza-
tions in the thrall of a supreme Leader, and of violent mobs that threaten the
achievements of civilization itself. Anything illiberal or anti-democratic, racist
or rabidly nationalistic, authoritarian or totalitarian — in short, anything inim-
ical to political decency or civility — is liable to be labeled fascist. Strictly speak-
ing, however, the term refers to a political tendency that came to fruition in
Europe in a historical context shaped by World War I, the Bolshevik
Revolution, and, above all, by the failure of revolutionary socialist revolutions
in Eastern and Central Europe in the aftermath of the war. Fascism came to
power in Italy in the 1920s and in Germany and the Iberian peninsula in the
1930s. In the course of World War 11, fascist movements emerged in many of
the territories occupied by the German army. In a few instances, they briefly
ruled their countries of origin. But then, with the allied victory, the fascist upsurge
quickly subsided. It is fair to say that fascism suffered a historic defeat. After
the war, it survived only marginally — in Spain and Portugal (until the 1970s)
and, more tenuously, in some Latin American and Middle Eastern countries
where political entrepreneurs launched mostly unsuccessful, but still significant,
political movements based on the European model. Currently, Latin American
fascism has been marginalized too, and “classical” fascism has all but vanished
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from the Middle East. With the collapse of Communism, a few remnants of Eastern
European fascism reemerged in the Balkans and elsewhere. This phenomenon
too is of only marginal importance in Europe today.

The world of the early twenty-first century is very different from the world in
which fascism emerged and briefly flourished. However, political styles reminiscent
of fascism have not disappeared. Neither have popular mentalities developed to
a point where the temptations of the fascist style of political engagement are
extinguished. Fascistic elements survive everywhere even if fascism itself, as a
distinctive political ideology, is now effectively defunct. Nowadays, these elem-
ents manifest themselves in subtle ways, but not always. In recent decades,
religious movements of many kinds — not only those associated with political
Islam — have taken on a distinctly fascistic aspect. Classical fascism was
hostile to religion. But, from its inception in the 1920s, the Roman Catholic
Church and its counterparts in Eastern Europe sustained a clerical fascist com-
ponent. In the Christian world, clerical fascism never quite caught on as a mass
movement. It remains to be seen whether blowback from Western, especially
American, imperialism will fuel the success of what some contemporary wri-
ters, insensitive to social and historical differences, represent as Muslim clerical
fascism. The phenomenon is real, but the description is inaccurate. Fascism was
a creature of a particular moment in world, especially European, history. The
rhetorical gain in confounding it with phenomena that are superficially similar
in some respects, and then in tarnishing them all with the same brush, is more
than offset by the loss of analytical clarity.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, as Social Democracy became increas-
ingly integrated into the political cultures of European states, some erstwhile
socialists in France and Italy effectively abandoned their commitment to social-
ism at the same time that they exalted socialism’s revolutionary traditions. They
came to value revolution for its own sake, seeing revolutionary violence as redemp-
tive. These thinkers, along with other social and political theorists from the
same milieu — Georges Sorel (1847-1922), Wilfredo Pareto (1848-1923), Charles
Peguy (1873-1914), Gaetano Mosca (1858-1941) and others, were not
themselves fascists, strictly speaking. But their thinking helped to shape fascist
ideology.

The name fascist was taken up during World War I by the followers of Benito
Mussolini (1883-1945), dictator of Italy from 1922 until his overthrow in 1943.
Giovanni Gentile (1875-1944), a philosopher associated with Hegelian idealism,
was described by both himself and Mussolini as fascism’s quasi-official philosopher.
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For Gentile, under fascism the people would express their spirit and find their
strength in the direction of a supreme Leader. Then the class struggle would
give way to a corporatist organization of society in which labor, capital,
and the state collaborate to govern all aspects of political and social life.
Corporatist rule would supersede parliamentary forms of governance. Multi-party
systems would therefore be abolished; only one fascist party would rule — in the
interests of the entire nation, rather than any particular class. Above all, fascist
states would renew themselves continually through the discharge of revolution-
ary violence. By this means, they would purify the body politic and mobilize its
collective expression.

In both theory and practice, fascism was committed to leaving intact the power
of capital. In principle, the state can rightfully interfere with the operation of
capitalist markets if it is necessary to fulfill its national mission — especially in
times of war. But, in normal circumstances, capitalists should be free to do as
they please. Thus, in the fascist creed, the targets of revolutionary violence were
not the exploiters of labor, as revolutionary socialists and anarchists maintained.
Rather, violence would be exercised against elements within the political com-
munity who are, for whatever reason, at odds with the spirit of the nation.
Foreigners generally — and, in the historical context within which fascism
emerged, Jews in particular — are likely candidates for such attention. But, strictly
speaking, fascism need not be anti-Semitic or racist. In contrast to the German

* case, Italian fascism was generally tolerant of racial differences and it did not

become overtly anti-Semitic until Mussolini’s alliance with Hitler’s Germany forced
compliance with Nazi racial policies.

Fascist societies are therefore capitalist societies, and fascism is a pro-
capitalist ideology. But, because fascist states accord exceptional power to the
state, capitalists’ freedom of action is less secure under fascism than it is under
liberal forms of governance. This is why fascism is generally not optimal for
capitalist development. Classical fascism arose in extraordinary circumstances;
its appeal to capitalists, in the time and place of its inception, depends on this
fact. As a theory and practice, fascism is beneficial for capitalists in circum-
stances in which a potentially revolutionary labor movement has suffered a major
setback, but still remains strong enough to pose a threat to capitalists’ privil-
eges. Then, despite the risks to their own power and independence, capitalists
have an interest in supporting the system from which they benefit by support-
ing fascist movements — both in and out of power. This configuration of cir-
cumstances is decisive. For capitalists, especially those with much to lose, fascism
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is desirable and arguably even necessary when the working class, though weak-
ened, is still a danger to its most fundamental interests. This pattern obtained
throughout fascism’s classical period. It explains fascism’s success in Germany
as much as it does in Italy. It also explains why fascist movements were able
to win and retain power in Spain and Portugal, and why they have been a pole
of attraction in Latin America and elsewhere.

