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|. THE PROBLEM: HOW TO HUMANIZE CAPITALISM

A critical problem for contemporary socid philosophy is how to hold in check the deleterious
effects of capitdism both within countries and a the globd leve.  How can we counter the
increasing disparity between the rich and the poor. The chdlenge is to indicate what needs to
be done, both nationdly and internationdly, to reign in the harmful effects of an unrestrained
capitalist economic system.

In response to this phenomenon, some economists such as J. W. Smith are cdling for
"economic democracy.” Smith argues that ‘tooperaive capitdism’ with fair trade would do
more to advance socid wdfare than the existing subtle-monopoly capitalism built on the notion
of free trade[l] But what is "economic democracy"? Doesn't "democracy” refer to a
particular kind of_political sysem? What is "cooperative capitalismi'? Doesn't "capitalism’ refer
to a particular kind of_economic sysem which emphasizes competition? We aso need to
consider how these concepts are related to both our_nationa and our_globd inditutions.

II. UNDERSTANDING LEFTISTSAND RIGHTISTS

In order to ded with this issue of the meaning of concepts such as "capitdism” and
"democracy,” we need to get clear about some very basic digtinctions. The most basic is the
digtinction between aleftis or_egditarian view and arightig or_hierarchica view about how a
community should be organized. The second is the distinction between an economic ideology
and apoliticd ideology. Having clarified these digtinctions, we can discuss how an economic
system and a politica systeminteract with each other.

What is the difference between |eftigs and rightists on the issue of what congtitutes ajust or
far society?2] _Leftigs are those who emphasize the principle of equaity. Justice requires that
everyone in the society should have about the same amount of goods. _Rightists, on the other
hand, emphasize the principle of meit. For them justice reflects the fact that some people
deserve to have more than others and that those who dready have more should be alowed to
keep it. Most people would say, | think, that both of these principles have some intuitive gpped
and should be balanced in someway. Still some put more emphasis on equality while others put
more emphasis on meit.

There are some_derivative vaues implicit in the two basic viewpoints. The |eftigs with ther
focus on equaity dso emphasize cooperation and_sharing among al the members of the society
in order to advance the collective wefare of the whole community. Those who happen to have
more of something (Whether it is ability or knowledge or physica goods) should unsdfishly share
with those who have less. On the other hand, the rightists with their focus on merit emphasize




competition and making good use of whatever one has to_advance one's own situation. The
god is the good of the individud rather than the whole community (though in the long run such
an "individudigtic* system may turn out to be better for the group asawhole).

Leftists with their emphass on equdity actudly have two kinds of issues to address. First,
there is the ehicd issue of whether someone who has more than average is obliged to share
some of that excess with others who have less, and if so,_ how much should be given, to whom,
and_in what way? Second, there is the politica question of whether individuas who have more
should be forced by the society to share, and if o, how much?

To get a better appreciation of dl the difference between the leftist and rightist viewpoints,
think about the matter of giving grades to students. A leftist system based on equality and the
collective good would be a pass-fal sysem for individuds combined with some kind of
collective grade for the group as awhole. There might be some kind of minimum requirement
for individuds to pass the course, but the focus would be on wha the whole group
accomplishes.

What would be the likely outcome of this leftist sysen? Undoubtedly there would be many
students who would_do as little as necessary to pass the course, but there probably would be
some conscientious students who try to organize the class project and encourage others to do
their share.  An_esprit de corps might develop as the project progresses. At the same time
fedings of resentment might develop in those who were doing most of the work; it just isnt fair
that those who are doing nothing will get the same credit as those who have done dl the work.

Now for contrast, consder an extreme rightis grading system that rewards individua
achievement in a very compsitive setting. Instead of the A-B-C-D-F grading system used in
U.S. schoals, students would be rank-ordered not just when they graduate but on every
assgnment and test. Furthermore, in order to increase the competition, grades would be posted
in the classroom for dl to see.

