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I





Exchange is one thing, economic competition another. Exchange is possible without competition; and economic competition (of sorts) is possible without exchange. Put exchange and competition together and, roughly, you get the free market. There are many philosophical discussions of the free market; a sizeable number about free exchange; but - - aside from in the context of consequentialist defences of the market - - who this century has had much to say about economic competition?


	This need not be a surprise. Not every concept, not even every important concept, bears philosophical reflection. So why should it be rewarding for a philosopher to consider competition? Well John Stuart Mill, summarizing the socialist case writes:





Morally speaking [the evils of individual competition] are obvious. It is the parent of envy, hatred, and all uncharitableness; it makes every one the natural enemy of all others who cross his path, and every one’s path is liable to be crossed. Under the present system hardly any one can gain except by the loss or disappointment of one or of many others.�





In On Liberty he famously remarks:


 


	Whoever succeeds in an overcrowded profession, or in a competitive 	examination; whoever is preferred to another in any contest for an 	object which both desire, reaps benefit from the loss of others, from 	their wasted exertion and their disappointment.�





	G.A. Cohen comments on a passage from Marx in The German Ideology in the following terms: ‘What is a society of competition [in this sense]? It is a society in which people use their powers to get as much as they can for themselves, without regard to the needs of others.’�  


	From each of utilitarian, Kantian and virtue-based perspectives a case can be made that economic competition generates, at least, a prima facie wrong. First, and most obviously, damage to the losers is a cost to weigh in the utilitarian balance. Here is Louis Blanc, as presented by Mill, on those costs:


What is competition from the point of view of the workman? It is work put up to auction. A contractor wants a workman: three present themselves. - How much for your work? - Half-a-crown: I have a wife and children. - Well; and how much for yours? - Two shillings: I have no children, but I have a wife. - Very well; and now how much for you? - One and eightpence are enough for me; I am single. Then you shall have the work. It is done; the bargain is struck. And what are the other two workmen to do? It is to be hoped that they die quietly of hunger.�





	Second, the competitive individual has no regard for the sufferings of those who are beaten, and thus seems akin to Kant’s ‘flourishing man’ who, while wishing no evil, does nothing to assist those he sees in great hardship. Kant maintains that while a society following a maxim of mutual indifference is possible, it is nevertheless impossible to will that such a maxim should be a universal law.� It is true that this example is often taken to be problematic. Nevertheless the point remains that from a Kantian perspective the competitive individual behaves no better than the indifferent individual. Indeed one should say that the competitive individual behaves with even lower moral worth, often being the cause (rather than merely the witness) of another’s distress.


	Finally, as described, the competitive individual seems very far from any ideal of the virtuous citizen. Competitive society first pre-supposes and then reinforces a very unattractive character type. If Mill and Marx are to believed it encourages selfishness, envy, hatred and lack of charity. Even some comments of Nozick suggest that competitive behaviour can be a vice:


Is there any important dimension along which it is inappropriate to judge oneself comparatively? Consider the following statement by Timothy Leary: ‘It’s my ambition to be the holiest, wisest, most beneficial man alive today. Now this may sound megalomaniac, but I don’t see why. I don’t see why ... every person who lives in the world shouldn’t have that ambition. What else should you try to be? The president of the board, or the chairman of the department, or the owner of this and that?’ The Politics of Ecstasy (New York: College Notes and Texts Inc., 1968), p. 218. There certainly is no objection to wanting to be as holy, wise, and beneficial as possible, yet an ambition to be the holiest, wisest, and most beneficial person alive today is bizarre.�


	It would be a mistake to conclude that acting competitively is wrong: perhaps there are stronger counter-arguments. Yet we have enough to motivate the thought that competition in general, and economic competition in particular, is morally problematic. When Tesco opens its new supermarket at the end of my road, it will put many local traders out of business. What is the difference between that and theft or arson? A serious moral question, one might think. Yet opponents of competition are more often treated as misguided sentimentalists than as serious moral thinkers. Why?


	Perhaps we have become so used to the idea  that these private vices generate greatly outweighing public virtues that we take the moral argument against competition to have been answered long ago. This, then, is to see the case for competition to be made out in consequentialist terms, and the argument is surely impressive: competition keeps prices down, quality up, and facilitates efficient employment of resources. Thus the utilitarian case for competition seems strong. What more can be said in its favour?