As a mass revolutionary movement of the Right, fascism was in competition
with revolutionary socialism for the hearts and minds of workers and other
popular constituencies. It is worth noting that, at a rhetorical level, fascists were
less hostile towards socialism (but not Communism!) than towards liberalism
and parliamentary democracy. The Nazis even called their movement “National
Socialism.” But, of course, the resemblances are superficial. Socialism aims
to install the rule of Reason in society;, fascism draws on repressed atavistic
sentiments and attitudes. It empowers irrationality. But the collective insanity
that marks fascist societies does not erupt spontaneously. For its pEofoundIy
anti-social and destructive spirit to take hold of the political scene, it must be
unleashed by determined political forces, moved by real material interests. This
is what happened in the time and place of fascism’s ascendance. ‘

In the 1930s, when fascist movements threatened liberal democracy, many
liberal and socialist intellectuals believed that the world stood, as it were, at a
crossroads between socialism and “‘barbarism.” It was a contest between
Reason and Unreason. Fascism encouraged the expression of the darkest side
of human nature. It was literally anti-progressive. Despite their different his-
tories and social contexts, contemporary manifestations of fascistic political
styles merit a similar assessment, especially insofar as they meld with religious
fanaticism. In an imaginable but unlikely future, neo-fascist remnants of
classical fascist movements could again pose dangers. In actual circumstances,
a far greater danger is posed by theocratic movements — both in their own right
and because the fear of them is so easily exploitable by political elites in the
West. But this menace should not be confused with fascism. Fascism is not just,
or even primarily, a political style. It is a form of class struggle — waged by
capitalists, particularly those with the most to lose, to crush working-class move-
ments that threaten their dominant position. It is always wise to name the enemy
correctly. This is what happened in the anti-fascist movements of the past — in
the American New Deal and in contemporaneous Popular Front initiatives in

Europe and elsewhere. To avoid the barbarism that threatens many decades later,
we owe ourselves no less.
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Further Reading

A useful anthology of writings on fascism is Roger Griffin (ed.), Fascism (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1995). Another is Aristotle A. Kallis, Fascism Reader (New York: Routledge, 2002). The
latter contains important contemporaneous discussions as well as more recent accounts, and pro-
vides examples of liberal, Marxist, and post-modern analyses. For an accessible and comprehensive
history of the movement, see Stanley G. Payne, A History of Fascism: 1914—-1945 (Madison, WI:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995). On fascism’s precursors, Zeev Sternhell, The Birth of Fascist
Ideology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995) is indispensable. Useful insights are con-
veyed too in George L. Mosse, The Fascist Revolution: Toward a General Theory of Fascism (New
York: Howard Fertig, 2000). At a psychological level, the temptations of fascism are conveyed
in an illuminating way by the writer Umberto Eco in his essay “‘Ur-Fascism,” in Umberto Eco
(Alastair McEwan, trans.), Five Moral Pieces (New York and San Diego, CA: Harvest, 2002).

See also: ANARCHISM, CAPITALISM, CLASS, COMMUNISM, CONSERVATISM, DEMOCRACY, IDEOLOGY,
IMPERIALISM, LABOR, LABOR MOVEMENT, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LIBERALISM, MARKETS, NATION/
NATIONALISM, POLITICAL ISLAM, PROGRESS, RACE/RACISM, SOCIAL DEMOCRACY, SOCIALISM, STATE,

THEOCRACY, TOTALITARIANISM, VIOLENCE/NON-VIOLENCE, WAR

Feminism

Feminism denotes a wide range of social, political, and cultural theories. The

-term is also used more vaguely to refer to ways of thinking and acting that

privilege women’s concerns. Some versions of feminism are sufficiently com-
prehensive to count as ideologies. Progressive women’s movements are guided
by feminist ideologies, and there is a feminist component to progressive ideolo-
gies generally. In part for historical reasons, and in part because feminist and
Left values overlap, feminism is usually associated with the political Left.
However, there are feminists positioned across the political spectrum. Though
most feminists are women, many men are feminists too. Though most cultural
and intellectual feminists are, to some extent, committed to feminist politics,
some are apolitical or content to confine their politics to consciousness raising.
In view of this diversity, it is tempting to say that there is no common core unit-
ing all the diverse expressions of feminist theory and practice; that, at most,
there are only “family resemblances” joining some feminisms to others.
Nevertheless, at a very general level, all feminists are united in their opposition
to patriarchy or, more specifically, to patriarchal attitudes and their institutional
implementations. Feminists see the world — or at least the social world — from
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the perspective of women, and feminist political programs are in one way or
another dedicated to advancing women’s interests. Some feminists see the fem-
inist project as an effort to achieve women'’s liberation; others seek to promote
equality between women and men; others just want to improve women’s posi-
tion in society. Although there are many divisions within the feminist movement,
these self-representations are, for the most part, complementary; the differences
are mainly ones of emphasis.

Patriarchy has existed since the dawn of civilization. Whether any societies
anywhere were matriarchal or egalitarian with respect to women and men is a
matter of dispute. There is no doubt, however, that the world’s major religions
have encouraged patriarchal attitudes and practices — notwithstanding recent efforts
to the contrary among some practitioners of a few of them. Thus, feminism arose
and developed in the course of the long struggle to secularize human societies.
It first emerged as a distinctively political and cultural tendency in advanced
intellectual circles in Western Europe in the eighteenth century. A number
of important Enlightenment figures, including the Marquis de Condorcet
(1743-1794), championed women’s interests, especially in education. Mary
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), an unambigu-
ously feminist work, brought together many strains of nascent Dutch, French
and especially British proto-feminism. However, it was not until the early nine-
teenth century that a full-fledged feminist movement emerged. In the aftermath
of the French Revolution, some French radicals and socialists became feminists
more or less instinctively. In Britain, feminism was a component of the larger
movement for social reform. John Stuart Mill’s (1807-1873) Subjection of
Women (1869) is perhaps the best-known and most cogent expression of this
genre of feminist thought. Pre-Civil War feminism in the United States was of
a piece with British feminism, and was closely associated with the struggle against
slavery. Still, at first, the US lagged behind the British and French. The first
women’s rights convention in the United States was held in Seneca Falls, New
York in 1848. Thereafter, Americans have been at the forefront of feminist
struggles, though a few other countries — New Zealand and Canada, among them
— precede the US in granting women the vote.

From the latter half of the nineteenth century until the 1920s and beyond,
women’s suffrage was the principal goal of organized feminist movements
throughout the world. Other concerns included women’s education and access to
the professions. Militants in these movements are nowadays called “‘first wave
feminists.” With voting rights secure, “'second wave feminism” emerged in the
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1960s and 1970s. Second wave feminists were concerned mainly with economic
equality between men and women, and with reproductive rights. They led the
struggle for workplace equality and for the legalization of abortion. Despite
tensions that persist to this day, second wave feminists were also the first to
accord prominence to lesbians within the women’s movement.

Second wave feminists popularized a distinction between gender and sex, where
gender is a social category, and sex is a biological one. Feminist theorists em-
phasized how internalized notions of gender affect all aspects of women’s lives,
including expressions of sexuality. They also maintained that, because gender
categorizations are social (or, as is often said, socially constructed), they are
susceptible to being changed. They can therefore become objects of political strug-
gle. Second wave feminists engaged this struggle — for, as they said at first,
“women’s liberation.” Of course, it is an open question how biological and
social factors interact in particular instances. Feminists generally, and radical
feminists in particular, are inclined to discount the importance of biological
constraints on women'’s lives. It is plain, though, that biology cannot be discounted
altogether. As long as women bear children and men do not, biology is, to some
degree, destiny. This is not to say that there are inexorable biological reasons
why the burdens of childcare must fall inordinately upon women, or that
women’s traditional roles are as they are in consequence of an unchangeable
women’s nature. It is to say, however, that the consequences of sex for gender
cannot be entirely denied.