What would be the likely outcome of this rightist system? Intense competition would develop
among the top few students. The top one would study hard to maintain that postion while those
who ranked second and third would be studying hard to try to take over that top postion.
Those who were not doing so well would probably soon drop out of the class. Some might
complain tha the sysem isnt fair. They would argue that_they were trying harder than those
who were getting higher scores but lacked the capability or the previous experiences which the
winners had. Persond animosities might arise. Even those near the top might resort to chesting
gnce dl that mattersisthe fina score.

Note how these two systems of grading bring out the arguments typicaly used for or agangt a
leftigt system or arightist system, including complaints about the unfairness of the sysem In the
leftist system, it is the more talented and hard working, the 'haves" who are likely to complain
about the unfairness of bestowing unearned rewards on those who are not so taented and
hardworking. But in the rightist system, it is the less talented and disadvantaged, the 'have-




nots," who complain about the unfairness of a competitive system where background conditions
are ignored and only the final score matters.

Condgder how the_rightist's emphasis on competition and merit resembles the "Sruggle for
survivd" in nature. Some individuas happen to be lucky in ther inheritance and environment.
They survive and produce offspring while the less fortunate perish. This"surviva of thefitte” is
nature's way of operating. In the long run it produces individuas who "have what it takes' to
succeed while the less fit perish. The rightist says, 'Let society follow the hard way of nature.”
Relying on giff competition to weed out the less favored may seem inhumane in the short run but
it produces the best results for everyonein the long run.

On the other hand, the Ieftigt focus on equality and cooperation is "humanidic” or "mordigtic.”
Humans should be compassionate and help the less fortunate. A key point is that people do not
choose what qudlities they have, what ethnic group they belong to, what gender they are,
whether they will have specid taents or crippling disabilities, where or when they will be born,
and what circumstances they will face. Once the crucid importance of these things which are
outside of our contral is acknowledged, one can hardly maintain that those who are fortunate
should just ignore the fate of those who are not so lucky.

There are degrees of commitment to these two opposing outlooks.[3] In both cases we can
have extremigs and_moderates. Extremists, whether rightists or leftists, are certain about the
correctness of their own viewpoint. Ther dogmatism leads them to be intolerant of the
opposing view. Moderates, on the other hand, are open to the presentation of aternative
views. They tend to be supporters of open parliamentary democracies where policies are
determined by votes after dternative views have been heard. Extremids of the left are cdled
"radicas" while extremigts of the right are cdled ‘teactionaries” Moderate Ieftists are often
cdled "liberds™ but | prefer the term "progressves’ because the word "liberad” has other
meanings. Moderate rightists are rightly caled "conservatives.” People who are doing well, the
"haves," generdly beieve that the present policies and rules should be continued as they are.
Why change?

1. ECONOMIC IDEOLOGIES AND POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES

Let's turn now to another distinction which is particularly relevant to the issue of how to dedl
with the disturbing effects of unbridled capitdism, that between economic ideologies and
politica ideologies and how the rightist-leftist distinction gpplies to them. An economic ideology
addresses the issue of_how the goods (and bads) should be digtributed in a society while a
political ideology addresses the issue of how the decison-making power in a society should be
digtributed.

The farthest left_economic ideology would be Marxis Communism ("'From each according to
his ability; to each according to his need”) while the farthest right would be monopolism (let the
wedth of the community be concentrated in the hands of one person or a smdl group of




persons). The more moderate leftist view would be socidism (wedth should be based only on
the quantity and qudity of |abor done) while the moderate rightist view would be capitdism
(wedlth should belong to those who_know how to invest wisdy and who invent new and useful
things as well as those who _do useful high-quadity work).

Turning to palitica ideology, the farthest left view would be pure or_direct democracy (each
person in the society gets one vote in determining what policies should be adopted) while the
farthest right view would be absolute monarchy or_dictatorship (one person decides what the
policies of the society will be). The moderate leftist view would be representative democracy
(periodically eected representatives determine what the policies will be) while the moderate
rightist view would be that asmdl dite group (such as an aristocracy or members of a specia
Party) should make the laws.

