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Introduction
My paper takes the form of a series of answers to the questions posed by the conference organizers in their call for papers. As there are many questions, and in order to respect the time constraints, my answers are brief and the argument for them compressed. 

I approach these questions in a general way, and not as a specifically Marxological exercise. But my attempts to answer them are informed by assumptions, arguments and themes coming out of the Marxist tradition. The title I have given myself - ‘How is socialism to be justified?’ - should be taken in an open spirit, as meaning something like ‘How can we justify socialism if we can?’... rather than as ‘Here is the justification of socialism (already available to us)’. There are reasons, to do both with the history of the 20th century and with the kind of society socialism purports to be, why I prefer to put it in this open way. What these reasons are I will get to with the final answer I go on to offer here.

The first question I want to consider is this one...


1. Is the very idea of justifying socialism some kind of philosophical mistake?
I don’t think so. I’m not even sure what could be the reason for saying this. Would it be that socialism needs no justification because its coming about will be (like) a natural event, an inevitability? But we feel it necessary to intervene against natural events when we judge them undesirable (as with illness), and so in going along with, or welcoming, the ‘natural event’ that socialism putatively is we would need to explain why we do.

Treating socialism as natural and/or inevitable is, in any case, not at all persuasive. We don’t have to go back to Rosa Luxemburg’s famous alternative - socialism or barbarism - to think today that there are alternatives to socialism. We know that there are. One is the continued existence of capitalism in some form or other. (There was a time when Marxists believed this to be impossible, but that belief is no longer credible.) And there is the alternative of catastrophe, nuclear or ecological - a catastrophe that could spell the ruin of modern civilization.

To treat socialism as a natural event, furthermore, would be to make the same mistake as Marx criticized others for vis-à-vis capitalism - of fetishizing or reifying a set of social arrangements: by naturalizing them, putting them beyond humanity’s capacity for choice and change.


2. Second, then, is socialism to be justified by virtue of an immanent critique of capitalism?
To this I would answer: yes and no. Taking them in reverse order... No, if this is merely a disguised or watered down version of the previous suggestion (socialism as natural or inevitable). If ‘immanence’ doesn’t refer to any kind of inevitability, then it merely states that socialism is a historical possibility. But it is then one possibility amongst others, and so we need reasons for thinking it desirable, a better possibility than the alternatives.

But also yes, in the sense that socialism, if it is to be presented convincingly as a real project, a realistic project, and not just a dream, the pet idea of a small number of people, has to be ‘rooted’. To me this means at least three things. It means rooted in real tendencies of capitalism in the sense of social forces - a political constituency - capable of bringing a socialist society into existence and sustaining it. And it means rooted in organizational and technical capacities that capitalism helps to generate and which could provide the basis for the alternative social order envisaged. These points are a familiar enough part of the Marxian corpus and so I won’t dwell further upon them. 

But today it is necessary to add that the idea of real tendencies and capacities must also encompass our being able to offer realistic solutions to social problems; and having compelling models of alternative ways of doing things, alternative policies and structures; most challenging of all, having a persuasive model of a socialist political economy.

I come back to a further aspect of the idea of immanence later.


3. Is socialism to be justified on the grounds that it is needed for freedom?
I’d say yes. Freedom is a good, one of the supreme human goods: both in the sense of autonomy, not being subject to the coercive will of others; and in the sense of self-realization, the power to pursue one’s own purposes. 

Socialists today should abjure fantasies of total or unlimited freedom, as in the notion of a stateless utopia, a condition of freedom without the existence of coercive law. I’ve set out an argument for this conclusion in a separate paper [see 1, 2, 3, 4] which I won’t try to summarize here. But the core of that argument is that we have no reasonable basis for expecting that a future community under conditions of modernity could exist in harmony without the rule of law; or that the common decisions embodied in such law - even with the most democratic of collectivities, even under the influence of the most favourable moral and political culture - could be made to hold without any sort of apparatus of enforcement, sanctions, and so forth. 

Still, even if unlimited freedom is a fantasy, there is the matter of more freedom and less.

