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—Dedicated to the memory of Ralph Miliband, fighter for freedom and justice

1. Introduction!

Marx regards capitalism and all class societies as exploitative and holds exploita-
tion to be deeply wrong.? But what is his objection to exploitation? On what I
call the Canonical View, dominant classes exploit subordinate ones in wrongfully
taking from them surplus or (in capitalism) surplus value which, in virtue of
being produced by subordinate classes, is rightfully theirs.3 The surplus is what-
ever part or value of material production is left after replacing that used up in
production itself. The Canonical View has two parts: (a) a conception of exploi-
tation as wrongful transfer of surplus and (b) an account of that wrongfulness as
injustice. I consider the most powerful version on which the injustice is theft.4

I argue, first, that the Canonical View is a mistaken interpretation of Marx in
its account of the wrongfulness of exploitation. Part (a) is correct,5 but part (b) is
not. Normatively, Marx is concerned with freedom rather than justice, the eman-
cipation of labor rather than the rights of property—even of producers’ property
rights. Second, I argue that Marx is right that freedom is an independent concern,
if not right to dismiss justice. My positive conclusions are, third, that if class
societies, including capitalism, are exploitative in Marx’s sense, i.e., involve
unnecessary unfreedom, they are objectionable, whether or not they are also
unjust, and, finally, that they are indeed thus exploitative.

Others have located unfreedom as the central evil of exploitation (Holmstrom
1977; Reiman 1987; Buchanan 1982). What is novel here is not that claim but,
first, its elaboration. I offer a detailed account of the kinds of unfreedom in-
volved rather than taking unfreedom as a primitive. Second, I defend the inde-
pendence, indeed the logical priority, of freedom with respect to justice as a
reason to condemn exploitation. Third, I show how concern with different sorts
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