V. DEMOCRATIC CAPITALISM WITHIN THE NATION-STATE

One way to have a society thet is_balanced between the leftist and rightist viewpoints is to
have arightis economic ideology checked by a leftist political ideology. Thisisin fact the
combination we find in the United States of America.  Undoubtedly the United States has
benefitted from some very good luck, such as being separated from other big powers by two
oceans and having an abundance of natural resources. But a big asset has been its combination
of a rightid capitdis economic sysem which has encouraged new inventions and
entrepreneurship and economic growth with a_leftig politicdl sysem of representative
democracy which has exercised some restraint on the power of the "haves," partly by gradudly
extending vating rights to more and more of the "have-nots.”

There is an_ebb and flow in the reative influence of the two parts of the totdl sysem
Sometimes the "haves' seem to be totdly in control, but then an eection occurs where the
resraining political power of the "have-nots' isreasserted.[4] Anexample of thisisthe eection
of Franklin Roosevdt in 1932, when the policies of the "haves' had resulted in the Greet
Depresson. At present the influence of money in the U.S. palitical system is undermining the
capacity of that system to redtrain the rightist economic sysem. Neverthdess generdly this
combination of a capitaligic economic sysem checked by a democratic political system has
proved its success, not only in the United States but in most of the countries of the developed
world.

V. DEMOCRATIC CAPITALISM AT THE GLOBAL LEVEL?

When we look at the_globd leve, we see a different Stuation. A rightist cagpitdist economic
system exigts on the internationd level (even though not al countries are capitdigtic within ther
national boundaries), but there is no Ieftist globa democratic political system to put restraints on
it. All the economic forces of an unregulated capitalist economic system are leading to the
greater disparity in wedth between rich counties and poor ones, but there is no worldwide




democratic politica structure to adopt the globa laws that would correct the Situation. We need
a democratic world government which could use politicd means, that is, laws enforceable
agand individud violaors to check the disasirous conseguences of the activities of global
busnesses. Various proposas about what should be done at the globd level are not likely to
lead to action unless there is a democratic world parliament to discuss them and make laws to
implement them.

When consdering representative democracy a the globd level, a big question would be what
system of voting to use. Would the representatives represent countries or continents or
metropolitan/geographical areas having roughly equal populations? If voting were done on a
nationa basis, wouldn't the quantity of votes for a country need to be weighted to take account
of population, economic power, geographical area, degree of protection of human rights, and so
on? If the more powerful countries were not gven more votes (at least at first), why would they
agree to subordinating their power to that of agloba government?

VI. ISSOCIALISM THE SOLUTION TO GLOBAL WEALTH DISPARITY?

With regard to evauaing economic systems, my view is that socidism does not work very
wel. Being aleftist system, socidism could be expected do better than capitalism at didributing
more equaly what is avallable within the society. Cuba is a good example of this. But the
difficulty with soddism is the long-term tendency toward stagnation and the lack of progress
from new inventions. People resst change, so there must be some incentive to bring it about.
Stagnation would be likely if there were no capitdist systems anywhere stimulating progress.

The tendency toward stagnation in socidism has many sources. One factor is the focus on
rewarding people for time spent working but not rewarding people for inventiions or discovering
procedures and devices that save time and money. Consider two sSmilar hypothetical cases,
one in a socidist system and one in a capitalist system. Suppose that a worker notes that an
operaion in afactory could be donein a different way that would require only four peopleto do
it rather than sx. He tells his supervisor about this posshbility. [If this occurs in asocidist
system, the supervisor is not likely to be very interested. Sheis likely to respond, "Even if your
proposed new method would work just as well, what would | do then with the two workers
who would no longer be needed?’ Contrast this reaction to what happensin a capitdist sysem
The supervisor is likdy to say, "Your proposd to do the operation with only four workers
ingtead of ax iswonderful. You will be given a bonus because we want to encourage othersto
help us make amilar savings in the future” What about the two workers who will lose their
jobs? Inthe capitdist system, that istheir problem, not the employer's.