	One argument made all too often is that competitive free trade is required by a proper respect for liberty.  Anti-competitive situations are those in which certain people are prevented from doing something they want to do and this, so it is said, reduces their liberty. Therefore freedom requires free competition. This argument, however, is seriously flawed. Few claim we should have the liberty to harm each other. It is not a restriction on my (legitimate) liberty if I am prohibited from burning down your business premises. Yet harm suffered in economic competition can be just as serious. What we want to know is why one of these harms is permissible and the other not. A simple appeal to liberty cannot possibly help.


	A more promising defence of competition focuses on the relation between competition and exploitation. It may seem odd that there could be a defence of competition here, for the socialist argument, we have seen, is that competition leads to exploitation. However the libertarian response is that this is a serious over-simplification. Properly understood, the genuinely free market renders exploitation impossible. Is this claim plausible?





II





First we need an understanding of exploitation. The key idea of exploitation is that of taking advantage of another’s vulnerability, for your own purposes, without proper regard to the effect your behaviour has on the interests of the other. For clarity it is worth distinguishing two aspects of the paradigm case: exploiting a person’s circumstances and exploiting that person. If someone is in a vulnerable position it is possible to exploit that position: their circumstances. If you are poor, needy, ignorant, or dependent, I can often use this vulnerability as a source of power over you. Yet this need not involve exploitation of you. Paternalism can involve exploiting a person’s circumstances for his or her own good. I agree to feed and house you, but only if you - - against your will - - agree to join Alcoholics Anonymous. In acting this way I certainly exploit your circumstances, but my goal is your good, not mine. I may have been manipulative, but not exploitative.


	Conversely, it is sometimes possible to exploit someone who is not in a vulnerable position, or, at least, not a vulnerable material or ‘objective’ position. Thus one can exploit another’s infatuation, or weakness of character, however rich in material resources they may be. Typically, though, one is in exploitable circumstances if one is relatively poor, or  needy, or lacks information others have.


	How should we understand the idea of exploiting a person? The notion of using someone purely as a means to your own ends seems to come close to the intuitive thought. This is a perfectly general notion, in the sense that economic exploitation is one important category of exploitation, but by no means exhausts the field. Exploitation within the family may even be a more common phenomenon. To use someone is treat them as you might a tool or instrument, as if they do not have ends or interests of their own. In a humane society, thought Marx, one person’s need would generate a claim on the resources of another. In an exploitative society one person’s need is turned to a source of another’s profit.


	To complete the analysis we must appeal to a normative element in exploitation. To exploit someone is to use them; at the very least to treat them less well than they ought to be treated. But how ought one to treat people? Clearly there are many different ways of specifying norms of acceptable behaviour, and these will generate differing theories or conceptions of exploitation. In the young Marx, for example, we find norms of human flourishing. A theory of exploitation built on such a basis might claim that one person exploits another when the exploiter uses his or her power to bring about a personally beneficial arrangement while being indifferent to the effect the arrangement has for the flourishing of the exploited person.� More commonly, theories of exploitation are built on fairness or justice norms. An exploiter uses his or her advantage to bring about a particular arrangement, and is unconcerned whether that arrangement is unfair or unjust to the weaker party.


	The socialist case, we saw,  is that typically workers are exploited because of their vulnerable position. Blanc argues that competition for jobs creates a vulnerability for those competing workers, which is then exploited by capitalists in paying low, exploitative wages. The obvious response, and one that Blanc himself anticipates, is that in a properly competitive economy no such thing can happen. If the employer was prepared to employ someone at the highest offered price, then it appears that profits can be made even when wages are high. Thus ‘excess’ profits can be made at the lowest wages, and so competing employers will bid up the price until some threshold - - perhaps the point where wages equal marginal product - - is reached. But at that point, so it is said, there is no exploitation. Thus in a fully competitive economy exploitation will not exist: competition, on this view, does not create exploitation, but, on the contrary, makes it impossible.


	Linking competition and (lack of) exploitation in this way seems very attractive. That someone is exploited entails that they fall below a certain norm. But what norm? Well, why not ‘what they would get in a perfectly competitive market in equilibrium’? That, surely, is what their labour is ‘worth’. And this fits perfectly with the idea that, paradigmatically, exploitation is the consequence of differential bargaining strength. For in a perfectly competitive market no one has any more bargaining power than anyone else. Why? Because no one is bargaining. Prices are set by the market. One can then see exploitation as arising from collusive or forcible interferences with the market mechanism. 