One of the greatest normative assets of liberal-democratic capitalist societies - both yesterday and today something seriously underestimated by some on the left - is their claim to have institutionalized and to protect individual freedom better than any other kind of polity. So as not to be misunderstood here... When I say this is a normative asset, I don’t just mean an asset in the ideological sense. I mean rather that the claim is true. No other form of polity hitherto has better embodied the mechanisms and guarantees of basic civil and political liberties.

At the same time, this - freedom - is also a point on which capitalist democracies are vulnerable to an immanent critique, because it is perfectly obvious that the real freedoms they vouchsafe are in certain ways vitiated by the substantial inequalities that are endemic in capitalism as a form of economic organization. Liberal defenders of capitalism will standardly say here that there are many values, these have to be balanced against one another, and liberty and equality are two such. For them equality must be traded for liberty. But this misrepresents the relationship between the two values. If there is a very unequal (structural) distribution of property - of command over resources - this just means, it just is, an unequal distribution of freedoms in the society. For (as Jerry Cohen, among others, has said) any distribution of property/resources itself distributes freedoms.

This is not in some other, non-liberal, meaning of the concept of freedom, but in the standard liberal sense in which laws made by people to control what may and may not be done count as restricting individual liberty. Projected as a more equal kind of society than capitalism, socialism envisages a more equal distribution of individual freedom. Vis-à-vis capitalist society this would of course entail different restrictions on liberty as well as different enablements. However, that means a different distribution of freedoms rather than (as non-socialist liberals claim) less freedom for more equality.


4. Is socialism to be justified on the grounds that it is needed for justice?
Yes. I won’t spend any time here on the debate, which will be familiar to many of you, on whether or not Marx condemned capitalism as unjust in the light of universalist principles of justice. My view is that he did, and I believe this view has been soundly established against every challenge to it. But in any event, independently of that debate, I think the socialist critique of capitalism involves a justice critique in at least two ways.

The criticism of capitalism that it is exploitative - that the profits of capital depend on exploiting the labour of the worker - is a moral critique, one which sees exploitation as an injustice, in that the outputs of the production process are not distributed according to due or desert. That is not to say that every concept of exploitation has to have a normative content in this way. There can be a purely descriptive concept of exploitation (the surplus beyond the wage etc); but the concept at the heart of the socialist critique generally isn’t, and the Marxian version certainly wasn’t, purely descriptive, technical, morally neutral. The concept of an unequal exchange between capitalist and worker implied a failure of entitlement on the former’s part, or as Marx sometimes said explicitly, it implied that the capitalist usurped part of the product of labour.

The socialist critique of capitalism with respect to freedom is also a justice critique in that socialists criticize the distribution of freedom (and of material resources implicit in it). This is the meaning of the famous formula from The Communist Manifesto: ‘the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all’.


5. Is socialism to be justified on the grounds that it is needed for happiness?
Yes, but with a few cautions. Yes, because the pursuit of happiness is a central human impulse, and it is reasonable to assume that in a society in which freedoms were more fairly distributed, entailing the same thing with regard to resources and opportunities, all-round levels of well-being would be higher, so providing a more hospitable context for the pursuit of happiness.

The cautions are necessary, however, because even with more ample social bases of well-being there would still be plenty of natural and personal sources of unhappiness. I mean things like mortality, grief, illness, accident, loss, disappointment in love, longing, jealousy, failure of one kind and another, personal conflict, shame, guilt, remorse, hurt, natural disaster, tragedy. Further, unless one simply defines happiness so broadly as to include all other human goods, it doesn’t. People value other things as well - like integrity, identity, love of others, loyalty and so forth; and they will sometimes sacrifice or compromise their own happiness for these other things.

Then there is the fact, noted by J.S. Mill, that happiness is often gained more effectively by not being made a direct object of pursuit; and the fact, as I think it also is, that while provision should be made by government for some of the major preconditions of well-being (health, housing, education etc), personal happiness cannot be made a direct target of policy.

Nonetheless, when all this has been said, a freer and more equal society should make for greater happiness amongst its members.