Although the feminist analogue to “‘racist” is “‘sexist,” rather than “‘genderist,”
“\gender”’ nowadays often substitutes for “'sex’ in mainstream political discourse.
In part, the influence of feminist ideology from the time of the emergence of
the second wave accounts for this usage. However, it is also plain that, to some
extent, “gender” is employed as a euphemism for “'sex.” This usage reflects a
long-standing puritanical streak in American culture. It also reflects a charac-
teristic disequilibrium in the American popular psyche. Contemporary American
puritanism coexists with (and nourishes) an omnipresent sexualization of daily
life. This tension is pervasive and debilitating. Although feminism is ostensibly
a subversive ideology, a challenge to mainstream beliefs, a similar ambivalence
is also evident in feminist thinking.

Second wave feminism was born in the political cauldron of the New Left.
It was self-consciously part of the “‘sexual revolution” of the 1960s. Sexual
emancipation has remained a tenet of some strains of feminist theory and
practice, and few feminists reject the idea outright. But it was not long before
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the liberation of desire gave way, in many feminists’ minds, to a countervailing
concern with freedom from power imbalances in sexual relationships — and, more
generally, with politically correct sex. These concerns reinforce the puritanical
side of the political culture. Because American feminists played a vanguard role
in feminism’s second wave and thanks also to American cultural imperialism, this
sensibility soon radiated out to feminist circles throughout the world. The polit-
icization of sex has had some salutary consequences. The feminist conviction
epitomized in the slogan “the personal is political’” has raised everyone’s con-
sciousness. But intrusions into the realm of intimacy can also be inimical to the
goal of sexual liberation and also to human emancipatory interests more gener-
ally. Whether feminists have struck the right balance remains an open question.

For the sake of equality in sexual relations, some second wave feminists
were disposed to disparage heterosexual relations altogether, seeing lesbianism
as the only feasible way to implement feminist ideals. However, as the influence
of second wave feminist theory and practice increasingly permeated into the larger
political culture, this extreme position, along with others in a similar vein, dimin-
ished in importance. Debates about hetero- and homosexuality — and, more
generally, about separatism — came to be increasingly confined to the movement’s
radical, mainly academic, fringes. Nowadays, on matters of intimacy, the views
of the vast majority of feminists are indistinguishable from those of the general
population. Specifically, most feminists are liberals with respect to male/female
relations. Their main concerns involve public, not intimate, matters; their goal
is to secure equal rights. This objective fits easily into the framework of
contemporary politics; hardly anyone officially disagrees. In practice, however,
the ideal of gender equality is far from realized and opposition to its imple-
mentation remains fierce, especially in non-liberal religious circles. Thus, liberal
feminists still have much to do — to promote more equal distributions of home
labor and childcare, and to insure equality in the paid economy. Contrary to
what is nowadays widely believed, this is not a time for liberal feminists to declare
victory and then disappear.

It is common in feminist circles to contrast liberal feminism, which seeks the
full integration of women into the social and political life of liberal states and
a more equal distribution of household labor, with radical feminism, which
continues some of the original themes of second wave feminism — in separatist
(if not always expressly homosexual) directions. Radical feminism also comes
in many varieties, but all radical feminists believe that women should create their
own institutions to some extent. Radical feminism has a strong presence in the
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academy, where, as noted, it often has an apolitical character. When socialism
was still a vital presence on the political landscape, there were also socialist
feminists, intent on integrating feminist perspectives into socialist and Marxist
theories and programs. Socialist feminists, Marxist or otherwise, are heavily out-
numbered in today’s feminist movement. But, to this day, some of the most active
and lucid socialists are socialist feminists, as are some of the major figures of
contemporary feminism. There are other varieties of feminism as well. Most of
them are more theoretical than political, even when they link up self-consciously
with political movements. Thus, for example, ecofeminists address environ-
mental concerns from a feminist perspective, although it is far from clear that
there is a distinctive ecofeminist practice or that ecofeminism represents a dis-
tinct tendency within the environmental movement. In any case, the boundaries
between feminisms are, in nearly all cases, fluid.

“Third wave feminism’ emerged in the late 1980s. The difference between
it and second wave feminism is more generational than ideological. Third wave
feminists have only a theoretical knowledge of the oppressions second wave
feminists helped to banish. Third wave feminists are also less likely than second
wave feminists to have been involved with Left politics. The issues have also
changed. Having come of age at a time when the right to an abortion seemed
secure, third wave feminists are less concerned with reproductive rights than sec-
ond wave feminists were. Also, with improved job prospects for professional women,

“they are less inclined to emphasize the inclusion of women in male-dominated

professions. But third wave feminists are intent on expanding received under-
standings of gender and sexuality, and also, at least at a theoretical level, in
connecting with women of color and other non-traditional constituencies. Third
wave feminism is, if anything, even more of an academic phenomenon than was
second wave feminism. Ironically, though, it is generally less constrained by
rigorous intellectual norms. Many third wave feminists are practitioners of
fashionable, but shallow and confused, post-modernist modes of thought.

First and second wave feminism were largely movements run by and, to some
degree, for educated, middle- and upper-class women in developed countries. The
social background of third wave feminists is no different. But they have delib-
erately focused on the situations of working-class women and women of color,
and of women around the world. In addition, in the decades since second wave
feminism emerged, many women throughout the world, especially in postcolo-
nial societies, have, in one way or other, taken up the feminist banner. Thus,
feminism has become a more ecumenical and cosmopolitan movement than it
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used to be. Ironically, this change has stirred up conflicts between feminists
and multiculturalists, their erstwhile and presumptive allies. The problem is straight-
forward and apparently unavoidable because many of the cultures multicultur-
alists would celebrate are profoundly and irreducibly patriarchal. Now that Western,
and especially American, imperialism has stimulated an upsurge in theocratic
politics of a fundamentalist kind, the tension has become acute. It has become
increasingly clear to many feminist theorists and activists that unalloyed multi-
culturalism may not be good for women.

Some second and third wave feminists were inclined to disparage liberal rights
in favor of “'an ethic of care.” Their idea was that women are especially dis-
posed to virtues consistent with their (biological?) role as nurturers, and that
these virtues hold out more promise for making the world better than can any
rights-centered doctrine. For several decades, debates have raged in feminist
circles about these contentions. By now, many feminists would agree with what
has always been the predominant view of non-feminist moral philosophers: that
the very idea of an ethics of care is empirically and conceptually flawed. But
even more than the problems inherent in what was once promoted as a new and
distinctively feminist ethics, the resurgence of patriarchal attitudes and prac-
tices among “the wretched of the earth” is bound to focus feminists’ attention on
the merits of an “ethic of rights.” If feminist thinking adapts to this situation,
the feminism of the future is likely to meld into other, more comprehensive,
progressive ideologies that privilege notions of universal human rights.