	The anti-Corn Law movement provides an excellent illustration of this way of linking exploitation and competition. The argument is that protectionist laws prevented the market for corn, and thus for bread, reaching its equilibrium point, and thus led to the exploitation of those who relied heavily on their consumption of bread - - the poor. The solution is to free-up competition in the corn market, by ending protectionism. Free international trade eliminates the exploitation of the ordinary consumer by landed interests. It would be absurd -- and churlish on this occasion -- to deny the force of such an argument. Nevertheless, there are serious complications.


	The bold case that the market makes exploitation impossible, has two stages:


1. The competitive market in equilibrium sets the appropriate norm as a benchmark for judging whether exploitation takes place.


2. A certain form of competitive market is likely, in the long run, to reach equilibrium.


From these two claims it would follow that the specified competitive market has a long-run tendency to eliminate exploitation.


	The first claim is widely made. Consider, for example, the following from David Miller - - specifically about market exploitation: ‘It is generally speaking a necessary condition of A’s exploiting B that, in the exchange between them, A does better and B does worse than each would under equilibrium prices.’� It is a necessary condition precisely because, in this view, the market equilibrium provides the exploitation benchmark.


	Perhaps few people explicitly make the second claim - - that there is a tendency for equilibrium to be reached - - about any form of market, whether capitalist or socialist. But note that its absence, conjoined with the first claim, yields an argument that the market is near certain to lead to injustice, if not exploitation, rather than the conclusion that the market eliminates exploitation.


	Now, it seems to me, and I shall argue, that both of these premises are false, for all known forms of competitive market. Let us start with the second premise. I said before that Louis Blanc anticipated the idea that a competitive market in equilibrium would remove exploitation. His reply, as recorded by Mill, seems to me to have the right form but the wrong content. Blanc suggests that the competitive anti-exploitation argument works only if demand for labour equals supply: there is no work-shortage or labour-shortage. But, he replies, population growth means that the supply of labour is always expanding. Therefore the market never reaches equilibrium, and so there is always a shortage of work, and thus a position of vulnerability for the workers.


	Where Blanc is right, it seems, is to deny that the competitive market - - particularly in its capitalist forms - - will ever reach equilibrium. Indeed, according to Joan Robinson, Marx’s main point of difference with classical economic analysis, and perhaps his most important insight, is the claim that there is no long-run tendency to equilibrium in the capitalist market.� Blanc was wrong, though, to think that population growth is the cause of disequilibrium: it is, of course, too long-term a phenomenon.


	For Marx the key is that there is not only competition between workers, but between workers and labour-saving machines. This generates his theory of the industrial reserve army, and the employment cycle, which, on the face of it at least, sounds very plausible. Essentially whenever wages begin to approach (what non-Marxists would think of as) their equilibrium price, the capitalist turns to labour-saving devices to cut labour costs. But what one capitalist does they all do; this cuts the demand for labour, replenishing the industrial reserve army and lowering the price for labour: restoring previous levels of exploitation.


	Perhaps Marx is wrong about the particular mechanisms at work (although to a non-economist he sounds convincing). Yet behind this objection is a quite general point. The very idea that a competitive market could reach an equilibrium state seems almost self-contradictory, unless one has a very narrow view of what competition involves (essentially competition within a given level of technology). For competition, through innovation, means that the market will go through regular short term ‘shocks’ which forestalls any long-term drift to equilibrium. After all, what state would the market be in at equilibrium? Would competition through innovation have stopped? Then we no longer have a competitive market in the sense we know.


	My general claim, then, is that the very nature of a competitive economy precludes it from reaching the sort of equilibrium that would - - on the theory in question - - make exploitation impossible. This shows, I think, that the second step in the ‘anti-exploitation’ argument fails. The competitive economy has no tendency to equilibrium. What about the first step: that the competitive market in equilibrium provides the correct benchmark by which one can assess whether exploitation is taking place? Now, the practical impossibility of reaching equilibrium does not render this idea incoherent. Assuming a fixed level of technology, we can make sense of the idea of a market equilibrium at that given level of technology. So should we follow the suggestion of Miller, and assume that some sort of competitive market in equilibrium provides the correct benchmark: in other words the ‘just price’?