Thiskind of incident is likely to occur again and again. The result would be virtud sagnation
in the sodidigt system while the capitaist system would become more and more efficient. There
is little doubt thet the socidist system is more humane while the capitdist system is indifferent to
the plight of individuals. But the remedy for this Stuation is not the abandonment of capitdismin
favor of socidism. Rather we need to have a democratic politica system which creates lawsto




assg those individuas who lose their jobs as more efficient procedures and machines are used.
We need_unemployment compensation and job training programs and specid public wefare
programs to take care of health needs, food needs, education needs, and so on. The businesses
which are making more money should be required to help pay for these programs. But whet is
not agood ideaiisto diminate the incentives for progressin acapitaist sysem

Another_problem for a socidist system is that policy-making tends to be focused on short-
term good while ignoring the long-term Stuation. Consder the Stuation with regard to providing
medicines to fight AIDS or other diseases. The humane gpproach is to indst that medicines
dready available be provided a low cost to poorer people. But the pharmeceutica industry
inggts that it needs to make noney from the medications dready available so that it can afford
to do the research to develop new medicines and new approaches to dealing with the problem.
There is room for dispute on how much the corporations should be making, but there is little
doubt that_in asocidist sysem the main effort would be on usng whet is dready avalable rather
then on developing new medicines to ded with problemsin the long run.

We cannot overlook the pogtive effects of a capitaist system driven by the desire to gain
more profit from onée's investment. Society needs this continuing drive toward ever grester
effidency to encourage new inventions and then to make use of them quickly. Another benefit
of cgpitdiam is the continuing effort to produce goods that ae wanted by consumers, which
means that businesses must produce a variety of good quality products to apped to avariety of
buyers

VII. THE NEED FOR DEMOCRATIC CONSTRAINT

At the same time we need a democratic politicd system to dedl with the_difficulties of an
unregulated capitdist sysem The government must control the effort of capitdists to externdize
their_codts, to get others to pay for things such as taking care of damage they do to the
environment. Second, the capitdist system depends on competition, but in unregulated market
Stuations those with more money get a better ded than those with less money. Regulations are
needed to try to keep the bargaining somewhat fair. Capitdists bargaining with workers are
usudly in a better financia Stuation than the workers looking for jobs since the capitdists can
wait for ther profits, but the workers need money for food and shelter now. Therefore
regulations are needed to protect the bargaining rights of the workers. In the absence of
regulaion there is a naturd tendency for the richer, bigger businesses to get better deds than
their poorer, smdler competitors. The result is that without requlation monopolies develop and
the competition which is crucid to the capitaist system is logst. A third problem, which can
become very troublesome in the absence of regulation, is the production of profitable items
which are unssfe or_ harmful (like cigarettes and addictive drugs).

From a mord point of view, however, the biggest problem resulting from an unregulated
copitdist system is the_widening gep which develops between the rich and the poor. That
happens in part because of the way that the rich tend to gain control of the political system and



make rules that increase their advantage, hut as adready noted the proper response to that
difficulty isto design a democratic politica system where economic power cannot be converted
into political power. But one aso needs to recognize thet it is abuilt-in characterigtic of the
capitdig system that the rich get richer. That is precisdy why unredtricted capitdism is
inherently immora. Being rich means that you can afford a good education rather than having to
work to take care of current needs, that you have the financia resources to invest so that the
money you have makes more money, tha you have time to explore new idess, that as a
consumer with money to spend you can influence what gets produced, and so on.