In the academy, the feminist turn in social science, historiography, literary
and cultural criticism, legal theory, political theory, and philosophy (including
ethics and the history and philosophy of science) has had a salutary effect in
incorporating women’s concerns into ongoing discussions. However, the jury is
still out on the importance of this development for theory construction and
revision. It appears, as of now, that more has been promised than delivered.
The problem is especially evident in the more theoretical academic disciplines.
Historians are mostly atheoretical, they construct narratives, rather than
theories, and they do so subject to few, if any, theoretical constraints.
Accordingly, feminist historiography has contributed significantly to our under-
standing of the past. The feminist turn has yielded fruitful results in literary and
cultural domains too, notwithstanding the occasional intrusion of overblown
theoretical pretensions. It is debatable, though, whether feminist legal and
political theory or feminist philosophy and social science have been similarly
successful. In these disciplines (more than the others), feminist work, though
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tolerated and even encouraged, is effectively ghettoized — thanks partly to sep-
aratist inclinations among feminists themselves. Focusing on problems of concern
to women, and introducing women’s perspectives, has been useful in these fields
too. But the main theoretical traditions of political and legal theory, philosophy,
and the social sciences have so far been little affected.

Further Reading

Nearly every academic discipline in the humanities and social sciences today has a feminist com-
ponent, and feminist thinking has permeated into the wider academic and political culture.
Consequently, the literature on feminism is enormous. For a general historical perspective, Estelle
B. Freedman’s No Turning Back: The History of Feminism and the Future of Women (New York:
Ballantine Books, 2002) is useful.

Key texts that anticipate the modern feminist movement are collected in Miriam Schneir,
Feminism: The Essential Historical Writings (New York: Vintage, 1994). For some of the most
important second wave feminist literature, see Miriam Schneir, Feminism in Our Time: The
Essential Writings, World War II to the Present (New York: Vintage, 1994). By common consen-
sus, an important impetus for second wave feminism was Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New
York: Vintage, 1989). Of almost equal importance in the United States was Betty Friedan, The
Feminine Mystique (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2001). The obscurantist character of
many third wave feminist writings is on display in Judith Butler and Sarah Salih (eds.), The Judith
Butler Reader (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2004). Tensions between feminism and multi-
culturalism are discussed in Susan M. Okin (Joshua Cohen, Matthew Howard, Martha C. Nussbaum,
eds.) Is Multiculturalism Bad for Women? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999). The
claim that women and men are disposed to adapt different views on caring and on rights and other
universal, abstract principles comes from the (much-disputed) research of Carol Gilligan — see
In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1993). Gilligan’s research is applied expressly to moral philosophical questions in
Nel Noddings, Caring: A Feminist Approach to Ethics and Moral Education (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 2003). For a critical, but generally sympathetic assessment of fem-
inist political philosophy, see Jonathan Wolff, An Introduction to Political Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), chapter 6. Examples of the genre include Catherine MacKinnon, Feminism
Unmodified (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1987) and Carole Pateman, The Sexual
Contract (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1988). Feminist contributions to other areas of
philosophy are included in Nancy Tuana and Rosemarie Tong (eds.), Feminism and Philosophy (Boulder,
CO: Westview Press, 1995), and Janet A. KKourany, James P. Sterba, and Rosemarie Tong (eds.),
Feminist Philosophies: Problems, Theories and Applications, 2nd edition (Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Prentice Hall, 1998).

See also: COSMOPILATISM, CULTURE, EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM, ENVIRONMENTALISM, FREEDOM/
LIBERTY, FUNDAMENTALISM, IDENTITY POLITICS, IDEOLOGY, IMPERIALISM, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER,
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LIBERALISM, MARXISM, MULTICULTURALISM, PROGRESS, RACE/RAC]SM, RIGHTS, SOCIALISM, STATE,

THEOCRACY

Freedom of expression

In the “culture wars” of the 1990s, speech codes proscribing speech offensive
to particular identity groups were debated on many college campuses in the United
States. One might therefore suppose that the issue of free speech is still un-
resolved in our political culture. Perhaps this is so around the edges. In the main,
however, support for tolerance generally, and for freedom of expression in
particular, have won the day. Even in the debates over speech codes, the bur-
den of proof fell on those who proposed restricting expression. More tellingly,
the arguments defenders of speech codes offered- were tailored to accord with
liberal justifications for tolerance.

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) provided a clear statement of the liberal view
in On Liberty (1859), a work which, with the exception of The Communist
Manifesto (1848), is still the most widely read tract of nineteenth-century polit-
ical thought. In Mill’s formulation, coercive interference with individuals’ lives
and behaviors, whether undertaken by the state through legal penalties or by
civil society, through “‘the moral coercion of public opinion,” is always wrong
— except to prevent (serious) harm to (identifiable) others. Along with religious
toleration, tolerance of speech and other forms of expression have always been
paramount liberal concerns. Liberals are therefore of one mind in extending the
benefits of tolerance to expression. But since the notion of (significant) harm
to (identifiable) others is amenable to a (small but not insignificant) range of
interpretations, general adherence to the liberal view does not automatically
settle policy questions. This is why debates about speech codes are possible within
a liberal framework.

In the United States, debates about free speech are typically cast in a con-
stitutionalist guise. The question often becomes — what does the First
Amendment to the US Constitution imply? The constitutionalization of policy
disputes is a long-standing feature of political life in the United States.
However, in this case more than most, the constitutional question is a proxy for
a question that needs no constitutional carapace. The real question is — what
ought social policy to be with respect to freedom of expression? There may
be good political reasons to pose policy questions like this one in a legalistic
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framework. Doing so may enhance public order and social stability. However,
for purposes of philosophical understanding, there is no reason to take on legal-
istic constraints, no reason not to ask the real question directly.

Mill argued for freedom of thought and expression on utilitarian grounds. He
maintained that, of all possible social policies with respect to speech and other
forms of expression, the one that produces the best outcomes in a utilitarian
sense is tolerance. As with other utilitarian justifications for public policies, Mill’s
case rests on contestable empirical speculations. But, as Mill’s example shows,
a plausible case can be made, even so. Like many other nineteenth-century thinkers,
Mill assumed that the growth of knowledge is utility enhancing. He then argued
that tolerance leads to the discovery of new truths and therefore to the growth
of knowledge better than would any less tolerant policy. Tolerance also
improves outcomes indirectly by making individuals better “consumers” in what
we would nowadays call “the marketplace of ideas” — thereby enhancing the
efficacy of tolerance in the discovery of new truths. In a word, tolerance is an
improver. Even if, in some times and places, intolerance of some forms of expres-
sion might plausibly lead to better outcomes, the long-run consequence of
maximally tolerant public policies is, on the whole, more beneficial than any
alternative policies would be.