	It will instructive to approach this by first asking the question of whether the capitalist market can provide acceptable exploitation benchmark norms. Note that, if such a thing is established, it is theoretically just as possible for labourers to exploit capitalists as capitalists to exploit labourers. Now, for some this might seem a reductio ad absurdum of the approach. But it is perfectly understandable when we realise that the claim that the capitalist market in equilibrium provides the right benchmark assumes that:


1. The given set of property titles that the capitalist market presupposes is legitimate.


2. There is no moral difference between earning a ‘wage’ on the basis of using or hiring out the property you own, and earning a wage on the basis of your labour.


3. There is no moral difference between earning a higher than average wage for your work on the basis of your possession of a scarce skill, and on the basis of your exceptional work or effort.


	Perhaps it is obvious why these assumptions are necessary. First, any market presupposes a set of property holdings, and so any derived set of prices can be just only relative to that set of property holdings. If the underlying set of property holdings, or titles, is unjust, then any resulting set of prices will be infected with injustice.


	Second, the market sets prices for all factors of production, as well as all other commodities. Capital, as much as labour, has its equilibrium price. If - - through bargaining vulnerability - - owners of capital receive less than the equilibrium price of that capital, then, on the theory in question, assuming that their capital is legitimately held, owners of such capital are exploited.


	This point also generates the third assumption. Crudely we can say that the market price for a particular person’s labour is a function of demand and supply factors for the type of labour it is, and for the care and productive effort with which the labour is applied. Typically, then, I can command a high price for my labour if I have a rare, and demanded, skill, or if I am a hard and effective worker. Now, to suppose that the market price, in competitive equilibrium, is the just price, is to assume that the factors which determine prices are morally on a par. On this view, morally, possession of a rare skill is just as deserving of a high price as enormous care and effort in performing work. Put so starkly, this seems a highly implausible claim, and is widely disputed. But it is necessary if we are to accept David Miller’s claim that the market provides the appropriate benchmark for judging whether exploitation has taken place. Hence we must reject that claim, if we believe that, at least in certain cases, possession of a rare skill does not justify a higher income than that earned by those who do not possess it.


	So my two primary objections against the view that any competitive market - - including socialism  - - could end exploitation are: first, even if the market in equilibrium provides the correct exploitation benchmark, there is no tendency to equilibrium in a competitive economy; and second, no form of market in equilibrium provides the right exploitation benchmark as no form of market can discriminate morally pertinent from morally arbitrary determinants of price.


	The thrust of the argument so far is largely negative: there is no reason to believe that a competitive market will eliminate exploitation. This, of course, does not show that competition can be exploitative. That is the task of the next section





III








Does the claim that economic competition can be exploitative have any plausibility? In many aspects of life we appear to value competition for its own sake, and this value is appreciated even by those who do poorly. Thus those who come bottom of the sports league more often vow to do better the following year than give up entirely to lick their wounds, complaining of their maltreatment. For such people competition is valued as a way of giving an extra level of enjoyment and interest to their activity, and as an opportunity and motive to enhance their skills. After all, many people choose to engage in forms of competition for recreation, and often they are admired for doing so. Being competitive in these spheres might be seen as a way of respecting oneself, or as, in part, a way of living the good life.


	No doubt some people view economic competition in the same light: perhaps many do, perhaps even those for whom losing means losing everything. But for others this would seem a vastly misleading romanticism of the economic world that they find themselves in. Before we could attempt to adjudicate this dispute we must recognise that there are several different types or styles of competition - - or at least of ways of viewing competition - - and before we can take the argument about economic competition any further it is necessary to make a number of distinctions.


	What all cases of competition appear to have in common is that they involve a number of people (or groups, or teams) who engage in an activity in which there can be differing levels of achievement, normally measured on a scale (which will often be broadly correlated with some underlying trait, which the scale is designed to capture). The person, group or team performing at the highest level of achievement, as measured by the scale, is the winner, and is given some recognition, reward or prize.


	Why do we have practices of competition? We can distinguish several types of cases:


1. Pure lottery: this might be thought to be the limit case of competition. A scarce resource is to be allocated, and a competition of pure luck is held as a means of fair allocation. Here there are just two levels of achievement - - win or lose - - and achievement on this scale is not meant to reflect any underlying trait or ability.


2. Weighted lottery: again a scarce resource is to be allocated, and a competition is held in which differential efforts are possible. In such a case the competition is arranged so that someone who achieves best on a scale designed to reflect some underlying trait will be awarded the scarce resource. For example the competition might be designed simply to be responsive to effort, on the assumption that those who try hardest are those who those who most want the resource in question, and it is a good thing if resources go to those who want them most. A different example would involve trying to arrange distribution so that it is responsive to some trait thought to be deserving, for the value of rewarding desert.