Another way of looking at this rich-get-richer tendency of capitalism is to consider who gets
discriminated againg in a cepitdist sysem[5]  Some critics of capitaism have clamed that it
is racig and_imperididic. Some capitdists undoubtedly have been racigs, but that is not an
inherent characteristic of the capitdist system. In fact, racigm isforeign to it Snce the only things
which matter in a capitdigtic system are competence as a worker or manager or inventor plus
the possession of money in order to be able to buy as a consumer or to invest asasaver. The
race, religion, gender, or age of the individual employees or consumersisirrdevant. Also some
capitalists undoubtedly have been nationdigtic imperidists, but_ nationdidic imperidism is directly
contrary to the theoretical basis of capitdism For capitdigts nationdity isirreevant.

On the other hand, there is one type of discrimination which is aninherent part of the capitdist
system, and that is discrimination againg the poor. The poor are discriminated against because
they do not have enough money to serve as potentid buyers or to be able to invest and earn
profits. Capitalism works on the basis of market forces of supply and demand, and demand is
not the same as need. _Demand is want plus the money to buy whet is wanted. The poor may
be in need but their needs will not condtitute part of the demand because they lack the money to
buy. The other sde of this Stuation (one that little by little is getting more atention both
domesticaly and globdly) is that capitaism won't work well if wedlth istoo concentrated in the
hands of too few persons because then there won't be enough demand to keep buying the
products being produced.

What is the proper remedy for this systematic discrimination againgt the poor? It seemsthat at
least part of the answer is the establishment of a democratic politica system which will establish
alega system of taxation and redigtribution of wedth so that some of the wedth accumulating in
the hands of those who are dready wedthy is sysematicdly syphoned off and put into
programs for the poor and made available to poor individuals.

VIII. YUNKER'S PLAN FOR EQUALIZING THE WEALTH GLOBALLY

On the internationd levd, just such a systemdtic program for channeling wedth from the rich
countries to the poor countries has been proposed by James Yunker. Hefirst described it in his
1993 book_World Union on the Horizon: The Case for Supernational Federation[6] In his
later book Common Progress. The Case for a World Economic Equaization Program Y unker
amulated the gpplication of his proposed program to 140 individua nations over the period




1970 to 2020 to show how his proposa would produce grester economic equaity among the
countries of the world without greetly harming any of them.[7] In a more recent article Y unker
uses computer smulation for the period 2000 to 2050 to show again how successful the WEEP
program could be.[§]

His origind "World Economic Equaization Program” (WEEP) assumes that there will be
savings from large cuts in military spending as the result of his proposed world government while
at the same time recognizing that the huge economic gap between the rich and the poor must be
addressed to dampen hodlility of the poor againgt the rich. The program cals for rich countries
to transfer money annudly to atrander fund, a fund from which poor countries draw money
(but which could be used only for production goods and educationv/training, never for any
commodities intended for find consumption[9] ). The amounts of money going into the fund
from the rich countries and the amounts going out to be used for investment by the poor
countries are based on a formula spelled out in great detall by Yunker. He admits that "The
rules embodied in the WEEP modd for determining contributions [paid in by the richer
countries] and shares [paid out to the poorer countries] are very much of an ad hoc nature."[10]
Nevertheless they are "commonsensicaly gopeding.” He relies on computer modeling to show
how the program he outlines of annud stipulated transfers from the rich countries to the poor
countries should result in a Stuation where "after 35 years of WEEP . . . per consumption in the
poorest region [of the world] would be close to 90 percent of that in the richest region"[11]
Without WEEP that figure would be 10 percent.[12]

| don't intend to defend the specifics of Yunker's "World Economic Equalization Program.” |
only want to point to it as one example of how _politica decisonmeking a the globd leve,
isolated from the nfluence of present economic power, can provide a viable program to ded
with the widening economic gap in sandards of living for the rich and the poor. It is not
necessary to diminate capitdism or inditute socidism. What is required is the indtitution of a
democratic political system which is not undermined by economic power.[13] Thisistrue a
both the globd level and the nationd levd.
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