Because it depends ultimately on how the world works, the utilitarian defense
of free speech is too precarious for some liberal philosophers. Also, some lib-
erals, probably a majority of them, are opposed to utilitarianism on other grounds.
They therefore defend free expression in other ways. For the most part, these
defenses fall into two broad categories — one libertarian, the other Kantian. The
libertarian defense is typical of the strain of libertarian thought that takes its
inspiration from the work of John Locke (1632—1704). The core idea is that
there are rights, including free speech rights, that are morally primary, and that
public policies must therefore accommodate. This justification is structurally
similar to the constitutionalist justifications that predominate in the United States.
The difference is that, for liberal constitutionalists, there is no mystery as to
how free speech rights derive. They are grounded in a constitution that articu-
lates the basic rules of the political order. Libertarians, however, merely assert
the existence of the morally primary rights that justify the policy prescriptions
they favor. There is typically nothing that they do or can say in their defense.
The Kantian justification, on the other hand, appeals to the moral equality of
persons. Very generally, the idea is that suppressions of free expression fail
to accord the respect due to moral personality. It is fair to say that the most
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philosophically cogent and subtle defenses of free speech take this contention as
their point of departure.

The philosophical consensus holds that, in ideal conditions (or close approx-
imations of the ideal), tolerance should rule the day. Those who challenge the
wisdom of tolerance in all instances — defenders of speech codes, for example
— maintain that the reason to deviate from the policy prescriptions directly implied
by the philosophical consensus is that real world conditions fall sufficiently short
of the ideal. As remarked, the arguments advanced by those who press this posi-
tion are usually couched in liberal terms. Thus, it is sometimes held that, given
background conditions of racial or gender oppression, hate speech and other
forms of expression that give offense constitute genuine harms. Or it is argued
that speech that derogates particular individuals or groups fails to accord per-
sons equal respect.

An argument associated with the New Left pushes the boundaries of liberal
discourse more decisively. This is not surprising, inasmuch as the argument grows
out of the critical theory tradition and is therefore ultimately derived from
Marxism. Its best-known exponent was Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979). In an
essay called “Repressive Tolerance” (1965) that was widely read at the time,
Marcuse argued that “‘pure tolerance,” tolerance regardless of content, is, as
liberals suppose, warranted in ideal conditions — not exactly for the usual lib-
eral reasons, but because, as liberals also believe, it enhances human freedom.
But thanks to background (economic) inequalities and also to the narcotizing
effects of new media and other technological means for shaping opinion — or,
as critical theorists would say, for “‘controlling consciousness” — pure tolerance,
far from serving emancipatory interests, has become a mechanism through which
dissenting voices are effectively quashed. Metaphorically put, Marcuse’s contention
was that free expression lets off steam, thereby neutralizing the subversive power
of dissenting ideas. In this way, it functions “repressively” — not by suppress-
ing ideas directly, as literal repression would, but by establishing a rationally
indefensible conformity in a comparatively benign, but nevertheless insidious, way.

The only remedy, on this view, is for insurgent groups to create conditions
that force the victims of the existing order to “‘take consciousness’” of their
situation. To this end, New Left proponents of Marcuse’s position advocated a
dramatic and conspicuous break with the rules of the game — in disregard of
the requirements of civility and decorum. Marcuse’s essay, unlike Mill’s tract,
was addressed to insurgents, not political elites. But it is obvious, even so, that
were liberal constraints on public policy to break down, it would be the victims
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of the existing order, rather than its leaders, who would suffer most. It there-
fore became clear, in short order, that if it ever makes sense to act in ways that
put liberal tolerance in jeopardy, it can only be when liberal protections are secure.
But since tolerance is generally not secure, even in countries where it is offi-
cially promoted, Marcuse’s argument is politically irrelevant in most imaginable
circumstances.

Nevertheless, it is of considerable theoretical interest. For one thing, it calls
attention to the problems severe social and economic inequalities pose for
theories of freedom of expression. The problem is not just that individuals with
ample resources are better positioned than others to make themselves heard in
“the marketplace of ideas.” It is also that the powerful establish the framework
within which discussion proceeds. Thus, they are able to marginalize ideas detri-
mental to their interests, without actually proscribing them. It was a conviction
of Marcuse’s that much of what lies beyond the pale in political cultures like
ours is, in fact, true; and therefore that its de facto exclusion is not a con-
sequence of a rational consensus but of a deliberate or, more often, unwitting
exercise of power.

Marcuse’s argument also calls attention to the general problem of what moral-
ity requires in a world that is recalcitrant to its demands. Consider pacifism.
Many, probably most, non-pacifists would agree that, in ideal conditions,
resorts to violence are wrong. But, in their view, existing conditions are so far
from ideal that abstentions from violence can lead to outcomes that actually
increase the overall level of violence or otherwise make existing situations worse.
Pacifists maintain, on the other hand, that the way to move towards an ideal
non-violent world is to act now as if the ideal already existed. This is a dispute
that can never be settled definitively; the consequences of resorts to violence
and abstentions from it are too context-dependent for there to be only one right
answer. But there is a general lesson to be learned — that what is best when
Reason is in control is not necessarily best in real world conditions. Then there
is often no substitute for careful, case-by-case evaluations. Defenders of pure
tolerance are like pacifists in the sense that they advise acting here and now as
if ideal conditions obtained. But there is an important difference. In our world,
there are comparatively few pacifists, but a great many advocates of pure
tolerance. Because this is the case, those who deviate from the path of strict
tolerance, no matter how circumspect or judicious they may be, and no matter
how well intentioned, almost always end up making intolerance itself the issue,
rather than the conditions they seek to rectify. Thus, from a strategic point of
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view, intolerance is almost always unwise, even if it is not strictly proscribed
by the requirements of political morality. In general, there is no universally
correct way to apply ideal theory to real world cases. Pacifism is not always
indisputably the best policy. But where matters of speech are involved, the way
forward is clear enough: we can and should act now as if we were where we
ultimately want to be.

Further Reading

Classical liberal cases for free expression are set forth in John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (London:
Penguin, 1975) and in John Locke, A Letter Concerning Toleration: Humbly Submitted
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1983). A useful guide through the thicket of American constitutional
treatments of free expression issues is Daniel A. Farber, The First Amendment: Concepts and Insights
(New York: Foundation Press, 2002). See also Cass Sunstein, Democracy and the Problem of Free
Speech (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1995). An original and insightful critique of free speech
can be found in John Durham Peters, Courting the Abyss: Free Speech and the Liberal Tradition
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). A sophisticated non-utilitarian, non-constititionalist
treatment of free speech issues that draws on Kantian themes in moral philosophy is T.M. Scanlon,
“A Theory of Freedom of Expression,” in T.M. Scanlon, The Difficulty of Tolerance: Essays in Polit-
ical Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). Marcuse’s essay “Repressive
Tolerance” can be found in Robert Paul Wolff, Jr., Barrington Moore, Jr. and Herbert Marcuse,
A Critique of Pure Tolerance (Boston: Beacon Press, 1965). I discuss Mill and Marcuse at greater
length in Engaging Political Philosophy: From Hobbes to Rawls (Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishers, 2002), chapter 4.