3. Pure competition: Competitive behaviour is considered desirable in itself, and so turns an activity of no value in itself into something of value.


4. Constitutive competition: an activity can only exist if it involves some sort of competition (chess, for example).


5. Activity enhancement: a competition for a prize is presented as a way of enhancing an activity already thought valuable in itself. 


6. Side-effect of award: a weighted lottery is held for the external effects of awarding the reward to someone of a certain type.


7. Side-effect of activity: a competition is held for the external effects of people engaging in the activity that the competition draws out or encourages. 





	In any given case it may not be clear what the underlying rationale for the competition is, or it might be that it has several different rationales. Indeed even the most familiar and banal example repays analysis. Consider the example of a parent who, at 4.30 pm is asked to arbitrate a dispute between two children, who want to watch different channels on television at 5.00 pm. In the absence of a video recorder or second television the parent announces that whichever child has the tidiest bedroom at 4.55 pm will get to choose which channel to watch.


	At one level this might be seen as an example of a pure lottery: designed solely to facilitate fair distribution of a scarce, indivisible, resource - - possession of the remote control of the television. (This assumes that the bedrooms are equally untidy to start with, otherwise the competition is obviously unfair.) Yet it is more plausible to think that the competition is intended to be a weighted (or Solomonic) lottery. Assuming a fair starting point, and roughly equal tidying abilities it is likely that the competition will be won by whichever child has the more intense preference to watch their chosen channel. Intense preference is likely to be reflected in extra effort, which has a good chance of leading to a winning performance.


	Furthermore, although the children may not view it this way, the parent also might have ‘activity enhancement’ in mind. Tidying up skills will be improved when they are applied towards an end other than a tidy room, and it might encourage the idea that acting in this way is to act virtuously. (It might of course, have the opposite effect: encouraging the idea that tidying up is so unpleasant it should only be done when there is a prospect of reward.) Finally, the idea of side-effect of activity obviously applies. By getting the children to act in this way, the parent’s own burdens will be reduced. Thus many different goals are served by this example.


	Side-effect of activity may seem a slightly obscure idea, so it might be helpful to examine some more examples. Consider a farmer who announces a ploughing competition, in order to get his field ploughed cheaply. Or a publishing company that sets a literary quiz involving questions largely about its own titles, as a way of encouraging sales to those wishing to take part. 


	In On Liberty Mill briefly discusses two examples of competition: competitive examinations and economic competition. If we take first the example of competitive examinations for, say, the civil service, we can see it as satisfying a number of goals. First, it is a weighted lottery, giving desirable jobs to those who put in the most effort or have the highest ability. Second, there is an all-important side-effect of award effect: it advances social utility to put certain public jobs in the hands of those with certain proven abilities. Third, there is an indirect side-effect of activity effect. Having such practices will increase general educational level of those who plan to take part in them, for the benefit not just for the competitors but for society as a whole.


	Suppose, though, that the practice had only the very last effect; that we announced certain competitions simply for the beneficial effects of the competitive activity for society as a whole. Suppose there was no particular reason to give the highest achievers the most desirable jobs, and that the process of preparing oneself to take the examinations was of no personal value, yet the practice of having many people preparing themselves in this way had a great social utility. In such a case, I imagine, we would feel somewhat uncomfortable about the practice. Those preparing for examinations - - whether they win or lose - - could rightfully think of themselves as exploited, as being used for the benefit of others, or treated purely as a means. The Kantian case against this type of competition - - and the ploughing competition and the literary quiz - - begins to emerge.


	Is there an equal Kantian case against the ‘tidying competition’. After all, ‘side effect of activity’ was present there too. Is this exploitative? My feeling is that we might say that the parent was being opportunistic, but not exploitative. The reason for this judgement is that children ought to tidy their rooms, and we apparently have no objection to the idea of parents manipulating their children into doing what they ought to do. Thus in our earlier terminology: there is exploitation of circumstances but not of a person. But there are obvious limits. If we found that a mother and father managed, by setting competition after competition, to get their children to perform every aspect of housekeeping, while they spent the time in the pub, then we would surely have crossed the border.