6. Is socialism to be justified on the grounds that it is needed for the unfettered development of human productivity?
Well, not much is altogether unfettered, so I’ll take this question to be asking about a more expansive development of human productivity, a further blossoming. And I’m not sure of the answer to it. If such is compatible with a sustainable use of energy and resources, and is non-reckless ecologically, then perhaps. And otherwise not.

Also, I think we should be willing to entertain the following supposition: that the only viable models of a socialist society that could meet other desiderata might be less productive than capitalism. But if they delivered better in other respects, and satisfactorily in terms of productivity, then it may be that the justifications offered for socialism could stand in spite of its being less productive.


7. Is socialism to be justified on the grounds that it is needed in order to avoid war or ecological catastrophe?
I’ve alluded to the possibility of ecological catastrophe in a couple of earlier answers, and I don’t really have a lot more to say about this. On the one hand, we on the left have sometimes underestimated the capacity of capitalism to meet, by technological and other adapatations, challenges that have been posed to it. On the other hand, in this particular matter, the danger of ecological catastrophe, one of the conditions of responding to the danger is coordination on a global scale, and there are reasons to wonder how far capitalism as an economic system is capable of meeting this condition. There are reasons to worry about that, but I don’t feel able to speak with much confidence about the issue.

As to war, I’m not sure that socialism guarantees an avoidance of it. One would like to think so. But unless one simply means by socialism a society in which every sort of problem has been solved, I don’t see anything automatic about it. War can have sources (e.g. ethnic, nationalist, religious; the aim of liberating one people from another which is oppressing them) that might well survive into a socialist society, and for that reason I don’t think avoidance of war can be made a key justification for socialism.


8. Is socialism to be justified on the grounds that it is needed in order for us to properly realize our humanity?
No, if this means there is one proper way of realizing our humanity - if it means postulating some single optimal model of the human good or of human self-realization. No, because human purposes and ways of life are too various, and while I think it’s possible to distinguish better and worse in this matter, nonetheless within a certain range of the better there have to be diverse types of good life rather than just one authoritative ideal of it. Put otherwise, we shouldn’t confuse the socialist project with a sort of historical teleology in which there is an end point of history - socialism - that represents the ‘truth’ of human nature.

In a looser sense, however, I think that socialism has to justify itself as respecting certain constraints or limits that are laid down by our common human nature: that is to say, it must meet certain needs of human beings - from needs for basic nourishment to needs for free activity - better than these have so far been met historically; and it must afford certain basic protections to human beings, against violence, persecution, oppression and so forth.

For this reason, I also think that the answer to the next question...


9. Does a justification of socialism have to depend on a certain model of human nature?
... is yes. As there is such a thing as a human nature, a common and universal make-up which characterizes us as a species, not only socialism but any projected ‘utopia’ has to be based upon, and justified by, the way in which it accommodates that nature and enables it to flourish (in its benign impulses).


10. Is socialism to be justified on the grounds that it emerges out of an immanent development of democratic self-government?
This is the only question that wasn’t in the call for papers. I’ve supplied it myself. And it is of key importance. The answer to it is: yes. Every other justification for socialism fails if it cannot be created democratically and sustained democratically. It has been the major disaster for socialism that it came to be associated with undemocratic practices, totalitarian forms of government and terrible crimes against humanity - and to be associated, secondarily, amongst too many of its adherents, with forms of apologia for all this.

Connecting (by way of the notion of immanent critique) to actual tendencies within capitalism applies in this area above all. If those to whom socialism is put on offer as a societal alternative are presented with models of socialist politics that are less democratic than the ones available to them in democratic capitalist societies, they are unlikely to find the offer appealing. Apart from this, it is in the nature of what socialism is supposed to be that it empowers people - which is surely to say that it democratizes political power. Where political power is in some sort already democratic, this can only mean it further democratizes it - which entails a line of continuity between existing and projected political structures. It cannot mean simply abolishing or restricting those political and civil liberties, those democratic rights and opportunities, that capitalist democracies have shown themselves capable of providing in some substantial degree.

The socialist left has no future unless it embraces this acknowledgement wholeheartedly and without reservation.
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