See also: CULTURE, EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM, FREEDOM/LIBERTY, IDENTITY POLITICS, LIB-
ERALISM, LIBERTARIANISM, MARKETS, MARXISM, MORALITY, POWER, RACE/RACISM, RIGHTS, STATE,

UTILITARIANISM, WAR

Freedom/liberty

No word in the political lexicon carries more positive connotations than free-
dom. 1t is therefore not surprising that none is more susceptible to abuse. In
the United States, for example, those who do America’s bidding in Third World
countries or, previously, in the Soviet and Chinese spheres of influence are called
“freedom fighters” in government propaganda — even, indeed especially, when they
are anything but. Sometimes too the word is used to stand for quite different
notions that also carry positive connotations. Thus, freedom and democracy are
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sometimes conflated. To add to the confusion, people sometimes talk as if
freedom and liberty designate distinct concepts. In fact, they are synonyms. That
they might not appear to be so is a consequence of the Norman conquest
of Anglo-Saxon England a thousand years ago. Because the English language
thereafter drew on both German and Latin sources, there are sometimes two
words for the same thing. Swine and pork are examples; so are freedom
and /iberty.

The origins of freedom can be found in ancient legal systems. Free was a legal
status that contrasted with s/ave. Thus, the idea arose that to be free is to be
independent or, what comes to the same thing, to be undominated by others.
This usage persists when we speak of “national liberation” or of “‘free states.”
Recent revivals of republican political theory recover this understanding.

As liberal political ideas developed, freedom came to be conceived differently
—as negative liberty. Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) epitomized this way of think-
ing when he called freedom “the absence of external Impediments.” One is free,
Hobbes thought, to the extent that one is free from interferences. Classical lib-
eralism made this understanding its own. It also imposed an austere view of
what counts as an interference. It is uncontroversial that simple inabilities do
not restrict liberty; no one would claim that we are unfree to walk through walls
simply because we are unable to do so. On the other hand, deliberate interven-
tions by others — the state, above all — plainly are freedom restricting. For
classical liberals, these are the only “‘external Impediments’ there are. Many
latter-day liberals are inclined to view this understanding as indefensibly restric-
tive. This is why, in addition to deliberate interferences, they would count
non- or extra-political institutional impediments as among the means by which
freedom can be diminished. Institutional impediments result from the (often
deliberate) activities of others, but they do not expressly aim at preventing
anyone from doing anything. Thus, on the classical liberal view, unemployed
workers would be unfree, say, to buy the factory that fired them if there were
laws prohibiting the purchase. But if they are unable to buy the factory only
because, given prevailing economic and social practices, the factory costs more
than they can afford, they are free to buy the factory, albeit unable to do so.
In short, classical liberalism assimilates institutional impediments to simple dis-
abilities. In contrast, modern liberals — unlike libertarians — regard institutional
impediments as freedom restricting in roughly the way that deliberate interfer-
ences are. They take seriously the intuition that, even in the absence of restric-
tive laws, unemployed workers are not free to buy their own factories.
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In standard accounts, negative liberty contrasts with positive liberty. Positive
liberty pertains to the range of things agents are able to do. So conceived, the
contrast may not be quite as clear as is widely believed. Put metaphorically, for
proponents of negative liberty, the larger the area of non-interference, the freer
one is; for proponents of positive liberty, the more one is able to do what one
wants, the freer one becomes. But it is plain that expanding the area of non-
interference often increases individuals’ capacities to do what they want. Still,
the two notions are not the same. For proponents of positive liberty, enhancing
abilities ipso facto enhances freedom. Not so, for those who value negative lib-
erty only; for them, what matters is expanding the area of non-interference.

These (related) concepts cry out for philosophical elaboration if only because
negative and positive liberties vary widely in their importance to individuals’ free-
dom. Imposing some new restrictions — say, by adding laws restricting parking
at rush hour — diminishes overall (negative) liberty only trivially. On the other
hand, a law prohibiting freedom of expression would be devastating to overall
(negative) liberty. This would be true even for those who care little about free
speech and deeply about parking regulations. Thus, philosophers must somehow
rank freedoms by their overall importance, and they must do so on grounds other
than their actual importance to some (or all) individuals. Similarly, it would be
a hollow notion of positive liberty if all abilities were regarded on an equal foot-
ing. An individual’s positive liberty is enhanced little by opening up a few new
parking spaces. On the other hand, positive liberty would be much enhanced if
new means for enhancing public expression came into being. It is not enough
just to count abilities to ascertain how free persons are. Different degrees of
urgency attach to different positive liberties, just as they do to negative lib-
erties. Any satisfactory account of human freedom would have to take these
differences into account, and to justify them.

In general, proponents of positive liberty are inclined to focus on the source
of control, and therefore to suppose that we are free to the extent that we are
the authors of our own actions. In the most refined philosophical formulation
of this idea, freedom is autonomy, subordination to laws one has legislated
oneself. It was this idea that Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) introduced
into political thought and that Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) went on to make
the basis of the most powerful and influential moral philosophy of our era.
Autonomy and non-domination, the republican ideal, plainly have much in
common. But the Rousseauean—Kantian notion is more demanding. It requires
that persons act on principles of their own legislation; the republican concept
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makes no corresponding demand. The Rousseauean—Kantian idea also became
the basis for the Hegelian-Marxian notion of alienation. In their sense, to be
alienated is to have one’s autonomy violated, and to apprehend this violation
experientially.

It is an open question whether freedom, in any of its senses, is a historically
conditioned value, or whether a yearning for freedom is, as it were, hard wired
into human nature. The fact that a yearning for freedom does seem indispens-
able for explaining the struggles of oppressed peoples throughout history supports
the view that there is a trans-historical and causally efficacious desire for free-
dom built into human beings’ psychological constitutions. Ultimately, however,
this is an empirical question that cannot be decided on speculative grounds alone.

It has long been a mainstay of progressive thought that the struggle for free-
dom or, as some would say, for human emancipation is the guiding principle of
human history. The French revolutionaries overthrew the Old Regime for the
sake of liberty — and, of course, for equality and fraternity too. It is telling,
though, that liberty came first. The idea that freedom is of preeminent import-
ance received its decisive philosophical formulation in Kantian moral philo-
sophy and then in G.W.F. Hegel’s (1770-1831) philosophy of history, according
to which human history is simply the dialectical unfolding of the Idea of
Freedom. Virtually all Left thinking agrees with Hegel in according freedom pride
of place, even if, in other respects, the philosophical convictions of progressive

- thinkers sometimes differ profoundly from those of Hegel. As the name implies,

liberals make freedom — usually but not necessarily in the sense of negative liberty
— the highest value. Their practice, however, often belies this theoretical com-
mitment. Tragically, the socialist Left, especially its Communist wing, has also
been disposed, when in power, to honor freedom in words only. This is why it
is urgent to expose uses of the term that, wittingly or not, work to the detri-
ment of the value that freedom’s self-declared defenders officially espouse.