	Does it make any difference if one has not set the competition, but nevertheless finds oneself a beneficiary of others’ competitive activity? Here, I think, one must escape blame entirely if not only one has not set the competition, but it is not in one’s power to try to stop or change it. If, however, one has power of influence and declines to use it one cannot use this defence.


	So we have the provisional result that a practice of competition which is solely or primarily valued for the side-effects of the competitive behaviour is prima facie exploitative.  But we have seen one case where the presumption is overturned: where people are encouraged by the competition to do what they ought to do. It is also not exploitative if the beneficiaries lack the ability to control or influence the situation. Another mitigating exception that we have noted in passing is where engaging in the competitive behaviour - - in that case preparing for examinations - - was beneficial for the person so doing. Finally we should add that when the benefit accrues to a group, and the person competing is a member of that group then this form of competition, while still exploitative, is less so than other cases.


	Why value economic competition? Clearly it is rarely, if ever, thought useful as a pure lottery: as an arbitrary, and thus fair, means of allocating scarce resources which cannot sensibly be divided more equally. Certain arguments, relating to desert, in effect appeal to the idea of the competitive market as a weighted lottery, rewarding perseverance, tenacity, enterprise and effort, and it is hard to deny that the competitive market at least sometimes has this effect. Whether possessors of such qualities intrinsically deserve to have more than those who do not is, of course, highly questionable. Furthermore, there can be little doubt that less noble characteristics equally have their place: a talent for flattery, duplicity, manipulation, deceit about one’s own preferences and many other similar skills also find their reward in the market. Luck, too, plays a central role. Consequently several things must be shown by anyone wishing to use the weighted lottery defence of economic competition. First, that certain traits are virtues; second, that it is ‘fitting’ that these should be rewarded; and third; economic competition rewards the right traits. All of these claims, of course, are contestable.


 	The idea of ‘activity enhancement’ is also implausible as a defence of economic competition. To use this argument would be to claim that economic competition enhances an activity that is otherwise desirable in itself. Most producers, though, would surely prefer a monopoly position. Competition is seen as a fact of life, not a life enhancer. And as competition is not constitutive of trade the ‘constitutive competition’ approach mentioned previously fails to apply.


	What about the instrumental justifications? The idea I called side-effect of award would require us to value economic competition because it is socially useful for the enterprising to have more money than the less enterprising. This claim, of course, is often made: the enterprising can make best use of resources, for the benefit of all of us. However, even if this is true, it is less important as a justification of economic competition than the type of argument referred to as side-effect of activity. This is the idea that the process of competitive action is of social utility, for it is this that keeps prices down and quality up. The strongest defence of economic competition is that setting people in economic competition is good for us. 


	Thus we largely value economic competition for the side-effects of having people engaging in competitive economic activity. I suggested above, though, that we should such arrangements as prima facie exploitative: importantly not as a situation where the winners exploit the losers, but as a situation in which both winners and losers in competition are exploited by those encouraging them to take part in potentially damaging competitive behaviour. Both winners and losers are treated as means, although the winners (for the time being) might make little complaint (for the time being). In essence the surprising (and frankly counter-intuitive) conclusion is that economic competition is an activity in which consumers exploit producers.


	This conclusion will be resisted by many. Who could seriously believe that I, and others like me, exploit the shareholders of highly profitable multinational corporations in virtue of the fact that we benefit from such firms’ engagement in competition? Several points need to be made, though, before this position can be fully understood. First, by ‘producers’ I mean everyone involved in production, and not merely owners of capital, and all such people are potentially victims of consumer exploitation. Second, my argument is perfectly consistent with the claim that owners of capital exploit their workers in far more significant ways than consumers exploit anyone. Third, my target, at this point, is an unmodified competitive market in which there is no state provision or redistribution, and thus nothing to mitigate exploitation (this will be important later). Fourth, and relatedly, by saying that competition is exploitative I am not proposing that we eliminate it: the utilitarian case in favour is overwhelming. Nevertheless there are ways of modifying the competitive market to reduce or eliminate this exploitation. My claim is that, under certain circumstances consumers exploit producers by encouraging economic competition: it is a further question whether we are presently in those circumstances.


	This further question, of course, is the interesting one. Do consumers presently exploit producers? The answer is: yes and no. It is vital to distinguish local and global aspects of the discussion. Whatever resistance we may have to the idea that consumers in an advanced society exploit producers in their own society, it is much harder to oppose the thought that consumers in advanced societies exploit producers in less developed ones. The low wages, hazardous working conditions and uncertain life prospects experienced by those producing goods for an overseas market are a direct consequence of practices of economic competition. As willing beneficiaries of such practices we are exploiters.


	What makes us exploiters in the global case and generally non-exploiters in the local case? It would be easy to say that the difference is that in only one of the two cases are great harms caused to the producer. However, on my analysis of exploitation this is not quite right: exploitation is characterised by the exploiter’s indifference to whether certain sorts of harm are suffered, rather than the fact of any actual harms. Thus the difference is that we seem to be largely indifferent to the plight of producers in less developed countries, while we are far less indifferent to the plight of producers in our own.


	We can give this contrast more weight by considering the question of what justice requires of us. I cannot, of course, attempt a complete answer here, but as part of an answer I want to appeal to something I have argued for elsewhere, and call the ‘weak equity axiom’.� The axiom is:


If a change generates a surplus or profit, then those who are already relatively badly off should not be made worse off still as a result of the change.


It is worth comparing this principle with both the Pareto Principle, and the Maximin Principle. It could be viewed as a less demanding compromise between the two - - entailed by them both - - and thus should be widely accepted as a necessary (not sufficient) condition for the justice of a change.


	The Pareto Principle tells us that no one should be made worse off by a change. The weak equity axiom attends only to those towards the bottom of the distribution. Unlike the Pareto Principle it does not rule out the possibility that those who are already rich should lose out from the change.


	Maximin tells us that the worse off should be made as well off as possible. The equity axiom tells us only that we should not make the badly off any worse off, but not that we should improve their position.


	I should repeat that this is not intended as a complete theory of justice: it is simply a necessary condition which I believe to be almost universally held, if almost never explicitly acknowledged. But in some cases it has powerful consequences. It requires us to redistribute the benefits of any scheme so that those towards the bottom of the distribution do not make a net loss from the operation of the scheme. Thus in the case of economic competition it requires us to compensate those who, already badly off, find themselves further losers as a result of competition: workers and small traders who suffer as others benefit. In other words, it is just the principle needed to stop ‘the weak going to the wall’ - - often thought to be the main moral defect of a competitive system.


	It is beyond the scope of this paper to defend the weak equity axiom here. But one reason for introducing it is that our own situation seems to be that within our own society we take certain steps to apply something akin to the weak equity axiom, whereas on the world-scale we do not. And this has significant consequences for the analysis of exploitation. Recall my rough characterisation of exploitation. An exploiter uses his or her advantage to bring about a particular arrangement, and is unconcerned whether that arrangement is damaging to the weaker party. To the extent that we accept the weak equity axiom in order (among other reasons) to protect people from severe loss in competition, then it is not true that we are indifferent to the plight of such people. Therefore we are no longer exploiting them. Yet if we do not apply the axiom in our dealings with others it is more likely that we are exploiters. Thus although we generally avoid exploiting producers in our own society, we do nevertheless exploit producers in the developing world, for our reluctance to employ the weak equity axiom is symptomatic of our indifference and hence our exploitation. 


	It is interesting to note that the weak equity axiom provides not so much an economic safety net for producers (it does not speak to the plight of those who are badly off without being losers in the system), but a moral safety net for consumers. If we do not attempt to implement it, or any stronger principle, but willingly benefit from economic competition, then we are exploiters. But if we do implement the axiom, then we avoid being exploiters, at least in that respect. We are no longer indifferent to the plight of those whose actions benefit us.


	From the arguments given it becomes clear that it is not enough to defend practices of economic competition by pointing to their great social utility. Economic competition, in some circumstances, is a practice by means of which consumers exploit producers, and consumers are also voters who have the power to modify the institutions within which competition takes place. Competition can be a form of exploitation, and those, particularly those towards the bottom of any distribution, who lose through exploitative practices have a claim in justice for compensation. And this is a claim we can afford to meet. If competition advances social utility, then social utility can be raided to compensate those who would otherwise do very badly.


	This is a way of arguing that, although the social value of economic competition is considerable, there is no good argument for letting the costs and benefits of economic competition lie exactly where they fall. There may be good reasons for putting resources in the hands of the most enterprising and tenacious, but this is not also a reason for putting nothing at all in the hands of those who lack these skills. The utilitarian case for competition should be supplemented by Kantian practices in which we treat people as ends in themselves by making sure that no one unjustly suffers as a consequence of social practices which benefit others.� 
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