Further Reading

The most influential account of the distinction between positive and negative liberty is Isaiah Berlin’s
essay “'Two Concepts of Liberty,” in Isaiah Berlin, Liberty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).
Berlin’s distinction has somehow survived, despite decisive challenges in, among others, Gerald C.
MacCallum, “*Negative and Positive Freedom,” Philosophical Review, vol. 74 (1967), pp. 312-34;
and C.B. Macpherson, Democratic Theory: Essays in Retrieval (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1973), chapter 5. My views on these matters are elaborated in Liberal Democracy: A Critique of
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Its Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981) and Arguing for Socialism: Theoretical
Considerations (Boston: Routledge and IKegan Paul, 1984; 2nd edition London: Verso, 1988), chap-
ters 1 and 9. On the concept of negative liberty, see Quentin Skinner, Liberty Before Liberalism
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). On the importance of different freedoms, see Charles
Taylor, “What’s Wrong With Negative Liberty?,” in Alan Ryan (ed.), The Idea of Freedom (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1979); and T.M. Scanlon, “The Significance of Choice,” in Stephen L.
Darwall (ed.), Equal Freedom: Selected Tanner Lectures in Human Values (Ann Arbor, MI:
University of Michigan Press, 1995). An insightful and comprehensive account of what freedom entails
is developed in Philippe Van Parijs, Real Freedom for All: What (If Anything) Can Justify
Capitalism? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995). On connections between freedom and human
nature, see Joshua Cohen, “The Arc of the Moral Universe” in Philosophy and Public Affairs,
vol. 26 (1997), pp. 91-134. The Hegelian notion of freedom is explained lucidly in Allen W.
Wood, Hegel’s Ethical Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), chapter 2; and in
Charles Taylor, Hegel and Modern Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979).

See also: ALIENATION, COMMUNISM, DEMOCRACY, EQUALITY/EGALITARIANISM, FREEDOM OF EXPRES-
SION, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, LIBERALISM, LIBERTARIANISM, MARXISM, NATION, NATIONALISM, PROGRESS,

REPUBLICANISM, SOCIALISM, STATE

Fundamentalism

Fundamentalism is a comparatively new entry in the political lexicon. Its con-
ceptual boundaries are therefore fluid. But the usefulness of the term is becoming
increasingly evident, as the (superficially disparate) phenomena it describes become
increasingly prevalent.

In its strictest sense, fundamentalism designates a tendency within evangel-
ical Protestantism that adheres to literal interpretations of Biblical texts and
to non-ritualistic, charismatic forms of worship. In the United States, funda-
mentalism arose largely in reaction to modernizing trends within Protestant
churches and in American society more generally. The Darwinian theory of evo-
lution by natural selection, the cornerstone of modern biology, has always been
an object of animosity for fundamentalists, presumably because it contradicts
elements of the creation story set out in the Book of Genesis.

Fundamentalism is generally hostile to modern science and, along with it, to
modern civilization. However, fundamentalists are seldom averse to taking
advantage of technological advances. This is not the only respect in which
their position verges on inconsistency. Of greater moment is the fact that literal
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interpretations of Biblical texts are seldom possible, thanks to equivocations,
anachronisms, and outright contradictions between various passages. Moreover,
because fundamentalists are Christians, and because Christianity is based on the
claim that the New Testament supersedes the Old, many biblical passages that
could be interpreted literally — the legal prescriptions and prohibitions in the
first five books of the Old Testament (the Torah), for example — are discounted
or else accommodated in a highly selective (and therefore highly interpreted)
manner. For this reason, it is pointless to try to spell out precisely what funda-
mentalists believe. They differ too much among themselves, at the same
time that particular fundamentalist positions totter on the edge of incoherence.
Therefore, from a political point of view, fundamentalism is more a social
than a theological phenomenon. It is a reaction to modernity expressed in a
religious form.

In recent decades, the term has been extended to non-Christian religious move-
ments that resemble Protestant fundamentalism in their rejection of aspects of
modernity. Thus, we speak of Islamic fundamentalists and we identify funda-
mentalist currents in all the world’s major religions. Since many of these move-
ments acknowledge multiple authorities — some of which are not, strictly
speaking, texts at all — the pretense of literal textual interpretation is not a
constant feature of fundamentalism in this broader sense. What is constant, though,
is opposition to changes in religious practices and doctrines — motivated largely
by nostalgia for older, pre-modern forms of life. Inasmuch as technological pro-

~ gress and other aspects of modernity are very likely irreversible, non-Christian

fundamentalists find it as difficult to act on this nostalgia consistently as
Protestant fundamentalists do. Efforts to restore traditional ways of living there-
fore select some facets of pre-modernity and reject others.

Religious fundamentalists seem to be most attracted to aspects of pre-
modern life that involve the subjugation of women. Most fundamentalists are
also puritanical with respect to sexual morality. Protestant fundamentalism empha-
sizes conversion experiences — being “'‘born again.” In this respect, it represents,
in an exaggerated form, the long-standing Protestant concern with inwardness.
Other religious traditions are more concerned with practice than with belief or
its inward manifestations. This fact underscores a need for caution in applying
the term outside its original area of application. There is a danger inherent in
these broader uses of fundamentalism of assuming that what is distinctive of
Christianity holds universally. For as long as it has been a world religion — since,
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roughly, the fourth century ap — Christianity has emphasized doctrinal con-
formity over legalistic practice. What other basis could there be for joining
together the Roman Empire’s diverse collection of peoples? With the worldwide
dominance of Christian countries in the past several centuries, this understand-
ing has migrated over to other religious traditions too. But, at their heart, these
traditions — including some, like Judaism and Islam, that are historically
related to Christianity — are relatively undemanding in matters of belief.
Instead, emphasis is placed on adherence to ritual, and strict obedience to
religious law. Their focus is on ways of life more than on systems of belief.

Because fundamentalists are steadfast adherents of their beliefs and practices,
the term has come to be used to describe political currents that are similarly
doctrinaire, even when the principles they endorse are secular. Thus, critics of
neo-liberal economic policies speak of “free market fundamentalism,” and the
Green movement in Germany used to have a self-described fundamentalist wing.
The first of these descriptions is pejorative; the second ironic. The term lends
itself to these uses. But it can also be used non-pejoratively and without irony
— to illuminate the character of a number of political movements in the world
today. Thus, the Cambodian Khmer Rouge under Pol Pot are sometimes
described as Marxist (or Maoist) fundamentalists. So long as the term is not
reserved for religious movements, the description is apt. Though militantly
atheist, the Khmer Rouge were as ruthless and doctrinaire as any theologically
minded counterpart, Afghanistan’s Taliban included.

The first fundamentalists saw themselves as victims of a world in transition,
at the same time that they envisioned no earthly solutions to their discontents.
They took refuge in illusory expectations of a better world beyond the horizons
of human existence. With the Left in retreat, a similar sense of the futility of
any more enlightened hope has become a factor in the thinking of desperate
and humiliated people everywhere. The Communist Manifesto (1848) famously
proclaimed that, under capitalism, “all that is solid melts into air.” This is the
signal experience of modernity. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that, when more
rational alternatives seem foreclosed, some of the victims of changes underway
should seize upon their “'old time religions” — placing their faith usually, but
not necessarily, in the supernatural or divine. Thus, what began in the American
hinterland among evangelical Protestants has morphed into a worldwide
phenomenon that transcends the horizons not just of Protestantism, but also
of religion generally. Superseding fascism, fundamentalism has become the
predominant form of reactionary politics in our time.
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Further Reading

An excellent book, which illustrates the usefulness of the concept beyond its traditional historical
context, is Tariq Ali, The Clash of Fundamentalisms: Crusades, Jihads and Modernity (London: Verso,
2003). A comprehensive history of the fundamentalist movement in the United States is George
M. Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans, 1991). Informative essays on Islamic fundamentalism are collected in Abdel Salam Sidahmed
and Anoushiravan Ehteshami (eds.), Islamic Fundamentalism (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1996).
On the complexities of using the fundamentalist label for self-identified Marxist (or Maoist) move-
ments, see Philip Short’s biography Pol Pot: Anatomy of a Nightmare (New York: Henry Holt and
Company, 2005).

See also: ENVIRONMENTALISM, FASCISM, FEMINISM, LEFT/RIGHT/CENTER, MAOISM, MARXISM,

POLITICAL ISLAM, PROGRESS, TECHNOLOGY

83



Historical materialism

Historical materialism is the traditional name for Karl Marx’s (1818-1883)
theory of history. This theory was a cornerstone of the Marxist synthesis
during Marxism’s classical period — from the time of the founding of the Second
International in 1881 until the outbreak of World War 1. It was also a
component of official Communist doctrine after the Bolshevik Revolution. From
the 1920s on, most non-Communist Western Marxists were inclined to oppose
historical materialism, though they seldom acknowledged doing so explicitly.
However, the reconstruction and defense of Marx’s theory of history played a
seminal role in the development of analytical Marxism from the 1970s on.
Historical materialism divides history into discrete epochs, conceived as
economic structures or modes of production; and it identifies an endogenous
dynamic that moves humanity along from one epoch to another — or, more
precisely, that would do so in the absence of intervening exogenous causes. In
this way, historical materialism provides an account of history’s structure and
direction, in much the same way as Hegel (1770-1831) and earlier philoso-
phers of history. Their philosophies, however, relied on a notion of causality,
derived from Aristotle (384?-32278c) and endemic throughout medieval science,
according to which entities realize determinant purposes or ends. The major figures
in the rise of modern science in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries rejected
this way of thinking. So too did Marx, implicitly. Historical materialism also
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provides an account of the connection between forms of consciousness and legal
and political superstructures, on the one hand, and the underlying economic
structure or “‘base,” on the other.

Although historical materialism can have implications for the work of
practicing historians, it does not offer explanations of the kind that historians
normally produce. It does not explain particular events. Instead, it accounts for
trends — not as accidental by-products of the changes historians record, but
as consequences of the endogenous dynamic process it identifies. Historical
materialism’s core claim is that the level of development of productive forces
explains social relations of production. The former term denotes means of pro-
duction, but also the organization of the production process and even know-
ledge insofar as it plays a role in transforming nature in accord with human
designs. Social relations of production are real (as distinct from merely juridi-
cal) property relations that govern control of economic resources and the dis-
tribution of the economic surplus (that is, of what direct producers produce in
excess of what is required to reproduce their labor power). A set of production
relations constitutes a mode of production. Thus, in the historical materialist
view, the level of (technological) development explains why the economic base
is as it is and not otherwise. The theory then goes on to maintain, somewhat
independently, that this economic base explains forms of consciousness and legal
and political superstructures.

There have been “vulgar Marxists” for whom everything non-economic is merely

 epiphenomenal. But this is not what historical materialism claims. Historical

materialism admits causal interactions between forces and relations of produc-
tion, and between the economic base and superstructural phenomena. But in each
case, there is an explanatory (as distinct from a causal) asymmetry because in
each case the former explains the latter, but not vice versa. Thus, Marx’s the-
ory of history, like evolutionary biology, makes use of functional explanations.
This idea can be illustrated by a thermostat — essentially, a thermometer and a
switch for turning a furnace off and on. When such a mechanism regulates the
firing of the furnace, there is a two-way causal connection between the ambi-
ent temperature of a room heated by the furnace and the firing of the furnace
— when the temperature falls below the level set on the thermostat, it causes the
furnace to go on; when the furnace fires, it causes the room temperature to rise,
turning off the furnace. However, we would say that the function of the furnace
is to heat the room, not that the function of the room temperature is to cause
the furnace to go on or off. In this sense, the operation of the furnace explains
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the ambient temperature, but not vice versa. Similarly, in the historical mater-
ialist view, the relations of production are as they are because, at particular
levels of development, their being that way is functional for developing produc-
tive forces. Then, as forces develop, the production relations come increasingly
to “fetter” further development — and “‘an era of social revolution” ensues. If
there is a class agent capable of sustaining new social relations of production,
and if it rises to its historical mission, it will install a new economic base — one
that is optimal for developing productive forces to the next stage. In like man-
ner, forms of consciousness and legal and political superstructures are as they
are because their being that way is functional for reproducing the economic base.

Historical materialism explains actual epochal transformations only to the extent
that the endogenous process it identifies is the predominant cause of the changes
in question. Thus, it is possible that the underlying dynamic Marx identified is
real, but that it is sometimes or always swamped by other factors. Similarly,
biologists might be right in identifying, say, a genetic program in all Iiving organ-
isms that, if left to work its course, will lead to the death of these organisms —
even if, in fact, some other factor (say, mortal encounters with predators) accounts
for all the deaths in a given population. If factors other than the historical mater-
ialist dynamic explain some or all real world epochal transformations, then Marx’s
theory would explain less than many of its proponents assumed. It might not
explain, for example, how capitalism arose in European feudal societies. But it
would explain how capitalism became a materially possible future for those soci-
eties. In other words, historical materialism would, at the very least, provide a
map of historical possibilities, an account of ways that societies can be organ-
ized. It may, in addition, provide reasons for thinking that, in the absence of
overwhelming countervailing exogenous causes, there is only one way to move
along this map; that having reached a particular designation, there is no turn-
ing back. However, it may not, in some or all cases, explain actual movement
forward. If not, the theory’s explanatory power would be less than many
Marxists supposed. But it would still be considerable.

Orthodox historical materialists seemed to believe too that Marx’s theory explains
everything pertaining to forms of consciousness and legal and political super-
structures. However, it is obviously false that there is an economic explanation
(of the historical materialist kind) for everything. It is entirely plausible,
however, that the functional requirements of the economic base do explain forms
of consciousness and superstructural phenomena to the extent they impinge on
the underlying historical materialist dynamic. Thus, there may be no economic
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explanation, only a theological one, for why some religious dogma is precisely
as it is. But if, as is widely thought, there are aspects of theology that are
genuinely functional for reproducing prevailing social relations, then their
predominance and role should be explicable on those grounds.

Suitably modified and with its explanatory pretensions accordingly reduced,
historical materialism see